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Livestock prices fell drastically in the 1st and 

2nd quarter of 2019, but they began to pick 
up in the 3rd quarter (Q3) of 2019. The agri-

inflation rate continued to rise as expected. 

The annual agri-inflation rate increased by 
3.8% Y-o-Y (i.e. Q3-2018 to Q3-2019), 

whereas the quarterly agri-inflation rate 
increased with 1.23% (i.e. Q2-2019 to Q3-

2019). The rise in the annual agri-inflation 

rate was mainly caused by feed (10.7% Y-
o-Y), animal health-medicine (10.5% Y-o-

Y), and vehicle repair (6.0% Y-o-Y).  
 

An extreme drop in the weaner price 
negatively influenced the weighted cattle 

price, resulting in the cattle price reducing 

by a mere 5.8% Y-o-Y over the last 12 
months. Comparing Q3-2018 to Q3-2019, 

weaner price declined by more than 17.7% 
Y-o-Y, whereas slaughter price increased by 

8.7% Y-o-Y (see Figure 2). Quarterly, 

weaner producers received low prices for 
their weaners/tollies in Q1-and-Q2, 

however, the price improved slightly by 
8.3% in Q3-2019 owing to an increase in 

demand of weaners/tollies. On the other 
hand, the slaughter price remained 

consistent and stable in Q1-and-Q2-2019, 

but not in Q3-2019 as Meatco change their 
price structure, which pushed down the 

slaughter price by 4.1%. Sheep prices 
decreased by 17.4% Y-o-Y. At the 

beginning of 2019, the sheep industry 

experienced a major price reduction due to 
the foot-and-mouth disease outbreak that 

occurred in South Africa (RSA). Sheep 
prices, however, improved by more than 

8.3% in Q3-2019 compared to Q2-2019 due 

to an increased demand of sheep.  
 

Over the last 13 years, producers had to 
advance their productivity and efficiency by 

3.8% (cattle) and 1.1% (sheep) each year. 
This required increasing the stocking rate 

sustainably and improving the herd 

productivity.  

Source: NAU 

Source: NAU 
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Market statistics 
The seriousness of the drought, depletion of 
natural rangeland reserves, as well as 

increased production costs forced farmers to 
destock to prevent major financial losses. 

Major destocking took place in Q2-2019, and 
in Q3-2019 marketing slowed down. Going 

forward producers are expected to move into 

a herd rebuilding phase, but this phase will 
be accompanied by factors such as cash flow 

pressure, high debt levels and it will take time 
for farmers to recover. Therefore, relevant 

stakeholder support will be required.    
 

Between Jan-Sept 2019, 111 462 heads of 
cattle were slaughtered at export abattoirs 

(Meatco received 90.8% of the throughput), 

whereas only 60 840 cattle were slaughtered 
during the same period in 2018, indicating an 

83.2% increase. A total of 237 235 live cattle 
were exported between Jan-Sept 2019, and 

of that South Africa received 99.3% of the 
cattle. Comparing Q3-2018 and Q3-2019 

figures, the total live export of cattle 

decreased by 5.1%. 
Sheep export abattoirs received a throughput 

of about 143 276 sheep between Jan-Sept 
2019, showing a 2.3% drop in throughput 

when compared to the same period in 2018. 
Live sheep export increased from 373 265 

sheep in 2018 Jan-Sept to 394 450 heads of 
sheep in 2019 Jan-Sept, demonstrating a 

5.6% increase. South Africa received 394 263 

of the total live sheep exported between Jan-
Sept 2019, and 55.9% were slaughter sheep, 

30.4% too-lean-too small, and 13.6% fat-
tailed sheep.    

Producers auctioned 53 285 cows in 2019 
(Jan-Sept) which is 57.0% more than what 

was auction in 2018 (Jan-Sept). An estimate 
of about 82.3% of the 53 285 cows (medium 

and lean cows) went for fattening, whereas 

17.7% of the cows (cow fat and slaughter 
heifers) were slaughtered at butchers. 

Meatco slaughtered 67 997 cows between 
Jan-Sept 2019, and 21 763 cows in 2018 

(Jan-Sept), displaying a 212.4% increase in 
cow slaughtered at Meatco. An estimated 

figure of cows slaughtered in 2019 is 77 436 
(inclusive of fat cows auctioned & cows 

slaughtered at Meatco), while 30 810 cows 

were slaughtered in 2018, signifying a 
151.3% increase. The large number of cows 

marketed in 2019, compromises the 
reproductive capacity of the cattle industry. 

Figure 3 and 4, shows how marketing 
decreased in Q3-2019.  

 
Weaner price as a percentage of slaughter 
price stood at 49% in Q2-2019 (see Figure 

5), but it improved slightly in Q3-2019 

because of a marginal increase in weaner 

price, leaving the figure at 55% on 
average. Ox production stand to be more 

profitable than weaner production at the 
moment.  

 

 

Source: LABTA / NAU 
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Profitability of different Production Systems  
 

The different cattle production systems include the cow-ox, weaner and weaner-ox production systems. A cow-ox production 

system entails producing livestock (e.g. slaughter oxen, heifers and culled cows) ready for slaughter at abattoirs. A weaner 
production system consists of breeding cows whose sole purpose is to produce marketable weaner calves weaned at 7-8 

months. In a weaner-ox production system, producers buy weaners weighing about 220 kg at auctions, these weaners are 
then raised extensively on natural veld until they are ready for slaughter at about 472 kg live weight and this system has 

no cow herd. 
 

In 2017, a relative increase in weaner price made weaner production more profitable, and weaner-ox production less 

profitable as the price at which weaners were bought was expensive. The trend continued into the first three quarters of 
2018, until when weaner price began to stabilize and slaughter price started to increase. At the start of 2019, the outbreak 

of foot-and-mouth disease in South Africa further suppressed the weaner price leading to a drastic decrease in weaner price 
in Namibia and the profitability of weaner production thereof. Meanwhile, Meatco maintained a high and stable slaughter 

price that improved profitability in the ox production system (see Figure 6). The lamb production system has had a more 

robust long-term price growth and a shorter cash flow cycle meaning profits have been consistent. Note: The different 
production systems analysis is done using June 2019 price levels and farm level assumptions. Importantly, the net surplus 
per annum hereunder is calculated for an average cattle farm of 7 500 ha and sheep farm of 11 000 ha. 
 
Evidently, situations change, patterns change so does profit. The cyclical variation in prices and other market determinants 

sometimes occur more rapidly and unexpected than it is possible to change a production system. Changing from one 
production system to another can be time consuming and costly.  Therefore, it is important to adopt a flexible farming 

approach, build-up capital reserves and/or diversify your farming income stream in order to have a sustainable cash flow 
during challenging times.  

 
 

Cattle profitability on 5 000-ha vs 7 500-ha farms 
 
All producers must strive to optimise production and income, but the hectares under production determine whether 

producers are obtaining acceptable profit margins or not. Producers involved in cow-ox and weaner production systems 
farming on a 5 000-ha are currently experiencing financial pressure more than those on a 7 500-ha farm. All cattle production 

systems on 7 500-ha are realizing positive margins, while on a 5 000-ha only ox producers have a positive profitability (see 

Figure 7).  
 

Source: NAU 
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Sheep price difference between South Africa and Namibia 
 

The small stock marketing scheme (SSMS), which was implemented in 2004 had a negative impact on the sheep industry 
resulting in a decline in sheep productivity. In August 2019, the Cabinet suspended the SSMS for a year. As of September 

2019, local export abattoirs increased their sheep producer prices, and this further narrowed the price difference between 
the South African and Namibian sheep prices. As shown in Figure 8, the price difference was NAD 6.8/kg in May 2019 but 

this reduced to NAD 3.5/kg in September 2019, and because of the reduced price difference producers are currently opting 

to slaughter locally.  
 

  
 

Source: NAU 

Compiled: NAU 


