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A Slow Climb for the Hog Industry

By Dave Weaber

Still recovering from 2023, the hog industry

continues to slowly climb to a place with a better view.

Margins are still thin, heightening the industry’s risk
of a sudden, dramatic growth in sow numbers, export
disruptions, or higher feed prices.

STARTING 2025 WITH SMALLER HERD POISED
FOR PROFITS

U.S. sow slaughter spent all but a few weeks above
year-earlier levels from January through May. In stark
contrast, they have been above year-earlier levels for only
three weeks since the beginning of June. The positive
force of lowering breakevens, as calculated by Iowa State
University, since June and a return to profitability from
April to October created a modestly bullish price backdrop
for producers’ decision-making for female retention.

Sow slaughter as a percentage of the breeding herd spent
most of the first half of 2024 above 1%, which is the level

needed to reduce the breeding herd. Since early August,
slaughter as a percentage of the breeding herd has
dropped below 1%, suggesting that additional year-over-
year declines in sow numbers are unlikely.

While slaughter levels have declined, they haven’t
declined enough to give back all the reductions achieved
during the first half of 2024. Sow slaughter from January
through the end of November was down about 1.7%
versus a year earlier. And from June to November, sow
slaughter was down 7.5% (4,800 head per week) versus

a year earlier. I expect the breeding herd inventory to be
down about 100,000 head in the December 1 USDA Hog
and Pigs report set to be released December 23.

Additional profits are expected during November and
break-even prices during December. That would likely
lead to slight rebuilding or at least a stalling of herd
reduction efforts in the first half of 2025.
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Mild Profits Curb Breeding Herd Liquidation

Federally Inspected Sow Slaughter
Thousand Head
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Smaller Year-Over-Year Gains Suggest Tightening Market Hog Numbers

Average Weight, Federally Inspected Bar/Gilts
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The sow herd reductions
achieved early in 2024 appear
to have paid dividends.

The sow herd reductions achieved early in 2024 appear
to have paid dividends. Market hog slaughter during
September to November was even with year-earlier
levels versus our last forecast of 1% to 2% larger. The
September 1 USDA Hogs and Pigs report indicated that
available supplies of market hogs for September through
November were about 4% larger than a year earlier.

The trend for average weights didn’t keep pace with
the normal seasonal trend, suggesting that producers
may have overmarketed hogs. This makes sense, as
producers were willing sellers, trying to take advantage
of the profits the market was offering. But it also
suggests we may see downward revisions to breeding
herd inventory or pig crop numbers in previously
released USDA Hogs and Pigs reports.

My prior worries of the September Hogs and Pigs
report underestimating supplies and potentially

causing us to overestimate prices and margins
appear unfounded. The extra 1% increase in barrow
and gilt slaughter for the summer versus the
December 2023 to February 2024 pig crop estimate
was likely gilts going to slaughter with a positive
margin. Those gilts headed to slaughter kept the
breeding herd from expanding in the near term.
Now I suspect that downward revisions to inventory
are likely.

THIN MARGINS EXPOSE RISK

The nearly 2% smaller-than-expected market hog
slaughter totals have kept prices well above our earlier
forecast of trading in the low $70s/cwt by the end of
the year. Instead, prices appear well supported in the
low $80s/cwt.

In Towa State University’s estimated returns to farrow-
to-finish operations, I expect that November data will
reveal profits similar to or lower than the previous
seven months’ average of $12.77/head. The December
data are likely to show a breakeven for the average
producer. This would put 2024 average margins at
about $3/head.

Declining Costs Drive Return to Profitability

Average Cost and Revenue, Farrow-Finish Operations
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Since March, feed costs have declined by $11.44/head in
the Iowa State data and have accounted for about 90%
of the improvement in average margins. These data
highlight the margin risk pork producers face if drought
conditions return and the offsetting risk to operations
that grow a large portion of their feed grain needs.

Current projections for the
quarter are for profits in the
$7/head to $8/head range.

Q12025 PRICE FORECAST UP FROM A YEAR AGO

I expect that Q1 2025 prices for producer-sold
barrows and gilts will range from near $81/cwt early
on to $85/cwt to $87/cwt at quarter’s end. This puts
the forecast quarterly average prices for barrows and
gilts in a range of $85/cwt to $87/cwt and nearly 10%
above the average price achieved during Q1 2024.
Current projections for the quarter are for profits in
the $7/head to $8/head range.

I project the pork cutout to be seasonally rangebound
in the $88/cwt to $90/cwt territory through year’s

end and well supported in January through March

in the upper $80s/cwt to low $90s/cwt. Three key
drivers could cause product to trade outside these
bounds, most likely near the bottom of the range:
further strengthening of the U.S. dollar hurting

trade, an economic downturn in the U.S., or further
macroeconomic weakening among our trade partners.

I still don’t expect China to increase purchase

volumes of U.S. pork to any large degree over the

next several months without some kind of production
emergency. If realized, the rhetoric of the incoming U.S.
administration and potential additional tariff actions
targeting not only China but also key North American
markets could further reduce the prospects for sales of
U.S. pork abroad.

I expect 2025 market hog prices to average 1.5% to 3%
higher than 2024’s, somewhere in the $88/cwt to $89/
cwt range. I expect that hog slaughter levels for the year
could be near even, down 0.5% to 1.5%, during the first
half of 2025 and up 0.5% to 1.5% in the second half.
Carcass weights are expected to “normalize” near five-
year average levels (omitting 2020 COVID-19 impacts), as
lower feed costs incentivize adding more pounds before
hogs are marketed.

Dave Weaber is Terrain’s senior animal protein analyst. His career analyzing the animal
and meat production business has spanned many sectors of the meat supply chain and has
included the beef, pork and poultry industries. Dave earned his B.S. and M.S. in animal
science and ruminant nutrition from Colorado State University.

ABOUT TERRAIN

Terrain’s expert analysts distill vast amounts of data to deliver exclusive insight and confident forecasting
for a more resilient agricultural economy. Terrain is an exclusive offering of American AgCredit, Farm Credit
Services of America and Frontier Farm Credit.

Disclaimer: While the information contained in this report is accurate to the best of our knowledge, it is presented “as is,”

with no guarantee of completeness, accuracy, or timeliness, and without warranty of any kind, express or implied. None of the
contents in this report should be considered to constitute investment, legal, accounting, tax, or other advice of any kind. In no
event will Terrain or its affiliated Associations and their respective agents and employees be liable to you or anyone else for any
decision made or action taken in reliance on the information in this report.

TERRAINAG.COM 2025 REPORTS - 4


https://terrainag.com

