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Scottish prime cattle prices reach record high amidst seasonal supply dip and strong demand
	Data snapshot 
· Prime cattle prices surged to unprecedented levels at start of September 2024
· Price of R4L grade steers £5.17 per kilogram deadweight (dwt) during the second week of September at Scottish abattoirs - a 5% increase compared to the same week in 2023 and 23% above the five-year average
· Following dip in prices between March and June, a rebound of more than 7% was observed over the following three months
· Period of rising prices coincided with seasonally low slaughter rates for prime cattle


Prime cattle prices in Scotland surged to unprecedented levels in the first half of September 2024, driven by a seasonal reduction in beef production and strong demand from both domestic and international markets, according to the latest market commentary from Quality Meat Scotland (QMS).
The price of R4L grade steers reached £5.17 per kilogram deadweight (dwt) during the second week of September at Scottish abattoirs, marking a 5% increase compared to the same week in 2023 and 23% above the five-year average. After a dip in prices between March and June, a rebound of more than 7% was observed over the following three months, with three-quarters of the rise occurring from late July onwards.
This period of rising prices coincided with seasonally low slaughter rates for prime cattle, with the number of animals reported for deadweight pricing across Great Britain remaining below the weekly average from the first half of the year throughout July and August. Although numbers have started to increase again, the supply was still lower than earlier in the year in the first half of September.
Iain Macdonald, Market Intelligence Manager at Quality Meat Scotland (QMS), said: “The significant rise in prime cattle prices reflects intense competition among processors, as they compete for cattle while the weekly slaughter rate begins to trend upwards. This is coupled with a general uplift in UK beef production during the first eight months of the year compared to 2023.
“During the summer, beef consumption tends to be slower due to people leaving the UK to go on holiday, but the post-holiday period has bolstered retail demand for beef. Kantar data has shown a 6% increase in household spending on beef in Great Britain year-to-date in 2024. Retail price inflation has also eased, which has brought a halt to the downward trend in sales volumes, with even a 3% year-on-year increase in the 12 weeks to early August.”
In addition, demand at the lower end of the market appears to have firmed up, with cow prices rising in recent weeks. This has occurred despite an expected seasonal rise in the availability of cows for slaughter, which typically pressures prices downward.
Iain said: “On the export front, demand for UK beef has remained robust throughout 2024, with export volumes up nearly 11% year-on-year between January and July, according to HMRC data. While much of this growth can be attributed to declining EU beef production, significant sales of lower-value products to non-EU markets like Hong Kong have also contributed to the rise.”
Looking ahead, the coming weeks typically see a seasonal uplift in prime cattle throughput. However, Iain cautioned: “The timing of the autumn peak in production varies each year. In 2023, for example, we saw a strong average kill in October, followed by a significant dip in November, which is unusual as production usually peaks in the lead-up to the festive period.”
The most recent cattle population data from the British Cattle Movement Service (BCMS) for July 2024 indicates a continuing increase in prime cattle numbers on Scottish farms, with a 2% rise in animals aged 12 to 30 months compared to July 2023. This is primarily due to a larger spring calf crop in 2022 and an increase in the 18-24 month age group, reflecting a decrease in store cattle movement to England.
Iain commented: “Despite the rise in prime cattle numbers, adjusting the slaughter data for cross-border trade suggests that fewer animals from this year's herd have been processed than anticipated. When combined with an elevated number of cows leaving Scottish farms for slaughter, it suggests that producers may be replacing their less productive cows, positioning the sector for future productivity.”
Looking to the rest of the UK, the July cattle population data south of the border shows a small decline in prime cattle aged 12 to 30 months, signalling potential tightening in supply once the current stock of older animals has been processed.
Iain concluded: “As for store cattle availability, reduced calf crops across Great Britain in autumn 2023 and spring 2024 mean that availability will remain tight at upcoming autumn sales. Demand for Scottish-born stores is expected to remain strong among finishers across the UK. Yearlings, in particular, are likely to be scarce, with the July population data pointing to a near 7% year-on-year reduction in animals aged 6-12 months in Scotland.”
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About QMS
Quality Meat Scotland (QMS) is the public body which helps Scotland’s £2.8 billion red meat sector maximise its positive role in our wealth, health and environment. This includes supporting productivity and profitability, sustainability and integrity. In addition, the Scottish red meat industry provides more than 39,000 jobs in some of our most rural areas, of which 79% are on farm, 10% in meat processing and 11% in supplies and services to the sector. 
90% of Scotland’s cattle, sheep and pig livestock farmed for red meat are part of our internationally recognised and approved assurance schemes, under the Scotch Beef UK geographical indicator (UKGI), Scotch Lamb UKGI and Specially Selected Pork brands. They give people at home and overseas the legal guarantee that the meat they buy has come from animals that have spent their whole lives being raised to the highest of standards. 
The suite of assurance schemes extends across the supply chain including feeds, haulage, auction-market and processing. Together the six livestock and non-livestock schemes make sure Scotland’s red meat is among the worlds-best for quality, animal welfare standards, production and traceability.
We are evidence-informed and work closely with partners across the supply chain to track developments in the beef, pork and lamb markets, sharing latest market prices, market developments and commentary with industry.
QMS also:
· runs major marketing and advertising campaigns to promote the brands and drive demand
· supports product development and innovation for profitable supply chains
· works on projects which support environmentally friendly practice for a sustainable sector that plays a key part in protecting our planet
· educates young and aspiring people across classrooms, sports clubs and communities in Scotland on the health benefits of red meat and career opportunity in the sector
Please note that the use of the word ‘Scotch’ in the Scotch Beef and Scotch Lamb brands is correct and should not be substituted for an alternative such as Scots or Scottish. The history of the use of the word Scotch in this way traces back to the 18th century. 
Useful info
· QMS 5-year Strategy to 2028
· Red Meat Industry Profile 2024 – for key statistics across the red meat supply chain
· QMS website 
· QMS social media - Facebook / Twitter / LinkedIn
· QMS Podcast
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