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Pork stacks up
Profitability projected 

to continue for eighth 

straight year
by Dan Mundt

The most recent USDA Hogs and Pigs Report, which 
was released on September 28, showed continued 
moderate growth in the U.S. hog production sector.

Dr. Lee Schulz, assistant professor in the Iowa State 
University (ISU) Department of Economics, said the 
report was mostly in line with pre-report expectations.

“We didn’t see much of a reaction from the futures 
market from the report and its numbers, so we very 
much view it as neutral in the short-term,” he said.

Neutral is good in this case, as expectations were for 
continued farrow-to-finish profitability for hog pro-
ducers.

2009 was the last year the pork industry experienced 
an annual loss.

Schulz said ISU models for farrow to finish produc-
tion estimate a fourth quarter 2017 loss of $5 per head, 
which would come to about an $11 profit per head on 
a calendar-year basis, he said.

For 2018, ISU models estimate a first quarter profit 

of about $5, a second quarter profit of about $20, a 
third quarter profit of about $17 and a fourth quarter 
loss of about $9 as markets currently suggest.

Lower feed costs are part of the reason for a bullish 
livestock sector, Schulz said.

“When you look at projected costs – particularly fu-
tures – it looks like these lower feed costs are here to 
stay,” he said.

The projected profits for 2018 provide a continued 
incentive for moderate expansion of operations.

The March, June and September reports showed suc-
cessive records for the all hogs and pigs inventory and 
for the market hog inventory, he said.

While not a record, the breeding herd is as large as 
it was in 2008.

The industry continues to report productivity in-
creases, Schultz said.

“Pigs saved per litter was up .7 percent and breeding 
herd was up 1.2 percent,” he said. “When you take 
that together we’re looking at about a two percent in-
crease in the hog inventory - both in the breeding herd 
number and productivity.”

The issues with packing capacity and slaughter 
numbers of a year ago have been largely mitigated by 
the addition of new packing capacity, which includes 
the new large plants in Sioux City and Coldwater, 
Michigan.

Continued profitability will drive moderate growth, 
Schulz said.

“If you look at 2017 - and 2018 as projected profits 
- that will be eight consecutive years of profitability 
from a farrow to finish standpoint,” he said. “That 
shows the run of good profits and the reason we’ve 
seen expansion in the industry.”

The only blip Schulz sees could be caused by some-
what larger than estimated numbers for sows farrow-
ing in September/November and in December/Febru-
ary compared to a year ago. 

“Marketings in mid to late 2018 could be a little bit 
larger than we are anticipating,” he said. “That could 
put some downward pressure on the market.”

Exports continue to be a driver for demand and prof-
itability.

“Exports have been strong for the pork industry in 
2017,” Schulz said.

For the first seven months of 2017, exports were up 
10 percent in aggregate compared to the first seven 
months of 2016.

Pork continues to compete well in the relatively sta-
ble domestic market, he said.

“In the face of very competitive meats in the retail 
case – and the larger supplies of beef and poultry are 
making it very competitive - I think pork is stacking 
up rather well domestically,” Schulz said.


