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Monitoring Farrowings and Farrowing Intentions in USDA’s Hogs and Pigs Reports 
 

Significant attention perpetually surrounds possible changes in breeding herd inventories in the U.S. hog 

industry.  Retail pork supplies are heavily dependent on breeding herd production decisions, namely the 

retention of gilts as replacements and the holding of sows for further breeding service as these decisions, along 

with commensurate pigs per litter, dictate the size of subsequent pig crops. 

 

USDA’s December Hogs and Pigs report suggests growing prospects of expansion.  The breeding herd 

inventory, at 5.969 million head, was up 3.7% compared to one year ago.  This is the largest breeding herd 

inventory since June 2009 (figure 1).  Breeding herd additions totaled 49,000 head during the September-

November period.  Sow utilization, September-November farrowings / September 1 breeding herd, at 48.8% 

was higher than 2013 (47.8%) and approaching the 2008-12 average (49.9%).  With breeding herd inventories 

and sow utilization trending higher many factors are pointing towards expansion in the hog industry. 

 

Figure 1. U.S. Breeding Herd Disposition and Utilization 

 
Data Source: USDA-NASS. 

     

Actual farrowings and farrowing intentions are a primary indicator of hog supplies.  As part of the USDA Hogs 

and Pigs report producers are asked their farrowing levels for the previous quarter and farrowing intentions over 

the next two quarters.  For example, the quarterly report released December 23, 2014 gave the second farrowing 

intentions of 2,870,000 head for the quarter December-February of 2014/15.  The first farrowing intention for 



the next quarter, March-May of 2015, was reported at a level of 2,900,000 head.  These intentions can be 

compared to actual farrowing levels from the previous quarter or year to identify general trends in supply.  

Second intentions can be compared to first intentions to gauge any adjustments to price signals and/or 

production capability that occurred in recent months. 

  

Actual farrowings during the September-November 2014 quarter of 2,871,000 head were below the first and 

second intentions for that quarter (figure 2).  Generally, pigs are slaughtered about 6-months or two quarters 

after being farrowed.  Thus, fewer hogs will be marketed in the March-May 2015 quarter than had earlier been 

anticipated.  The second intentions for the December-February 2014/15 quarter were the same as the first 

intentions for that quarter.  December-February 2014/15 sows farrowing, at 2,870,000 head, would be up 3.9% 

compared to a year ago.  Therefore, producers have remained optimistic about profit prospects and maintained 

expansion plans.  The first intentions for the March-May 2015 quarter can be compared to the previous quarter 

or to the same quarter a year earlier.  The level of intentions says producers are increasing supplies relative to 

the previous quarter and increasing supplies to an even larger degree compared to levels realized a year earlier.   

 

Figure 2. Quarterly U.S. Farrowings and Farrowing Intentions 

 
Data Source: USDA-NASS. 

 

Pig crop variability is an additional factor that influences hog supplies.  Both farrowing levels (number of 

litters) and farrowing performance (pigs saved per litter) determine pig crops.  The September-November pigs 

saved per litter estimate, at 10.23 pigs, was up 0.7% compared to a year ago and a return to a more “normal” 

productivity level but one well short of the 1.6% growth rate that been seen from 2006 to 2012 (figure 3).  The 

September-November sows farrowing, at 2.871 million head, was up 3.3%.  Thus netting a 4.0% increase in the 

September-November pig crop compared to a year ago. 

 

Pig crops in a “pipeline approach’ can be used to estimate supplies.  The current inventory of pigs less than 50 

pounds, at 19.026 million head, was up 3.5% and the inventory of pigs 50 to 119 pounds, at 16.630 million 

head, was up 3.4% compared to a year ago.  Pig inventory weighing 120 to 179 pounds, at 12.635 million head, 

was up 0.5% while inventory weighing 180 pounds and over, at 11.791 million head, was down 1.5%.  



Projecting farrowing intentions out with commensurate pigs per litter it looks like the potential is there for new 

record highs for the Dec-Feb 2014/15 and March-May 2015 pig crops.  None of this is guaranteed, but current 

estimates are that pipeline pig supplies are larger and the industry is going to have more sows farrowing and 

improving farrowing performance, and therefore more pigs and more pork pounds that show up on the market 

in 2015.   

 

Figure 3. Quarterly U.S. Pigs Saved Per Litter 

 
Data Source: USDA-NASS. 

 

USDA Hogs and Pigs Estimates 

 

Table 1 provides a summary of the December 1, 2014 hogs and pigs estimates for the United States and Iowa.  

The U.S. total hogs and pigs inventory, at 66.050 million head, was 2.0% above a year ago.  The total market 

hog inventory was up 1.8% at 60.082 million head and the breeding herd inventory, at 5.969 million head, was 

up 3.7%.  The Iowa total hogs and pigs inventory, at 20.900 million head, was 3.5% above a year ago.  The total 

market hog inventory was up 3.4% at 19.890 million head and the breeding herd inventory, at 1.010 million 

head, was up 4.1%. 

 

Commercial Hog Slaughter Projections and Lean Hog Price Forecasts 

 

Table 2 contains the Iowa State University price forecasts for the next four quarters and the quarterly average 

futures prices based on December 23, 2014 settlement prices.  The futures price forecasts are adjusted for a 

historic Iowa/Southern Minnesota basis.  The table also contains the projected year over year changes in 

commercial hog slaughter.  Taking the report as is, using pig crop numbers for Jun-Aug and Sep-Nov and 

farrowing intentions for Dec-Feb and Mar-May with commensurate pigs saved per litter to project supplies, one 

would expect hog slaughter in 2015.Q1 to be up about 1.89%, 2015.Q2 slaughter to be up 4.49%, 2015.Q3 

slaughter to be up 6.87%, and 2015.Q4 slaughter to be up 5.56% compared to previous year levels.   

 

 



Table 1. USDA NASS Quarterly Hogs and Pigs Report Summary 

 U.S.  Iowa 

      2014 as %      2014 as % 

  2013 2014 of 2013  2013 2014 of 2013 

December 1 inventory *        

    All hogs and pigs 64,775 66,050 102.0  20,200 20,900 103.5 

    Kept for breeding 5,757 5,969 103.7  970 1,010 104.1 

    Market 59,018 60,082 101.8  19,230 19,890 103.4 

       Under 50 pounds 18,389 19,026 103.5  4,840 5,110 105.6 

       50-119 pounds 16,080 16,630 103.4  5,940 6,300 106.1 

       120-179 pounds 12,576 12,635 100.5  4,850 4,710 97.1 

       180 pounds and over 11,972 11,791 98.5  3,600 3,770 104.7 

Sows farrowing **        

    Dec-Feb farrowed 
1
 2,788 2,763 99.1  465 480 103.2 

    Mar-May farrowed 2,806 2,810 100.1  465 470 101.1 

    Jun-Aug farrowed 2,890 2,906 100.6  485 510 105.2 

    Sep-Nov farrowed 2,780 2,871 103.3  455 485 106.6 

    Dec-Feb intentions 
1,2

 2,763 2,870 103.9  480 480 100.0 

    Mar-May intentions 
2
 2,810 2,900 103.2  470 485 103.2 

Pig Crop *        

    Dec - Feb 
1
 28,099 26,326 93.7  4,813 4,752 98.7 

    Mar - May 28,921 27,495 95.1  4,883 4,982 102.0 

    Jun - Aug 29,862 29,534 98.9  5,141 5,457 106.1 

    Sep - Nov 28,253 29,373 104.0  4,823 5,190 107.6 

Pigs per litter        

    Dec - Feb 
1
 10.08 9.53 94.5  10.35 9.90 95.7 

    Mar - May 10.31 9.78 94.9  10.50 10.60 101.0 

    Jun - Aug 10.33 10.16 98.4  10.60 10.70 100.9 

    Sep - Nov 10.16 10.23 100.7  10.60 10.70 100.9 
Full report: http://usda.mannlib.cornell.edu/usda/current/HogsPigs/HogsPigs-12-23-2014.pdf 
* 1,000 head.  ** 1,000 litters.  

1
 December preceding year. 

2
 Intentions for 2015.

 

 

Table 2.  Commercial Hog Slaughter Projections and Lean Hog Price Forecasts, 2015 

 

 

Year over Year Change  

In Commercial 

Hog Slaughter 

ISU Model 

Price 

Forecast 

CME Futures (12/23/14) 

Adjusted for Negotiated 

IA/So MN Basis 

 (percent)  ($/cwt) ($/cwt) 

Jan-Mar 2015 1.89 83-88 82.73 

Apr-Jun 2015 4.49 85-90 87.48 

Jul-Sep 2015 6.87 81-86 81.15 

Oct-Dec 2015 5.56 78-83 71.52 
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Looking Back, Looking Forward 
 

The 2014 calendar year provided a wild ride in the crop markets.  The first four months of the year was 

dominated by news of strong demand and weather concerns.  From May to October, the storyline centered on 

the potential for and the realization of record corn and soybean crops.  And since October, the crops picture has 

http://usda.mannlib.cornell.edu/usda/current/HogsPigs/HogsPigs-12-23-2014.pdf


been mixed.  Corn has begun another price recovery, driven by record demand.  Meanwhile, soybeans have 

flatlined, balancing on strong demand, but growing global production. 

 

For the corn market in Iowa, we saw a $2 per bushel swing over the course of 2014.  Last January, we entered 

the year with corn cash prices in the $4.10-4.20 price range.  The market was concentrating on surging corn 

demand.  Feed demand was on the rise, ethanol demand was strong, and export demand was recovering from 

the drop due to the record high prices created by the 2012 drought.  Cash prices rose fairly steadily and topped 

out near $5 per bushel in late April and early May.  Then the statement “Rain makes grain” took over the Iowa 

corn market. By the 4
th

 of July, corn prices had dropped to $4 per bushel.  The dryness in August provided some 

support for the corn market, stalling the drop in the $3.50 range for a little while.  But as the corn harvest started 

and the record yield reports rolled in, corn prices sank again, diving below $3 per bushel at the end of 

September.  And just as quickly as the market sank in September, it rebounded in October.  Market focus had 

shifted from record supplies to record demands.  And that rebound continued through the end of the year.  As 

we enter 2015, Iowa corn cash prices are in the $3.80-3.90 price range.  So year-to-year the market is down only 

30 cents, but the swings in-between have been substantial. 

 

Figure 1.  North Central Iowa Corn Prices.  Source: USDA-AMS. 
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Iowa prices for soybeans went through similar swings.  We started 2014 with soybean cash prices just under 

$12.50 per bushel.  Export demand had reached record levels and domestic soybean usage was strong, so prices 

rose throughout the spring.  By early May, soybean prices were approaching $15 per bushel.  But just as with 

corn, the market could not ignore the growing crop.  With a record 84 million acres planted to soybeans 

nationwide, the potential for a massive soybean crop was set.  By the 4
th

 of July, soybean prices had dropped to 

$12 per bushel.  Weather concerns stabilized prices through July and August, but the beginning of harvest 

signaled the beginning of another price decline.  Over a three-week period, soybean cash prices fell $3.50 per 

bushel, dropping below $9 per bushel.  And like with corn, the price rebound began in October.  But the 

soybean rebound stalled as the calendar moved to November.  $10 per bushel has become a strong resistance 

point for Iowa soybeans.  The market has bounced off that price level several times over the past two months.  

While soybean demand has remained strong, concerns over the size and strength of the South American 



soybean crop have held soybean prices in check.  So actually the soybean market had the rougher year in Iowa, 

with a $6 price range and $2.50 drop year-over-year. 

 

Figure 2.  North Central Iowa Soybean Prices.  Source: USDA-AMS. 
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Looking forward, the advantage soybeans have held for the past year has disappeared.  Tracking projected 

margins for corn and soybeans in Iowa, both crops are holding at roughly -$60 per acre margins based on ISU 

Extension’s production costs.  Since last May, soybeans had led the margin race.  But with the crop margins 

being similar now, the competition for acreage in 2015 should be interesting.  Neither crop is offering a strong 

incentive to grow it, but other crops aren’t offering much either.  Early estimates from USDA show overall crop 

acreage shrinking quickly.  Corn acreage is projected at 88 million acres, down nearly 3 million from 2014.  

Soybean acreage is projected at 84 million, down slightly from 2014.  For the eight major crops (corn, 

soybeans, wheat, cotton, sorghum, barley, rice, and oats), planted area is expected to drop almost 4 million 

acres.  So most of the expected adjustment in acreage is projected to hit corn. 

 

But with the margins equalizing and more pressure appearing in the soybean market from South America, I 

wonder if corn might not be able to retain more acres.  Given the strong production records for both corn and 

soybeans over the past two years, especially in the fringes of the corn and soybean belts, I think more acreage 

stays in production for 2015 and it stays in both corn and soybeans.  More acreage implies more potential 

production and lower potential prices.  Short-term, the markets will concentrate on demand and the growing 

South American crops.  But the March prospective plantings report looms large for the markets this spring.  The 

U.S. still represents roughly one-third of the world’s corn and soybean production.  And the acreage decisions 

outlined in the March report will set the stage for prices for the 2015 crops.  Thus far, the expectation showing 

up in the markets is for $4 corn and sub-$10 soybeans. 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 3.  2015/16 projected crop margins. 
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