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Prices



Strong prime price growth but slowing?

w/e 08 Mar: 653p/kg

+£1.58p/kg



Similar trends in cow prices

w/e 08 Mar: 486p/kg

+£1.38p/kg



EU cattle prices supported

Market factors

• EU beef production Jan-Nov 

2024 +3%

• 2025

• Production -1%

• Structural herd declines

• BTV risks 



Global cattle prices 

Market factors

• Prices supported worldwide

• US imports (2024): 1.5MT (+25% YoY)

• Aus +68% at 369kt (25% share)

• Can -1% at 342kt  (23% share)

• Braz +101% at 175kt (12% share)

• 2025…

• Global beef prod -1% vs 2024

• Brazil, EU and US losses outweighing 

growth from others

• Argentina and Australia

• China imports +1%



Production



GB weekly estimated slaughter



UK beef production +4% vs 2023

2024 versus 2023: year-on-year

• Production (T): +3.8%

• Prime kill (head): +4.1%

• Cow kill (head): +2.0%

• Prime carcase weights: 

• 343kg (+1.1kg)

• Cow carcase weights: 

• 305kg (+1.0kg)



Increased heifer kill in 2024

2024 vs 2023

Steers

+29k (+3%)

Heifers

+54k (+7%)

Young bulls

-100 (-0.1%)



Growing dairy-beef contribution



UK beef import volumes +8% YoY in 2024



UK beef export volumes +9% YoY

→ EU:

• Ireland: 33KT (-7%)

• France: 28KT (+15%)

• Netherlands: 20KT (+14%)

→ Non-EU: 

• Hong Kong: 5.7KT (+25%)

• Canada: 3.6KT (+317%)

• S. Africa: 1.1KT (-24%)

→ Offal exports: 28KT (+13%)

• Growth to Canada (tongue), S.Africa, US



Beef consumption trends

-2.9%

YoY

+0.5%

YoY

Source: Retail – Kantar, Foodservice – AHDB estimates of Kantar OOH

Foodservice volumes – 52 w/e 29 December 2024

Takeaway

-1.8%

Eating Out

-3.5%

Biggest growth

Savoury pastry

Biggest loss

Burgers

Declines from 

less beef being 

eaten per meal

582,014 573,283 575,914

98,740 103,169 100,199
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Retail Foodservice

-0.1% 

YoY

Beef volume sales 

(tonnes)

Retail – 12 w/e 23 February 2025

Spend

+6.1%

Volume

+0.4%

Biggest growth

Mince

Increase in 

shopper frequency 

of purchase

Biggest loss

Roasting



The Scottish Beef Sector: An overview of current 
market conditions and the outlook for 2025

Purpose: 

To provide an overview of the structural and market trends driving the beef market and an 
outlook covering key variables likely to influence the trade in 2025.

Prepared By: Iain Macdonald, Market Intelligence Manager 

Contact: imacdonald@qmscotland.co.uk                 

Date: 19 March 2025

Quality Meat Scotland is a Non-Departmental Public Body. This advice is freely available and further information can be provided by 
the designated contact above.



Key variables behind 
the market conditions 
prevailing in Q1 2025



Domestic 
production



Some history
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Beef cows on Scottish holdings in June

2013 - surge in farmgate 
prices but wet weather 
from mid-2012 to mid-
2013

2015 – change in CAP support 
structure with redistribution away 
from large farms and introduction 
of ‘greening’

2016 – fall in currency due to EU 
referendum supports higher 
farmgate prices

2018 – cold weather in 
February and March leads 
to elevated mortality 
‘beast from the east’ 

2019 – ‘beef sector 
crisis’, due to fall in 
farmgate prices

2020 – rebound in 
farmgate prices after 
initial covid volatility

Source: Scottish Government; annotation by QMS

2022 – surge in input 
costs and cow prices 
leads to elevated cow 
slaughter

2023 – input 
costs fall back 
and farmgate 
prices average 
40% above 2019 
lows

Reduction 
between 2012 
and 2024:

-17.1%
-79,100 head
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Dairy cows on Scottish holdings in June

Source: Scottish Government; annotation by QMS

2013 - milk prices surge to level 
which is not surpassed again 
until 2022

2014 – farmer protests after 
reversal of previous price 
increases, with market 
destabilised by Russia’s import 
ban on EU produce

2015 – EU milk 
quota system 
ends

2016 – UK milk price drops below 20p/l 
for first time since 2007 but currency 
rebalancing after EU referendum 
supports recovery

2022 – surge in input 
costs and cow prices 
leads to elevated cow 
slaughter but milk prices 
also reach new record

2023 – steep reduction in 
milk prices but input costs 
also fall sharply

2017- 2021 prolonged period 
of relative stability in milk 
prices at 27-31p/l

Increase between 2012 and 2024:

+5.3%
+12,800 head
 (though down marginally 2015-23)

• Beef herd reduction has been relatively steady over time with limited impact from single events. However, 2023 
and 2024 have seen more significant 3% declines despite seemingly favourable market developments for producers.

• Dairy herd expansion in early 2010s potentially driven by end of quotas but herd has been more stable since, and 
has been increasing in 2024 (+2%)

• Beef cows have fallen from 73.5% of the total cow herd in 2012 down to 68.1% in 2024



Regional change in suckler herd 2019-24 – significant contraction in 
major producing regions
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Source: Scottish Government; QMS calculations



What is driving the decline in the beef herd in Scotland?

Some initial findings from across our survey of farmers in 
summer and autumn 2024

Top three Concerns:

• The profitability of the business
• Wanting to be less reliant on subsidy 
• The cost of labour 

Other important issues for those moving away from beef cows:

• Lack of succession plan
• Want an improved work:life balance
• Personal or close family member’s health

Businesses increasing their herd tended to be less reliant on off-farm income



Considerable rebalancing of farmgate prices since covid-19, with firm demand a key 
driver as well as supply. However, thin margins in livestock farming have ensured 
continuing contraction of the breeding herd, although some improvement expected 
given change in input-output balance in 2024 and 2025

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

800

p
/k

g 
d

ea
d

w
ei

gh
t

Annual avg prime cattle, sheep and pig prices

Sheep Cattle Pigs

Feb 25 v Feb 20
         +86%

Feb 25 v Feb 20
         +25%
(+33.5% per carcase)

Feb 25 v Feb 20
         +45%

Latest prices £/kg
   7.72 (05/03/25)

   6.56 (1/3/25)

   2.03 (1/3/25)

Source: AHDB; IAAS; ONS; QMS calculations; QMS forecasts for 2025 based on year-to-date 
developments and historic seasonal trends
Lamb auction price converted to deadweight using an assumed carcase weight that is 45% of 
the live weight
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Productivity – rise in calves per cow has supported production in 
recent years
Significant upwards trend in calf to cow ratio in late-2010s and early 2020s resulting in a more stable beef 
supply than indicated by the breeding herd, but dairy herd compositional change was the main driver, 
and it now appears to be stabilising
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Annual calf registrations and under-12 month population 
in June relative to total cow herd in Scotland

U12 Births
Source: BCMS; ScotEID; Scottish 
Government; QMS calculations

Cold wet spring

‘Beast from the 
east’

Calf registrations held 
up better in the first 
half of 2023 than the 
second half. Reduction 
at under 12 months in 
2024 may reflect 
increased calf exports.
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Cow and calf numbers in Scotland

U12 Births Total Cows
Source: BCMS; ScotEID, Scottish Government; 
QMS calculations

2024
Cows -1.4% y/y
U12 -2.7% y/y
Births -0.9% y/y

Gap between births and 
under-12 month population 
reflects mortality and cross-
border moves of calves



Productivity – are we culling unproductive females?
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Annual calf registrations and under-12 month population 
in June relative to all females over 2 years old in Scotland

U12 Births
Source: BCMS/ScotEID; Scottish 
Government; QMS calculations
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Cow and calf numbers in Scotland

U12 Births Total Cows Females over 2 years
Source: BCMS/ ScotEID, Scottish Government; QMS calculations

2012-14 avg (head) 2024 (head) 2024 index (2012-14 = 100)

All females > 2 years 746,300 658,700 88.3

All females > 2 years with offspring 615,800 562,100 91.3

Cattle aged under 12 months 537,400 510,700 95.0

Calf registrations 562,800 541,100 96.2

Source: BCMS/ScotEID; Scottish Government; QMS calculations
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Females over 2 years with offspring relative to all 
females over 2 years

Dairy Beef
Source: BCMS/ScotEID; Scottish 
Government; QMS calculations



Comparing Scottish-born slaughter and the Scottish abattoir kill

• In 2022, the kill at Scottish abattoirs fell in contrast to an overall increase in slaughter of Scottish-born cattle 
at under 30 months in GB.

• Significant changes in the supply chain squeezed the abattoir kill in Scotland in 2022 and 2023

• A small net inflow of cattle aged under 30 months in 2020 and 2021 changed to a significant net outflow in 
2022, with the gap widening further in 2023 

• In 2024, the net outflow was more stable as the outflow feel back from its peak, but imports reduced further
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Source: BCMS; QMS calculations
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cattle in GB

Source: BCMS; QMS calculations



Productivity - calf numbers in E&W

• Falling breeding herd had also been offset by increased productivity in England & Wales, supporting calf 
production and ensuring a more stable level of beef supply until now

• While there is some conflict between datasets, there is an indication of a significant rise in older prime cattle 
slaughterings in E&W (i.e. 30-35 months) boosting the kill in the short-term since 2021 (along with heifers)
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Prime cattle slaughter in England & Wales

U30 Prime
Source: BCMS; Defra; Welsh 
Government; QMS calculations
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Cow and calf numbers in England & Wales

U12 Births Total Cows
Source: BCMS; Defra, Welsh Government; 
QMS calculations

2024
Cows -2.4% y/y
U12 -3.2% y/y
Births -2.1% y/y

June 2024
Beef cows: -5.2% y/y
Dairy cows: -0.7% y/y



Heifers have been underpinning slaughter in the short-term, 
while reducing it in the medium and longer-term
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Heifer share of prime cattle kill

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024Source: Defra; Scottish Government; QMS calculations

• As well as support to the kill from older prime animals, an elevated heifer kill also underpinned slaughterings in 
2024, particularly in England & Wales, where there was a further spike in 2024.

• If the heifer slaughter rate remains elevated in 2025, it will limit any reduction in kill compared to 2024. 
• A higher heifer kill in the short-term reduces the kill in the long-term.



Overseas 
trade



Export revenues – two consecutive records after stability, with 
the surge in 2023/24 mostly reflecting volume growth
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EU markets remain dominant for Scotland’s beef and lamb exporters in 
2023/24 despite additional trade friction since EU exit. Stronger non-EU 
footprint for fifth quarter products, such as beef tongue to Japan.

Beef

EU Non-EU

Lamb

EU Non-EU

Offal

EU Non-EU

Source: QMS export survey
Share of export sales revenue generated by headline region



Supply has tightened across much of Europe in recent years
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Hard to compete in price sensitive market segments but tight domestic, EU and 
global markets minimising any downwards pressure, for now. 
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Source: AHDB; ECB; EU Commission; QMS calculations
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Source: AHDB; ECB; EU Commission; QMS calculations
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UK beef imports from Australia & NZ

Source: HMRC; QMS calculations
HS 0201 & 0202

FTAs entered 
force 31/5/23

4% of total imports in 
2024 v 0.8% 
in 2022

USDA Global Beef Market Forecasts, October 2024
(million tonnes carcase weight)

Key indicators 2022 2023 2024 2025

World, production 59.33 59.96 61.38 60.90

USA, production 12.89 12.29 12.30 11.81

Brazil, production 10.35 10.95 11.85 11.75

EU, production 6.72 6.46 6.60 6.50

Australia, production 1.88 2.22 2.56 2.62

All countries, imports 10.23 10.32 11.13 11.18

China, imports 3.50 3.58 3.78 3.83

USA, imports 1.54 1.69 1.99 2.01

EU, imports 
(from non-EU sources)

0.37 0.36 0.37 0.36

Source: USDA Foreign Agricultural Service



Demand



UK beef market: supply and demand
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UK beef market supply and farmgate prices

Source: AHDB; Defra; QMS calculations
Supply = Domestic production + imports - exports
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UK beef market supply and farmgate prices
UK supply Prime cattle avg price

Source: Defra; AHDB; QMS calculations
Supply = Domestic production + imports - exports

• Reduced supply supported farmgate price levels between 2021-23, but scale of change points to demand-
side strength at play, particularly in 2023

• Combination of increased supplies and prices in 2024 clearly points to demand-driven market
• Are we on the road to further meat price inflation, and/or or higher imports?
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Source: Defra; QMS estimate for 2024 based on production and trade data
Supply = Domestic production + imports - exports



Retail demand has been rising strongly in cash terms in recent years, 
with a notable lift over the winter of 2024/25
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Willingness to spend rising each year since 2022, 
with number of buyers flat and volume rebounding 
after previously being driven down by inflation



Relatively high cow prices for the time of year signal strong demand 
for manufacturing grade beef
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Cow prices were at their strongest in
2022 and the first half of 2023

w/e 08/03/25: 1.239
Same week of 2024 1.326
5-yr avg for week = 1.242
          

A lower ratio means 
that cow prices are  
relatively firm 



UK beef market: supply and demand
• Production, exports and imports all increased in 2024
• When combined with rising cattle prices, it highlights the strength of 

domestic and overseas demand
• In recent years, a rising UK population has offset slightly reduced per 

capita consumption levels
• If UK per capita beef consumption was unchanged, a growing population 

would raise supply requirements by 3.9% between 2024 and 2030.
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UK beef market supply and demand

UK supply UK production

Source: Defra; QMS estimate for 2024 based on production and trade data
Supply = Domestic production + imports - exports

The gap between total 
supply and production 
is the net import 
requirement

2023: 156,200t
2024e: 170,400t
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Beef market outlook
February 2025



UK beef supply outlook

• Cattle supply reductions forecast for 2025/26

• -6% vs 2024 at 1.99m head (UK)

• Falling suckler-bred calf numbers 

outweighing dairy-beef growth

• Higher kills in 2024

• Cow slaughter forecast to reduce with lower 

inventories

• Incentive from milk prices

• Breeding herd contraction expected to 

continue – implications for future supply

Beef market outlook - Feb 2025

https://ahdb.org.uk/beef-market-outlook


UK beef supply outlook

2025 (vs ‘24)

• Prime kill: 1.99m head (-6%)

• Cow kill: 608k head (-2%)

• Beef prod: 885k tonnes      

(-5%)

• Lower cow numbers

• Higher than forecast ‘24 kill



Latest view of GB cattle supply – 1 Jan 2025



Beef Outlook 2025: Demand and trade

• Prime cattle supply reductions 

forecast (-6% vs 2024)

• Suckler-bred calf reductions 

outweighing dairy-beef growth.

• Cow herd contraction expected to 

persist (suckler).

Trade / Prices Demand

• Imports forecast to grow to fill production shortfall.

• Exports constrained by domestic supply / robust 

domestic demand.

• Global cattle supply constraints (N.Hem) 

expected to support prices generally.

• Retail volumes predicted to be in growth – 

particularly mince which is a family staple.

• Foodservice volumes down slightly as 

consumers look to save money and less 

sporting events this summer.

+1% vs 2023

+1% vs 2024

retail, eating out, takeaways, catering
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UK beef imports



Long-range outlook: Beef & lamb 2030

Forecast change in beef 

production (2030 vs 2023): 

• Baseline: -6.1%

• Best case: -5.2%

• Worse case: -7.5%

• Best case+: -2.2%

Beef & Lamb 2030

• Longer-term forecasts for GB 

beef and sheep supplies

• Based on historic trends, using 

scenarios to produce ranges

• Aim to inform a basis for 

exploring future supply

https://ahdb.org.uk/knowledge-library/beef-and-lamb-2030-series-the-long-term-outlook-for-domestic-gb-cattle-and-sheep-production


Outlook 
from a 

Scottish 
perspective



Projected slaughter of cattle aged under 30 months at Scottish abattoirs in 2025 and 2026

• Starting point: average of previous two years’ calf crops 
• To estimate the number of Scottish-born cattle going to slaughter, an average slaughter rate from 2018-24 is used (% of average of previous two 

years’ calf crops going to slaughter each year)
• To project the kill at Scottish abattoirs, cross-border slaughter rates are held at 2024 levels relative to calf crops in Scotland, England and Wales.
• These assumptions result in reductions of around 1.5% each year for Scottish-born availability and kill in Scotland
• In E&W, availability at under 30 months could tighten by around 1% in 2025 and 2% in 2026 – though the prime kill rose by 3.4% in 2024 against 

a 0.3% reduction in modelled UTM availability
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Seasonal tightening of supply in 2025

• Supply expected to be tighter in the 
second half of the year than the first 
half, as the last of the remaining 2022-
born calves reach slaughter and calves 
born in the smaller calf crops of 2023 
and 2024 begin to dominate slaughter.
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Will the demand-side hold firm, or will it start to cool when retail prices 
begin to catch up with farmgate price increases?
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Beef retail performance in GB since 2020 – 12 week periods

Spend Volume Buyers

Source: Kantar; QMS 
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Economic indicators Mixed! Business and consumers nervous about general economic conditions, 
but household finances continue to look more positive, for now 
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• UK economy barely growing, with 
the manufacturing sector shrinking 
again

• Business confidence soft, with weak 
demand and rising employment 
costs leading to job cuts

• Personal finances remain 
marginally positive, but people 
remain very pessimistic about 
general economic prospects

• Wage growth surprised to the 
upside in the autumn, recovering 
towards 6%, holding above inflation 
and boosting disposable income

• Will the period of real wage 
recovery come to an end in 2025?



Will the rebalancing of beef prices help stabilise the breeding herd 
after a period of significant contraction, or will attractive prices continue 
to support the heifer and cow kill?
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Beef market summary

• 2024 was a strong year for the UK beef market, all topline market metrics in 

growth

• 2025 pricing showing very bullish start despite higher kills

• Cattle inventory data points to lower supply base in 2025/26

• Domestic demand projected to be resilient in 2025, supported by retail

• Imports expected to grow to fill production shortfall

• Cattle prices supported the world over, forecast to continue. Lower supply in 

several regions, US key influence.

• Economics, geopolitics, disease all key watchpoints.
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