
Big Four subpoenaed in antitrust probe
— Complaint alleges 
price fixing

Shortly after poultry executives 
were indicted for price fixation and 
bid rigging, the big four beef pack-
ing companies were subpoenaed 
by the Department of Justice 
(DOJ) in an antitrust probe.

The “Big Four” is comprised of 
Cargill, JBS USA, National Beef 
Packing Company, and Tyson 
Foods. The four companies control 
more than 80 percent of beef pro-
cessing in the U.S.; a reality which 
caused beef producers to cry foul.

The COVID-19 pandemic 
caused producers to further scru-
tinize the control the Big Four 
holds, and to call for investigations 
of the companies. In early March, 
the DOJ and the USDA began 
investigations into whether pack-
ers conspired to fix beef prices. 

USDA Secretary of Agriculture 
Sonny Perdue expressed concern 
before a Senate subcommittee 
March 12 that packers were pay-
ing lower prices for live cattle 
without passing the cost savings 
onto beef purchasers. At this point 
in time, the beef cutout had begun 
its climb to historic highs.

The DOJ sent a civil investiga-
tive demand—akin to a subpoe-
na—June 4 to each of the packers, 
seeking information on their pric-
ing practices, according to a 
Bloomberg report. The subpoenas 
were issued after a group of states 

called for an investigation.
National Beef confirmed to 

Bloomberg that the company re-
ceived an investigative demand 
from the DOJ, but, “The request 
was very narrow in scope, which 
leads us to believe that the DOJ 
does not necessarily believe there 
is an antitrust issue.”

The other three companies did 
not respond for comments.

Antitrust class action
Amid the DOJ probe, a com-

plaint filed by a trustee for the 
bankruptcy estates of Central 
Grocers June 6 says the packers 

conspired to “constrain beef sup-
plies in the United States, thereby 
artificially inflating domestic beef 
prices paid by direct purchasers.”

The lawsuit alleges a confiden-
tial witness, who was previously 
employed by one of the packers,

The Department of Justice has subpoenaed the “Big Four” beef packing plants to submit information regarding
potential antitrust violations. Pictured here, cattle graze on lush pasture. Photo by NRCS, Beverly Mosely. 
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SECTION TWOSECTION TWO — Hot off the 
presses—a perennial favorite—the 
summer 2020 edition of Proper-
ties Farm & Ranch real estate 
magazine is inside. If your copy is 
missing, please call us at 1-800-
850-2769.

PRODUCER PAYMENTSPRODUCER PAYMENTS — Sign-
up for the Coronavirus Food As-
sistance Program began May 26, 
and as of June 8, over 80,000 
producers have received pay-
ments. Find out if you’re eligible. 
Page 16Page 16

THIS WEEK IN HISTORYTHIS WEEK IN HISTORY
Bing Bingham shared a tale many 
can relate to 10 years ago this 
week, “My aging stock dog and I 
were bickering like an old married 
couple. It was raining lightly on a 
cold and blustery day. I hurried 
across the yard looking for a staple 
gun in a tool shed. Out of habit, I 
called my Border Collie/Aussie 
cross dog to follow me. Halfway 
across the yard, I realized she 
wasn’t tagging along... After more 
than a decade, our relationship is 
changing. We no longer allow her 
to jump fences. Her job is to guard 
the ATV and keep marauding 
sheep away from the grain buck-
ets. She still helps catch and hold 
an errant ram… Mostly though, 
she helps keep the sheep bunched 
in a corner while our younger dog 
does the hard work.”
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5 AREA WEEKLY WTD
AVERAGE STEER PRICE

WEEKLY CHOICE CUTOUT

WEEK ENDING: 6-11-20

CME FEEDER
$129.38

DRESSED STEERS
$168.16

LIVE STEERS
$105.67

See FOUR on page 16

— Fed cattle slip lower
Beef markets are returning to 

a more normal trading range with 
the Choice cutout down to $235.56. 
Packers are slowly getting beef 
production to a functioning, pen-
clearing level. Slaughter through 
last Thursday was 467,000 head, 
10,000 more than the prior week 
and just 20,000 head behind the 
same week last year.

Futures markets were mixed. 
Live cattle were sideways most of 
the week with June gaining 22 
cents to $96.82 and August down 
a nickel to $96.45. Feeder cattle 
futures lost several dollars on the 
week; August lost 50 cents last 
Thursday to close at $132.17 and 
September was down 90 cents to 
$133.25 however, cash trade in 
the country is stronger. 

Fed cash trade was a bit slower 
than last week with only 45,533 
head trading on the cash market 
averaging $105.67 on live steers 
and $106.37 on heifers. Dressed 
trade was $168.16 on steers and 
$106.37 on heifers. There were a 
lot more formula cattle moving 
through the system. Last Thurs-
day 34,300 head were priced on 
formula and grid; the average 
price was $184.27.

As of last week, the Texas Pan-

handle negotiated cash trading 
has been slow on light demand. 
Compared to the last reported 
market on Wednesday, the bulk of 
live trades moved $4 lower at $104. 
In Kansas negotiated cash trading 
has been moderate with light to 
moderate demand. Compared to 
the last reported market last 
Wednesday, live trades moved $1-
5 lower from $103-107. On Thurs-
day, in Nebraska and the western 
Corn Belt, negotiated cash trading 
has been slow with light to moder-
ate demand. In Nebraska a few 
dressed trades moved from $162-
165, however, there were not 
enough live and dressed trades for 
a market trend. The last reported 
dressed market was Tuesday, June 
9 with trades at $165. The week 
prior, live trades ranged from $110-
118. In the western Corn Belt a few 
dressed trades moved from $162-
165.

The folks at the Cattle Report 
said, “The rate of decline in box 
prices is decreasing as slaughter 
levels near normalized volumes. 
The cutout has lost almost $90 in 
the past week. Larger percentage 
moves in some cuts and especially 
50 percent trim that has moved

Beef markets correct

See MARKETS on page 11

— Grazing on 
CRP land

A bipartisan, bicameral bill was 
introduced, which will allow graz-
ing on Conservation Reserve Pro-
gram (CRP) land, easing some of 
the burdens on producers due to 
the pandemic. 

H.R. 7108, titled the PASTURE 
(Pandemic Authority Suitable To 
Utilize Reserve Easements) Act 
of 2020 was introduced in the 
House by U.S. Reps. Roger Mar-
shall (R-KS-1) and Angie Craig 

(D-MN-2), and companion legisla-
tion was introduced in the Senate 
by Sens. John Thune (R-SD) and 
Tina Smith (D-MN).

The bill would amend the Food 
Security Act of 1985 to read “or 
other emergency (including pan-
demic),” giving the USDA secre-
tary the power to authorize emer-
gency haying and grazing while 
producers are experiencing low 
market prices and uncertainty.

“Our farmers have been hit 
particularly hard by the econom-
ic impacts of COVID-19,” said 

Craig. “I’m proud to partner with 
Rep. Marshall and Sens. Smith 
and Thune on a bipartisan solu-
tion to the affordable forage 
shortage Minnesota farmers may 
be facing this year. By adding 
pandemics to CRP emergency 
flexibility, we are modernizing 
conservation policy to address the 
complex emergencies facing our 
farmers and ranchers. I will al-
ways support bipartisan, com-
mon-sense solutions to help our 
family farmers and livestock pro-
ducers in their times of need.”

The National Cattlemen’s Beef 
Association (NCBA) and its 35 
affiliates applauded the introduc-
tion of the emergency legislation 
in a letter sent to Congress. In the 
letter, NCBA stated, although 
COVID-19 is not a weather-relat-
ed event, it is a “naturally occur-
ring phenomenon causing wide-
spread losses across the agricul-
tural industry.”

 “As farmers and ranchers are 
keeping and feeding livestock for 

Emergency grazing legislation introduced

See GRAZING on page 9

— LWCF mandatory funding 
The Great American Outdoors Act (GAO, S. 3422) was a bipartisan 

bill introduced in the Senate in early March. The legislation would 
provide permanent funding for the Land and Water Conservation 
Fund (LWCF) and address the nearly $12 billion maintenance back-
log in national parks and land management agencies. 

The bill builds upon the Land Water Conservation Fund Permanent 
Funding Act, which would permanently fund LWCF, and the Restore 
Our Parks Act, which would provide mandatory funding for the 
National Park Service’s deferred maintenance.

National Cattlemen’s Beef Association (NCBA) and other industry 
groups have announced their opposition to the bill. In a letter to 
Congress, NCBA, Public Lands Council (PLC) and the American 
Sheep Industry Association voiced their concerns over the bill.

“As introduced, the GAO Act, and every other bill that preceded it 
that contained similar provisions, is an irresponsible way to fix a 
very real problem,” the letter began.

The groups note land management agencies do face a staggering 
amount of much-needed maintenance, but the GAO Act does not 
provide a meaningful or lasting solution.

The groups claim the bill does nothing to change the way federal 
agencies prioritize maintenance of assets and will result in a larger 
federal estate that will require increasing maintenance over time. 

“Federal agencies currently have more assets than they can afford 
to maintain,” the letter read. “The GAO Act simultaneously recog-
nizes and attempts to address this while also providing hundreds of 
millions of dollars each year for the government to buy more land 
through the LWCF.”

The bill provides funding for maintenance that the groups say, “the 
government already owns and cannot afford to fund,” while allowing 
for hundreds of millions of dollars to new acquisitions. 

Ag groups oppose Great 
American Outdoors Act

See GAO on page 6


