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February Cattle on Feed 
Tuesday, February 25, 2025

The February Cattle on Feed report was released this past Friday afternoon and reported
11.7 million head of cattle in feedlots on February 1st. This was a 0.7 percent decrease from
February 1, 2024. Marketings were up 1.4 percent year-over-year. There were no big
surprises in the report relative to pre-report expectations, but there were some interesting
points in the report. 

Placements of cattle into feedlots during January were up 1.7 percent above January 2024.
Weather and winter storms delayed January 2024 placements, so the increase shown for
2025 is partially driven by a lower 2024 number. In 2024, placements were higher in February
than they were in January which was the first time that had occurred since 1996. We have not
seen those same challenges so far in 2025, but February placements are likely to be
impacted by the lingering impacts of the Mexico cattle import ban. 

A regional look at the data implies an impact of the Mexico import ban on January
placements. January 2025 placements of cattle into feedlots in Texas were 50,000 head
lower than a year ago which is a 14.5 percent decrease. This was offset by a 60,000 head
(15.4 percent) increase in Kansas and a 30,000 head (5.9 percent) increase in Nebraska
during January.  

The largest increase in placements was in the 700-799 pound weight range which were up
30,000 head (6.3 percent) from a year ago. Placements were up across all weight classes in
Nebraska and Kansas and lower across all weight classes in Texas. Placements of cattle into
Texas feedlots weighing less than 699 pounds were down 35,000 head during January
compared to a year ago. 

Continued on next page
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The data mentioned above comes from feedlots with at least 1,000 head capacity. However,
another interesting part of the February report is the detail about the distribution of cattle
across feedlot sizes. There are 2,105 feedlots with at least 1,000 head feeding capacity.
These feedlots housed 83 percent of cattle on feed as of January 1, 2025. The remaining 17
percent of cattle on feed were located across the 24,000 feedlots with a capacity of less than
1,000 head. Of the 1,000+ capacity feedlots, there were 80 that have a capacity of 50,000
head or more, and these were home to 35 percent of the total U.S. cattle on feed on January
1.

Continued from previous page
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ARC vs PLC Decision for 2025
Author(s): Grant Gardner & Will Snell

Slumping row crop prices have induced greater attention among grain farmers regarding
farm bill safety net programs. Congress will be considering a new farm bill once again in
2025, following extensions in 2023 and 2024 of the 2018 farm bill. Eligibility and funding
levels for nutrition programs relative to farm program support will steer much of the debate.
Within, the farm programs, discussion will evolve around the level of reference (support)
prices, base acres, and other payment parameters which ultimately will determine safety net
program provisions for crops beyond the 2025 crop year. The farm bill extension passed last
December continues the basic structure of the safety net programs established in the 2014
and 2018 farm bills for eligible crops for the upcoming crop year.

The current farm bill provides two programs to provide income support for specified row
crops -- the Agricultural Risk Coverage (ARC) and the Price Loss Coverage (PLC)
programs. The ARC program provides payments when actual crop revenues fall below a
specified guaranteed level, while the PLC program provides payments when the national
average market price (or the national average loan rate if higher) for a given covered
commodity falls below a specified effective reference price for that commodity. Producers
will be required to make an election of ARC vs PLC for 2025 farm bill crops (primarily corn,
soybeans, and wheat in Kentucky) at their local Farm Service Agency (FSA) office 
or they can apply online by the April 15, 2025 deadline. If producers do not submit their
election by April 15th, their 2024 election remains in effect. For specific enrollment details on
these programs for 2025, click here.

This purpose of this article is to provide some insights and tools that producers can utilize in 
making their ARC versus PLC decision for their 2025 crops. Several Universities including
Kansas State, the University of Illinois, and Texas A&M offer decision tools to aid in the
ARC/PLC discussion and are linked at the end of this article. Each tool offers a different
user-interface and its own advantages and disadvantages; however, each one can aid in the
decision-making process.

Continued on next page
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Continued from previous page

In recent history, Kentucky producers have likely chosen Agricultural Risk Coverage at the
County level (ARC-CO) for corn and soybeans. The added protection for low yields in
combination with higher commodity prices made PLC unlikely to trigger, and thus, ARC-CO
provided the most protection. The current decision for the 2025/2026 marketing year still
points to ARC-CO being the best for beans; however, the lower price environment creates
trade-offs for corn and wheat.

In general, ARC still offers the most protection to deep losses due to its protection over
falling yields as well as price; however, PLC may cover more shallow losses due to price
loss alone. To put this simply, PLC could result in higher payments should county yields be
average or above and prices drop where ARC will offer higher payments if county yields
fall below average. The April 15th decision date throws another wrench as we have more
time (compared to our usual March 15th deadline) to collect information and estimate the
season average price. We will know more about potential season average prices,
particularly for corn after the release of the Prospective Planting report on March 31st as
well as the potential impacts of tariffs. In general, current results point to ARC-CO
enrollment which offers more protection over yield losses; however, if prices drop
drastically between now and April 15th it may be beneficial to change to PLC enrollment
option near the deadline.
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What Limits Yield- The Source or the Sink? Does it Matter? 
 Dr. Dennis B. Egli, University of Kentucky 

Crop physiologists often analyze the yield production process in grain crops by dividing the
process into two components – the source and the sink. The source is the photosynthetic
machinery that supplies the raw materials and energy for plant growth. The sink is the seed that
utilizes simple sugars from the source to grow. This simple division helps us understand a very
complex system and makes it easier to determine what is limiting yield. If yield is limited by the
source (photosynthesis), efforts to increase yield should focus on increasing photosynthesis. If
the size of the sink (number of seeds per acre) is limiting, increasing photosynthesis will do no
good – the number of seeds must be increased. 

Source vs sink seems like a simple system – its either one or the other.  Unfortunately, it is not
nearly as simple as it seems. Analysis of plant growth and yield production is rarely simple.
Generally speaking, yield is source limited. The size of the sink (seeds per acre) is determined
during f lowering and seed set by the supply of simple sugars from photosynthesis (the source).
Matching seed number to source activity adjusts the reproductive output of the crop to the
productivity of the environment and usually prevents a sink limitation. This adjustment occurs
between growth stages R1 (initial bloom) and R5 (beginning seed fill) in soybean and from
roughly 10 to 15 days before to 20 days after silking in corn. 

High photosynthesis during this period usually results in a large number of seeds and high yield,
while low photosynthesis results in fewer seeds and lower yield. The source is in control during
this period. The crop can usually tolerate some stress during vegetative growth, but stress that
reduces photosynthesis during the critical period will reduce sink size (seed number) and yield. 

As promised, there are exceptions to this simple source limitation. If your corn population is too
low, there will not be enough flowers on the ear(s) to handle all of the simple sugars from
photosynthesis and the crop will be sink limited. The source could support more seeds, but there
are not enough f lowers. The number of seeds limits yield. 

Soybean is not sink limited during flowering and seed set. The soybean plant is flexible, it
responds to the supply of simple sugars from photosynthesis by producing branches with more
nodes and more f lowers increasing sink size. Fifty percent flower and small pod abortion in
high-yielding soybean crops shows that the potential sink size is much larger than the actual
sink size. There is no sink limitation.  

Continued on next page
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Corn is sink limited at low populations because corn lacks the flexibility to increase the number
of f lowers to match the supply of simple sugars. Over the years breeders favored single-ear
hybrids 11 which reduced corn’s flexibility and made it susceptible to sink limitations. Corn
producers increase the number of flowers per acre to avoid sink limitations by increasing
population. The plant does the adjusting for soybean producers. 

Corn populations increased steadily since the beginning of the high input era (~1940) to avoid
sink limitations as productivity increased. Soybean populations, in comparison, stayed constant
and, in recent years, declined, as the plant increased flower number to avoid a sink limitation.
This difference is due to the flexibility of the plant or the lack thereof. 

Most corn producers prize ears that are filled to the tip at maturity. Completely filled ears (there
was no flower or small seed abortion) can indicate high yield or they can indicate a sink
limitation (population was too low) with yield left in the field because there were not enough
flowers. Unfortunately, there is no uncomplicated way to determine if well-filled ears are good
news or bad news. 

Crops are normally source limited (assuming adequate corn populations) during the critical
period for seed number determination, but what about seed filling? Determining seed number is
only the first part of the yield production process – the seeds still have to grow to their mature
size. Source sink relationships during seed filling often depend upon changes in the
environment. 

Seed number will be in balance with the capacity of the crop to fill the seeds if the environment
doesn’t change from the critical period for seed number determination through seed filling. A
productive environment that is maintained until maturity will produce large numbers of seeds
and fill them to their normal size. What if the environment changes after seed number is fixed? If
the environment deteriorates (i.e., (the rains stop, for example, and source activity is reduced),
there will not be enough simple sugars to fill the seeds and the seeds will be smaller and yield
will be reduced. Sink size was set too large for the deteriorating source during seed filling. In
other words, plants don’t always get it right because they can’t predict the weather. 

What if the environment improves after seed number is fixed(i.e., rains come after a dry critical
period)? Now the source is larger than the sink and the capacity of the individual seed to
respond to the larger supply of simple sugars will determine what happens to yield. The crop will
be sink limited if the seed cannot respond to the increase in the supply from the source. If the
crop cannot convert the increase in source activity during seed filling into higher yield, yield will
be sink limited. Corn seeds often fall into this category. 

Continued from previous page
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If the seed can respond to the increase in source activity during seed filling, seeds will be larger,
and yield will be increased. Soybean seeds fit into this category; improved conditions during
seed filling often result in larger seeds and higher yields (i.e., the crop is source limited). 

The response to improved environmental conditions during seed filling is always limited by the
physical characteristics of the seed and pod. All seeds have a maximum potential size – after all
you can’t expect to find a golf ball in a soybean pod, so there is a limit to how much yield can be
recovered when the environment improves after stress reduces seed number. 12 

But as often happens in life, there is no downside limit – there is no limit to how much stress
during seed filling can reduce seed size and yield in both corn and soybean. Thinking about
sources and sinks helps us better understand the yield production process. It provides us with
insights into the response of crop productivity to the environment, the effect of population on
crop yield and many other aspects of crop yield. These insights lead to more informed
management decisions that ultimately improve the bottom line. 

Continued from previous page
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Plate it Up 
Kentucky Proud Recipe


