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Selected Demographics of Western Nebraska Cow-Calf Producers
Market Report

Yr 
Ago

4 Wks
Ago 6/25/04

Livestock and Products,
 Average Prices for Week Ending
Slaughter Steers, Ch. 204, 1100-1300 lb
  Omaha, cwt . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Feeder Steers, Med. Frame, 600-650 lb
  Dodge City, KS, cwt . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Feeder Steers, Med. Frame 600-650 lb,
   Nebraska Auction Wght. Avg . . . . . . .
Carcass Price, Ch. 1-3, 550-700 lb
  Cent. US, Equiv. Index Value, cwt . . . .
Hogs, US 1-2, 220-230 lb
  Sioux Falls, SD, cwt . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Feeder Pigs, US 1-2, 40-45 lb
  Sioux Falls, SD, hd . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Vacuum Packed Pork Loins, Wholesale,  
   13-19 lb, 1/4" Trim, Cent. US, cwt . . . .
Slaughter Lambs, Ch. & Pr., 115-125 lb
  Sioux Falls, SD, cwt . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Carcass Lambs, Ch. & Pr., 1-4, 55-65 lb
  FOB Midwest, cwt . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

$73.83

*

103.36

118.11

40.00

30.00

113.84

90.12

203.19

$85.41

109.18

125.27

135.94

53.00

       *

134.27

113.25

200.45

$88.97

119.00

131.49

135.29

53.75

     *

122.51

     *

201.67

Crops,
 Cash Truck Prices for Date Shown
Wheat, No. 1, H.W.
  Omaha, bu . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Corn, No. 2, Yellow
  Omaha, bu . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Soybeans, No. 1, Yellow
  Omaha, bu . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Grain Sorghum, No. 2, Yellow
  Kansas City, cwt . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Oats, No. 2, Heavy
  Minneapolis, MN , bu . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

3.10

2.23

6.30

3.91

1.57

3.68

2.87

8.29

4.96

       *

3.62

2.60

9.02

4.38

1.65

Hay,
 First Day of Week Pile Prices
Alfalfa, Sm. Square, RFV 150 or better
  Platte Valley, ton . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Alfalfa, Lg. Round, Good
  Northeast Nebraska, ton . . . . . . . . . . . .
Grass Hay, Sm. Square, Good
  Northeast Nebraska, ton . . . . . . . . . . . .

115.00

70.00

105.00

150.00

55.00

87.50

150.00

55.00

87.50

* No market.

A recent survey of cow-calf producers in thirty-
seven Western Nebraska counties inquired about cow-
calf management practices and demographic character-
istics of the respondents. Usable questionnaires were
returned by 315 producers. Respondents categorized
themselves as living either in the Panhandle (PH),
Southwest (SW), Sandhills (SH) or ‘CKB’ areas of
Western Nebraska. The ‘CKB’ area included producers
who lived in Custer, Keya Paha or Boyd counties. For
some questions the responses from some areas were
too few to report separately, so areas were aggregated
for reporting purposes. The survey sample was strati-
fied by herd size measured as number of beef cows.
The Nebraska Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS)
drew the random sample and mailed the question-
naires. 

Respondents in all areas were primarily owner/
operator and manager of the operation. Only in the
CKB area (88 percent) did fewer than 90 percent of
respondents indicate that they were the owner/operator
and manager. It was our hypothesis that owners/
operators would be able to provide the most accurate
information about the cow-calf operation. 

The average age of all respondents was 54.7 years,
which compares to 52.5 and 53.9 years for all principle
farm operators in Nebraska for the 1997 and 2002
Agricultural Census, respectively.  

Land Tenancy and Location of Residence

Figure 1 shows the tenancy relationship for survey
participants. There is little difference between the
regions. By far the majority of operations utilize
owned and leased land (72-82 percent). Less than 25
percent  of operations utilize owned land only, and
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even fewer operate only on leased land. Figure 2
depicts the relative amounts of land owned and leased
by those who both own and lease land. The majority of
land is owned; however, respondents in CBK leased
nearly as much land as they owned. The land leased is
primarily from private individuals. State and federal
land made up about 25 percent of the leases in the
Panhandle and Sandhills areas.

Figure 1. Operations that Own Land, Lease Land        
                   or  Both by Region

Figure 2. Percent of Area Owned or Leased by  
                   Owner-Lessee 

Location of the principal residency by size of herd
and location is shown in Figure 3. We aggregated
responses for all areas other than Sandhills together.
Notice that as herd size grows a higher percent of the
respondents live on the ranch (with the exception of
the non-Sandhills area small herds), until the cowherd
exceeds 600 head, at which point fewer respondents
live on the farm/ranch. The reduction in the percent
living on the farm/ranch was most noticeable for those
in the non-Sandhills area. As ranches increase in size
and complexity they often require more labor, which
may permit the principal manager to live at another
location.

Figure 3. Respondents Living on the Farm/Ranch 
             by Herd Size 

Education Level and Herd Size

Respondents were asked their education level. If
they did not receive a high school diploma, the re-
sponse was given an 11. A 12 indicated high school
graduate while a 13 was assigned for vocational
school, a 14 for some college or junior college, a 15
for college degree and a 16 for postgraduate degree.
The means for the Sandhills and non-Sandhills area
were 13.4 and 13.5 respectively, indicating that on
average the respondents had completed vocational
school or some college. Education and herd size were
strongly related (Table 1). Since the original sample
was stratified by herd size, the means were strata
adjusted to better represent the population of cow-calf
producers. Responses from all areas were combined to
examine the relationship between herd size and educa-
tion. It is apparent from Table 1 that the educational
level of the responding cow-calf producers is quite
high, with over 62 percent having completed at least
some 4-year or community college. And those with the
highest levels of education tended to have the largest
cowherds. 

Table 1. Number of Respondents and Herd Size by 
          Educational Level

Education Level
Number of 

Respondents

Average 
Number of

Cows

Less than 12 13 236

High School Graduate 76 374

Vocational School 18 315

Some College/Jr. College 76 524

4-Year College Graduate 78 632

Post Graduate Education 24 743



Size of Operation by Land Area

The average size of the ranches including both
leased and owned land was 4,365 acres in the Sandhills
and 3,646 in the non-Sandhills areas. Since number of
acres and herd size were highly correlated (r = 0.89),
the means for these two areas were adjusted by the
sample strata. The average size of the Sandhills
ranches compares very closely to an earlier survey
conducted in 1992 when the average size was 4,625
acres (Clark and Coady). Does this mean the average
size of ranches in the Sandhills has fallen? The answer
is probably not. Statistically the two averages are
probably not different and reflect sampling differences
between the two studies.

Summary

Cow-calf production in Western Nebraska is
primarily in the hands of owner-operators. Hired
managers operate few ranches. These cow-calf produc-
ers own more cows compared to the state average of
91 head (2002 Agricultural Census). On average they
are also a bit older than the average farmer/rancher in
the state. The majority live on the ranch; however, a
significant number live elsewhere, especially in the
very large and very small operations as measured by
numbers of cows. Leased land is a common resource
in most all operations. Few ranches use only deeded
land, and the most common lease is from private
individuals. 

These cow-calf producers are well educated, with
many having attended college. As education goes up
so does the number of cows managed. 
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