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FARM COSTS AND RETURNS STUDIES 

This report is part of a continuing nationwide study of costs and returns on commercial 
farms and ranches in selected farming regions. The study is conducted under the general 
supervision of Wylie D. Goodsell, Farm Production Economics Division, Economic Research 
Service. Objectives, methodology, procedure, and terms are uniform for all areas studied. 

The 1969 costs and returns studies cover the following commercial farms and ranches by 

type and size: 

Dairy Farms, Southeastern Wisconsin and Central New York 
Cash Grain Farms, Corn Belt 
Hog· Beef Feeding Farms, Corn Belt 
Egg-Producing Farms, New Jersey 
Broiler Farms, Georgia 
Cotton Farms, Mississippi Delta 
Cotton Farms, Southern High Plains, Texas 
Tobacco Farms, Coastal Plain, North Carolina 
Tobacco-Livestock Farms, Bluegrass Area, Kentucky 
Northwest Cattle Ranches 
Migratory Sheep Ranches, Utah-Nevada 
Southwest Cattle Ranches 

Substantial revisions have been made in some series to portray farming operations 
representative of major producers of specified products. Some series were discontinued because 
they no longer represent a major sector of commodity production or because the farm enterprise 
could be better represented by another series. 

Information on the studies can be obtained from Farm Production Economics Division, 
Economic Research Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Washington, D.C. 20250. 

LOCATION Of TYPES Of FARMS STUDIED 

• STUDIES lfiNG AEVISED 
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COSTS AND RETURNS 

NORTHWEST CATTLE RANCHES, 1969 

By Wylie D. Goodsell and Macie J. Belfield 1 

Abstract: Operators got record-high returns in 1909 from viable 
commercial cattle ranches in the Northern Plains and Northern 
Rocky Mountain areas, two of tlze most important cow-calf 
producing areas in the West. Better tlzan a11erage range conditions., 
particularly in the Rocky Mountain area, and record prices received 
for good calf crops were responsible for these favorable returns. 
Continued strong consumer demand for beef and relatively briglzt 
economic conditions caused ranchers to go into 19 70 with large 
breeding herds. 

Key Words: Ranch returns, feeder cattle prices, faJ.'orable produc
tion and outlook. 

Introduction 

Commercial ranches making major contri
butions to cattle production in the Northern 
Plains and the Northern Rocky Mountain 
areas are covered in this publication.2 Opera
tors of these specialized cow-calf ranches 
produce calves for further finishing and condi
tioning by cattle feeders in the Midwest and 
other areas. 

These proficient operators derive their agri
culture income from the sale of calves from 
an average herd of about 300 high-quality 
Hereford or Angus cows. They have a calving 
rate better than 90 percent, much higher than 
the percentage in the East and Southwest. 
Most grazing west of the 1 OOth meridian is 
extensive in nature. Each animal unit (cow 

1 Agricultural Economist and Statistical Assistant, re
spectively, Farm Prod. Econ. Div., Econ. Res. Scrv., U.S. 
Dent. Agr. 

2Commercial sheep ranches in western Utah and east
central Nevada, and commercial cattle ranches in the South
west, formerly included with studies of these ranches, appear 
in separate publications. 

and suckling calf) requires about 30 acres of 
grazing land. Consequently, viable commercial 
cattle ranches are relatively large, averaging 
several sections of land. This is particularly 
true where grazing is almost exclusively on 
private land. 

Ranchers and other cattle experts almost 
unanimously agree that the minimum for a 
viable commercial cow-calf operating unit in 
these areas is now 200 head of brood animals. 
The minimum size has increased in the last 
two or three decades as economic conditions 
have changed. Internal operations, however, 
differ significantly between the two areas. 
Herd size varies a little from year to year as 
operators cull lighter or add a few more 
heifers when economic prospects brighten. 
The number of cows kept has moved up a 
little on the Rocky Mountain ranches during 
the last I 0 years. Ranchers there are less 
subject to droughts and winter weather 
hazards than ranchers in the Plains. Their 
stock is on winter feed, and summer rainfall is 
ample for good grazing in the mountains. 



Stock losses have been disastrous in severe 
winters in the Plains. However, in recent years 
breeding herds have held near the 300 head 
level in both areas. Ranges have been reason
ably good the last few years and Plains 
ranchers have held back more calves to be 
sold as yearlings. In recent years, they had a 
total inventory of around 470 animals com
pared with 410 for Rocky Mountain ranchers. 

The Northern Plains livestock area com
prises 40 counties in southeastern Montana, 
northeastern Wyoming, and western South 
Dakota (fig. 1). Approximately 14 percent of 
the total brood cows and heifers in the 11 
Western States are in this area. It produces 
about a fifth fewer cattle than Montana but 
more than any other western State except 
Califomia. 

Around 40 percent of all farms in the area 
are livestock ranches. There are a few sheep 
ranches and mixed sheep-cattle operations 
scattered throughout the region. Along the 
major streams and in the valleys are many 
relatively small stock farms and diversified 
units. But cattle production on these is not 
large. About two-thirds of the farms in the 
area have less than 1 00 brood cows, and 
produce less than a third of the cattle. 

Ranches with 200 to 500 brood cows, 
those represented in this study, produce 
about 35 percent of the area's cattle. Little or 
no public grazing land is available to these 
ranchers. The relatively small amount availa
ble is fenced and extensively grazed by 
ranchers who border the public range. 

If the snowpack is light and there is 
sufficient moisture to soften the matured 
grass and browse, feeding is minimal. In most 
years ·some grazing is done in every month. 
Only light winter feeding is generally re
quired. Around 1 ,300 pounds of hay normal
ly meet the requirements for a cow or 
yearling. This is less than half the hay 
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required per animal in the Rocky Mountain 
area. 

The Northern Rocky Mountain area has 
range operations characterized by extensive 
winter feeding and by heavy grazing on public 
lands. 3 The area comprises the greater parts 
of 18 counties in southwestern Montana and 
east-central Idaho (figs. 1 and 2). These 
counties have more brood cows than Nevada, 
Utah, or Arizona. 

Approximately 80 percent of the farms in 
this area have brood cows. The rest of the 
farms are primarily irrigated and have mixed 
production units on which cattle production 
is of minor importance. About three-fourths 
of the farms have less than 100 brood cows 
and heifers. These smaller livestock enter
prises produce less than 30 percent of the 
area's cattle. Ranches carrying 200 to 500 
cows and heifers account for around 32 
percent of the area's beef production. 

Cattle ranchers in this area carry fewer 
yearlings than cow-calf operators in the 
Northern Plains. They keep fewer yearlings 
because . of their heavy reliance on public 
grazing on a permit basis during the summer, 
and the relative economy of grazing a cow 
and her calf at the same cost as a yearling. 
Otherwise, their cattle enterprise is on much 
the same scale. 

In the Rocky Mountain area the grazing 
season is shorter and cows are bred to calve a 
little later than in the Plains area. Around 5 
months of relatively heavy winter feeding is 
required, making hay requirements per animal 
more than double those in the Plains. Thus 
Rocky Mountain ranchers must either buy 
considerable hay or have relatively high priced 
land on which to produce hay. Their record 
shows that they make greater outlays for 
feed, and also have relatively more high priced 
cropland than Northern Plains ranchers. 

3 Federal lands in the public domain and in the National 
Forest System. 
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In both areas, range carrying capacity is 
about the same, 30 acres per animal unit. But 
the Rocky Mountain rancher summer grazes 
nearly all of his brood animals and their calves 
on public lands. The number of animals a 
given rancher is permitted to graze on these 
lands remains rather fixed from year to year. 
Because of wide use of public grazing land, 
the Rocky Mountain cattle rancher has less 
deeded or private lands than the Northern 
Plains rancher. 

The main grazing season in the Rocky 
Mountain area is much shorter than the one in 

the Northern Plains. The summer range in the 
Rocky Mountain area is mostly on high 
elevations in the national forests. This usually 
productive range is not available until late 
June or early July and terminates in Sep
tember or early October. Stock must then be 
moved to lower private grounds. Feeding 
generally begins in December. 

The calves are generally marketed a little 
earlier than in the Plains area. But calves in 
the Rocky Mountain area are slightly heavier 
at peak marketing season .because of relatively 
superior summer grazing. 

COSTS AND RETURNS ON 
NORTHERN PLAINS CATTLE RANCHES 

Net returns in 1969 to the operator and 
unpaid members of his family for their labor 
and management, and to total capital aver
aged $23,900 per ranch (table I). This was 
record high, up around I I percent from a 
year earlier and 55 percent above the I 960-64 
average. 

Several factors contributed to this record 
income. Prices received for cattle and calves, 
the most important economic factor to opera
tors of these ranches, increased approximately 
II percent during 1969 and averaged about 
27 percent above I 960-64 levels. Prices re
ceived for calves delivered in the fall of 1969 
averaged around $33.20 per hundredweight, 
compared with $29.60 in 1968. 

Demand for feeder calves has been strong 
in recent years. During the last I 0 years, 
prices received by these ranchers for fall 
calves averaged nearly $27.50 per hundred
weight, ranging from a low of $21.80 in 1964 
to $33.20 in 1969. 

Slightly less than half of the cash receipts 
come from the sale of calves and around 35 
percent from sales of yearlings. In 1969, 
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prices of yearlings were record high, around 
$27.70 per hundredweight. This was about 
$2.60 more than a year earlier and $5.30 
above the 1960-64 average. Cow prices were 
also a record in 1969. They were more than 
4 I percent above the 1960-64 average. 

Because of inclement weather during part 
of the 1969 calving period, many calves 
suffered from scours and death loss was 
relatively high. The numbers of calves saved 
per 1 00 cows and heifers calving were reduced 
from earlier years. On the other hand, the 
death loss of calves during the grazing season 
was lower than in either 1967 or 1968. 

Range conditions during the grazing season 
were well below those of 1967 and 1968, but 
slightly above the average for other recent 
years. Calf and also cow marketing weights 
were slightly below a year earlier but weights 
of yearlings rose appreciably. Slightly fewer 
calves were sold in I 969 but a few more 
yearlings went to market. As calf sales com
prise the bulk of sales, total hundredweight of 
animals sold in 1969 was nearly 6 percent 
below a year earlier, and lower than in recent 
years. 



Table 1.-Costs and returns, Northern Plllins cattle ranches 

Item Unit 
Average 

1968 19691 1960-64 

Total land operated2 ••••••••••••••••••• Acre 11,500 11,500 11,500 

Land owned . . . . . . . ' .............. '. do . 8,940 8,940 8,940 

Livestock on ranch: 
All cattle ••.••.............. , •..•. Number 432 470 468 
Cows and heifers, 2 years old and over ...•. do. 292 306 309 

Calf crop ....•.•.•.•..•.••....•.•..• Percent 92 92 91 

Totalranch capital, Jan. 13 ••••••••••••••• Dollar 293,530 406,530 429,630 
Land and buildings . . . • . . . . . . . . . . •... do. 207,560 306,580 324,800 
Livestock ...........•..•......•.. do. 68,190 76,180 80,980 
Machinery and equipment •....•......• do. 14,840 18,400 19,120 
Crops •.•.....•....•..........••• do. 2,940 5,370 4,730 

Total cash receipts . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . do . 31,295 39,844 44,280 
Calves 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 o 0 o o o o 0 I 0 0 0 o 0 o o o do. 15,044 17,824 19,120 
Steers and heifers . . • • . . . . ....•..•... do. 9,357 13,403 15,457 
Other cattle ..............•....•..• do. 6,894 8,617 9,703 

Value of perquisites . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . do • 967 1,059 1,139 

Inventory change: 
Livestock •••••..••.....•.......•. do. 741 -110 -375 
Crops ..•........................ do. 90 -431 -251 

Gross ranch income •..••..........•.... do. 33,093 40,362 44,793 

Total operating expense ............•.... do. 17,712 18,894 20,926 
Feed and grazing fees . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . do . 3,383 1,050 2,131 
Livestock purchased . . . . . . . . . . . . ..•.. do. 1,533 1,503 1,565 
Other livestock expense ••..•.••....... do. 84 104 108 
Crop expense ...•.......•.•........ do. 403 555 547 
Machinery purchased .....•.........•. do. 2,321 2,865 2,990 
Other machinery expense . . . . . . . . . ..... do. 2,089 2,231 2,334 
Ranch buildings and fences. . •....•..••• do. 885 1,020 1,090 
Labor hired . . . . . . . ................ do. 4,380 5,586 5,928 
Taxes ........................... do. 2,428 3,744 3,995 
Other .................•......... do. 206 236 238 

Return to operator labor and management, and 
capita14 •••••••••.••••••••••••••••• do. 15,381 21,468 23,867 

Ranch production and price indexes (1960-64 = 1 00) 

Net ranch production ..•..••....•...... ............ 100 115 111 
Range condition •.....•••.•.••...• · · · · ............ 100 106 103 

Prices received for products sold . . . . . . . . . . . ........... 100 '14 127 
Prices paid, including wages to hired labor ..•.. .......... 100 llv 119 

1 Preliminary. 2 Land rented is grazing land. Some of it is rented on an animal unit month basis and some on an acre basis. These 
charges are included in expenditures for feed and grazing fees. Thus the value of this land rented is not included in ranch capital, and 
no real estate tax or related cost is included in the ranch expenditures. 3 Does not include estimated value of rented land. 4 The 
information presented here assumes ranches are debt-free and producers are full owners, primarily for comparability between types 
of farms. 
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Besides the smaller calf crop and reduced 
marketings of ca ttlc in 1969, ranchers pro
duced slightly less hay because of lower 
yields. Feed requirements increased because 
of a more difficult winter, and ranchers had 
to buy a considerable amount of hay in 1 969. 
A year earlier they purchased no hay. The 
combined result was a net ranch production 3 
to 4 percent below 1968, but around II 
percent above the 1960-64 average. 

Big outlays for hay together with increased 
rates paid for grazing private and State lands 
boosted feed and grazing costs substantially 
above those of 1968. However, total feed and 
grazing expenditures were around a third 
below the 1960-64 average. 

Total cash expenditures increased by about 
$2,000 per ranch, or nearly 11 percent from 
1968 to 1969. Increases occurred in all major 
expense categories, reflecting higher prices 
paid and larger input purchases for virtually 
all items. On the average, prices paid rose 
around 3 percent and quantities purchased 
increased by approximately 7 percent. Com
pared with 1960-64, prices paid for produc-

tion items averaged nearly a fifth higher, 
whereas quantities of inputs purchased were 
slightly lower. 

Purchased inputs other than hay have 
shown a gradual upward trend over the years. 
Net output per ranch has increased relative to 
inputs reflecting a gradual increase in produc
tion efficiency and improved management on 
these ranches. 

In 1969, total capital managed rose by 
nearly 6 percent and averaged almost 
$430,000 per ranch. This was nearly 55 
percent higher than I 0 years earlier. Although 
livestock production increased during this 
period, total land managed did not change. 
The estimated capital appreciation in land has 
increased an average of nearly $13,000 per 
year. However, not all of this land is owned, 
and debt obligation is relatively high on some 
ranches. No deduction has been made in net 
returns for interest paid by ranchers on assets 
now owned by them. Thus total capital 
appreciation and net returns, as indicated in 
table I, did not all accrue to operators only. 

COSTS AND RETURNS ON 
NORTHERN ROCKY MOUNTAIN RANCHES 

In 1969, these ranchers grossed $46,800 
per ranch. Net returns to the operator and his 
family for labor and management, and to 
total capital was approximately $23,600. 
Both were record highs. Gross ranch income 
was up more than $6,000 from a year earlier 
and nearly 50 percent greater than in 1960-64 
(table 2). Since all income on these ranches is 
from the cattle enterprise, income is affected 
by two factors: Prices received for cattle and 
calves, and output of livestock. 

Prices received for cattle were record highs 
in 1969. Calves brought an average of $32.90 
per hundredweight, yearlings $27.60, and 
cows $20.40. Relative to 1968, this was 
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approximately $3.60 per hundredweight 
higher for calves, $3.10 higher for yearlings, 
and $2.70 for cows. The average price re
ceived for cattle and calves was about 16 
percent higher than a year earlier and almost a 
third higher than in 1960-64. 

Total hundredweight of cattle sold per 
ranch was down 3 percent in 1969. However, 
there was a slight buildup in herd size by 
holding back young animals. 

Cows and heifers calving in 1969 numbered 
the same as a year earlier. The number of 
calves branded and marked after calving was 
also unchanged. But slightly more calves were 
lost before marketing in 1969. 



Table 2.-Costs and returns, Northern Rocky Mountain cattle ram:hes 

-----------------------------------.-------------.---------------.--------------.--------------

Item 

Total land operated2 ••••••••••••••••••• 

Land owned •••..•..............•.... 

Livestock on ranch: 
All cattle .•.•..•.................. 
Cows and heifers, 2 years old and over ..... 

Calf crop ...•.....................•. 

Total ranch capital, Jan. 13 ••••..•.••••••• 
Land and buildings . . . . . • . . . . . • . . . . . . 
Livestock ........•.......•....... 
Machinery and equipment ....•.....•.• 
Crops .•...............•........ 

Total cash receipts ...•................ 
Calves ..•.........•.....•........ 
Steers and heifers ..•.•.............• 
Other cattle ..•.................... 

Value of perquisites .........•.••.•..... 

Inventory change: 
Livestock •..••..........•.....•.. 
Crops .•..••....•.......•........ 

Gross ranch income ..•....•............ 

Total operating expense ..............•.• 
Feed and grazing fees ..•...•......... 
Livestock purchased .•......•...•.... 
Other livestock expense •.............. 
Crop expense .•.•.................. 
Machinery purchased. • . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Other machinery expense . . . . • . . . • . . . . . 
Ranch buildings and fences ............ . 
Labor hired . . . • . . . • . . • • . . . . . . ..•.• 
Taxes .•.•..•..•................. 
Other ..•.........•........ · ..... . 

Return to operator labor and management, and 
capital4 ••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Unit 

Acre 

do. 

Number 
do. 

Percent 

Dollar 
do. 
do. 
do. 
do. 

do. 
do. 
do. 
do. 

do. 

do. 
do. 

do. 

do. 
do. 
do. 
do. 
do. 
do. 
do. 
do. 
do. 
do. 
do. 

do. 

Average 
1960-64 

5,900 

4,000 

363 
277 

93 

234,940 
154,720 
58,300 
14,200 
7,720 

29,729 
18,983 

3,941 
6,805 

996 

629 
186 

31,540 

18,229 
3,609 
I ,534 

81 
770 

2,290 
1,884 

412 
4,416 
3,051 

182 

13,311 

Ranch production and price indexes ( 1 960-64 = 1 00) 

Net ranch production •••• 0 ••••••••• 0. 0. ---- 100 
Range condition . . . • . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ---- 100 

Prices received for products sold • • 0 •••• 0 •• 0 
........... 100 

Prices paid, including wages to hired labor ..... .......... 100 

1968 

5,900 

4,000 

41 1 
307 

95 

298,660 
204,560 

65,800 
17,490 
10,810 

40,259 
24,114 

6,934 
9,211 

1.092 

120 
-866 

40,605 

19,696 
1,450 
1,504 

107 
1,038 
2,792 
2,246 

460 
5,571 
4,321 

207 

20,909 

120 
102 

116 
ll.:i 

5,900 

4,000 

411 
307 

95 

312,430 
213,850 

70,760 
18,180 

9,640 

44,125 
26,748 

6,734 
10,643 

1,175 

1,619 
-71 

46,848 

23,274 
3,740 
1,565 

111 
1,045 
2,916 
2,332 

500 
5,886 
4,961 

218 

23,574 

116 
103 

132 
120 

. 1 Preliminary. 2 Land rented is grazing land. Some of it is rented on an A UM basis and some on an acre basis. These charges are 
11\cluded in expenditures for feed and grazing fees. Thus the value of this land rented is not included in ranch capital, and no real 
~state tax or related cost are included in ranch expenditures. 3 Does not include estimated value of grazing permits or rented land. 
The information presented here assumes ranches are debt-free and producers are full owners, primarily for comparability between 

types of farms. 
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Range conditions last year were the best 
since 1965. Livestock weights at marketing 
were therefore higher than usual. Calves aver
aged about 455 pounds per animal-a record. 
Cows were only slightly heavier than in 1968 
but not as heavy as in other recent years. 
Except for 1968, yearlings were the lightest 
since 1961. 

Offsetting many of the effects of record 
prices received for cattle and slightly greater 
livestock production in 1969 were increases in 
all major operating costs. The overall advance 
in operating costs was about 18 percent. 

Prices paid for production items, including 
taxes and wages to hired labor, continued 
upward and were nearly 5 percent above 
1968. Also, prices and rates paid increased for 
most other items. Quantities of inputs in
creased by approximately 13 percent from 
1968. 

The major expense items on these ranches 
are hired labor, combined machinery pur
chases and operating costs, taxes, and feed 
purchases. Feed buying varies considerably 
from year to year, but is usually a sizable 
amount. These four groups of expenditures 
generally comprise about 85 percent of total 
ranch operating expenses. 

In 1969, compared with the 1960-64 aver
age, real and personal property taxes per 
ranch were up 63 percent, hired labor by 33 
percent, and machinery costs by 26 percent. 
Feed costs in 1969 were close to the 1960-64 
average, but were over 2-1 /2 times those in 
1968. These costs are expected to increase 
substantially in the years ahead. 

Fees paid to graze federally owned and 
controlled range lands generally make up 
around 5 percent of total operating 'Costs. 
These charges are scheduled to about double 
over the next 1 0 years in most northern areas. 
The objective is to make the costs of grazing 
lands in the public domain and lands under 
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the National Forest System competitive with 
gra?:ing on private lands. 

Crop yields averaged lower in 1969 than a 
year earlier. With no change in acreage har
vested, and because of heavier feeding re
quired, these ranchers bought more hay in 
1969. The hay also cost them about $3 more 
per ton. Despite a slightly higher outturn of 
cattle, net production per ranch was 4 percent 
below 1968. 

Over the years, inputs and expenditures per 
ranch have increased significantly but so have 
Jroduction per ranch and prices of products 

sold. However, prices received and production 
have increased relatively more, resulting in 
higher net returns and greater production 
efficiency. Production per unit of input in 
1967-69 was 10 percent above the 1960-64 
average, which is indicative of increased mana
gerial ability. 

These ranchers manage over $300,000 
worth of assets. Total capital per ranch has 
increased substantially over the years, largely 
because ~f increased land values. The total 
capital in real estate in 1969 averaged nearly 
$214,000. up about 55 percent from 1960. 

Cow-calf ranching is a long-term bu~iness. 
It takes considerable know-how and time to 
accumulate the necessary capital, breeding 
stock, and land base. If the rancher is grazing 
public lands he must give statisfactory evi
dence that he owns both land and livestock, 
and that he has sufficient land to maintain his 
stock when they are not under permit. In the 
Northern Rocky Mountain area, livestock are 
on private land much more than half the year. 
Consequently, cattle ranchers are owner
operators. Capital invested per ranch is rela
tively high, and many ranchers carry mort
gages. 

If the Rocky Mountain rancher owned his 
ranch, he would have capital appreciation in 
current dollars of around $7,600 per year in 



real estate. To this could be added $785 
appreciation in livestock. No allowance has 
been made in total ranch capital (table 2) for 
the value of grazing permits. 

·Fees for grazing public lands are less than 
costs for leasing comparable private lands. 
Some of this differential may be due to real 
differences in productivity and location. Pri
vate lease grazing lands are usually fenced and 
convenit:ntly located relative to ranching op
erations. On the other hand, some of the 
differential cannot be attributed to these 
factors. The value of this residual accrues to 
the holders of public grazing permits and is 
the basis of a market price for the use of these 

permits. The going price for these permits has 
varied considerably, depending on location 
and productiveness of the range. When grazing 
fees for public lands are adjusted, as current 
regulations require, to eventually reach fair 
market value equivalent, any unjustified dif
ferential market price for the permit value 
will presumably disappear. 

In such a case, ranchers who paid for the 
privilege to graze public land incurred a cost 
equal to the price paid for the permit. If this 
adjustment takes place within 10 years, as 
now planned, annual grazing costs would be 
increased by one-tenth of the purchase price 
of the permits. 
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