
Defra has recently released the UK abattoir throughput figures for June which revealed that 
sheep throughput is notably below year-earlier levels so far in 2024, but cattle slaughter levels 
are as expected. This month’s Market Bulletin looks at these figures in greater detail.

Glesni Phillips – Intelligence, Analysis and Business Insight Executive 

6.1m sheep  
processed  
Jan-Jun 2024 

(-10% y-o-y)

CATTLE
During the first half (H1) of 2024, the total throughput of cattle at 
UK abattoirs reached 1.4 million head according to the latest Defra 
figures. This represents a 1% increase (or 15,900 head) compared to 
H1 of 2023 and is also 1% higher than the 5-year average for the 
same period. This year-on-year growth was primarily driven by an 
increase in the number of prime cattle.

Prime cattle throughput in H1 2024 rose by 2% year-on-year, 
totalling 1.1 million head, which is also 3% higher than H1 of 2022. 
Heifer numbers were particularly robust within the prime category, 
reaching 430,000 head - a notable 5% increase from the previous 
year. This elevated heifer throughput, which has been observed in 
recent years, now constitutes a growing proportion of prime cattle 
throughput. In H1 2021, heifers accounted for 38% of prime cattle 
slaughter, which increased to 41% in 2024. As the UK cow herd 
continues to be in a state of decline, elevated heifer throughput 
will do little to reverse this trend. Steer throughput increased by 1% 
to 529,000 head, accounting for 51% of prime cattle slaughterings, 

SHEEP
The total number of sheep and lambs processed at UK abattoirs 
during H1 2024 was 6.1 million head, marking a significant 10% 
decline (or 699,200 head) from the previous year, driven by 
decreases in both lamb and adult sheep numbers.

Prime lamb slaughterings in H1 were down 9% (or 564,400 head) 
year-on-year at 5.4 million head – which is also 6% below H1 2022 
levels. Despite higher slaughter numbers in January and February 
compared to the previous year, the subsequent four months saw 
significantly lower levels than in 2023. Numbers increased slightly 
in March due to demand surrounding Easter and Ramadan, but 
New Season Lambs have generally been slower to come forward, 
resulting in numbers being 5% below the 5-year average. Due 
to natural supply trends in the UK, peak supply typically occurs 

PIGS
The total throughput of pigs at UK abattoirs in H1 2024 was similar 
to year-earlier levels at 5.1 million head, down 1% (or 48,500 head). 
Compared to the 5-year average (2019-2023) for H1, the current 
throughput level is 7% lower. A tight supply was forecast for 
the year due to a contraction in the UK breeding herd following 
challenges within the sector. Pig meat production for the year to 
date stands 1% ahead of last year at 461,900 tonnes, attributed to 
marginally heavier carcass weights.

down from 53% in 2021. Recent analysis of BCMS cattle population 
data indicated that an increased prime supply during the first half 
of the year was expected, but supply is forecast to tighten as the 
year progresses due to fewer animals being available.

Adult cattle numbers showed little change year-on-year, with 
throughput 0.2% lower than H1 2023 at 299,800 head. Cull cow 
deadweight prices have been trending below year-earlier levels 
for the entirety of 2024 so far, and so this trend would likely have 
not have encouraged any extra cull cattle numbers forward. 
Considering both throughput and carcass weights, total beef and 
veal production in the UK for H1 2024 stood at 458,000 tonnes, 
which is 1% higher than the levels recorded for H1 of both 2023 
and 2022.  

in the latter half of the year, with numbers reaching around 6.3 
million head in H2 of last year. Given the smaller female breeding 
flock reported in the December survey, the 2024-25 lamb crop 
is expected to be smaller than the previous year’s, leading to an 
overall reduction in numbers.

Throughput of adult sheep in H1 was significantly below year-
earlier levels, down 16% to 688,600 head, which is the lowest level 
recorded since H1 2020. Consequently, the total volume of sheep 
meat produced in H1 2024 is 8% lower than year-earlier levels, at 
129,400 tonnes.

(+1% y-o-y)
1.4m cattle 
processed  
Jan-Jun 2024 

5.1m pigs  
processed  
Jan-Jun 2024 

(-1% y-o-y)

What does this mean for industry?
The red meat supply chain will face shifts in supply levels in the short term, with an increase  

in cattle and a decrease in sheep anticipated. The resulting trends in farmgate prices will  
largely depend on how these changes in supply volumes interact with demand levels.
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UK Beef & Veal  
Production 
June ’24

UK Sheep Meat 
Production  
June ’24

UK Pork 
Production 
June ’24 

70,600 tonnes

- 7% y-o-y

20,500   tonnes

-18% y-o-y

73,300  tonnes

-2% y-o-y

CATTLE	  
Prices – week ending 13th July 
The average deadweight prices in England and Wales for steers 
stood at 479.6p/kg. This was:
•	 + 2.2p on the previous week,
•	  12.2p above year-earlier levels.
The deadweight prices for other cattle categories were as follows -
•	 Heifers: 477.4p/kg (+0.3p on the week),
•	 Young bulls: 471.5p/kg (+1.0p on the week), and
•	 Cull cows: 360.2p/kg (+1.3p on the week). 

Throughput – June 2024
•	 Total cattle throughput at UK abattoirs = 213,100 head – down 7% 

on the year.
•	 Total prime cattle throughput = 163,000 head – down 6% on the 

year. 
		  ➢   steers -7%, heifers -3%, and young bulls +20%. 
•	 Average prime cattle carcase weights = 345.3kg (+1.8kg on the 

year).
•	 Adult cattle throughput = 45,000 head – down 10% on the year.

SHEEP
Prices – week ending 13th July
The deadweight lamb price in GB averaged 654.6p/kg. This was:
•	  - 33.1p on the previous week
Numbers coming forward reached 39,740 head. This was:
•	 + 7% on the previous week, and
•	 - 13% compared with year-earlier levels.

Note: Due to change in methodology of GB deadweight survey (from 
25/11/2023) we recommend caution when making historical comparisons.

Throughput - June 2024
•	 Total sheep throughput at UK abattoirs = 985,100 head – down 

18% on the year.
•	 Lamb throughput = 866,000 head – down 19% on the year. 
•	 Average lamb carcase weights = 19.8kg (+0.2kg on the year).
•	 Cull ewe and ram throughput = 119,100 head – down 17% on the 

year.

PIGS
Prices – week ending 6th July
The EU-spec All Pig Price (APP) in GB stood at 212.9p/kg. This was:
•	 + 0.2p on the previous week,
•	 - 9.9p compared with year-earlier levels, 
•	 32.2p higher than the 5-year average (2018-22 average: 180.6p/kg).

Throughput – June 2024
•	 Total pig throughput at UK abattoirs = 805,600 head – down 3% 

on the year.
•	 Clean pig throughput = 790,700 head – down 3% on the year.
•	 Average clean pig carcase weights = 89.8kg (+1.6kg on the year)
•	 Sow and boar throughput = 14,900 head – down 14% on the year. 130
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