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An update on Australia cattle and beef 
Derrell S. Peel, Oklahoma State University Extension Livestock Marketing Specialist 

 

The ongoing wildfires in Australia represent the latest in nearly a decade of environmental 

challenges the country has faced.  This has prompted questions about the impact of the fires on 

Australian cattle and beef production and trade.  This article was compiled from several 

Australian reports and other media and data sources.   

 

Wildfires have burned over 15 million acres, an area the size of West Virginia, and are not yet 

under control as of January 10.  Roughly nine percent of the Australian cattle herd is in areas 

significantly impacted by the fires with another 11 percent in regions partially impacted by the 

fires.  

 

The majority of the fire impact is in New South Wales (NSW), in the southeast coastal region of 

the country, with over 12 million acres burned.  NSW includes approximately 18 percent of the 

Australian cattle herd.  One recent report indicates that over 6,000 head of livestock have been 

lost thus far in NSW.  The other state heavily impacted is Victoria, just below NSW in far 

southeast Australia, with about 3 million acres burned.  Victoria has about 15 percent of the total 

Australian cattle inventory, including about two-thirds of the 1.4 million dairy cows in Australia. 

Victoria and NSW, which include major population centers of Sydney and Melbourne, along 

with the national capital of Canberra, include most of the Australian dairy industry with as much 

as one third of total dairy production impacted by the fires. 

 

The wildfires are the result of several years of widespread and prolonged drought in 

Australia.  Drought-forced cattle liquidation is pushing total cattle numbers to thirty-year lows, 



about 24 million head, in 2020.  After peaking in 2014 at 29.3 million head, numbers dropped to 

25 million head in 2017, recovering slightly in 2018, before decreasing again in 2019 as drought 

resumed.  Additional cattle losses occurred in Queensland, in northeast Australia, as massive 

flooding killed over 300,000 head in early 2019.  Queensland accounts for roughly 47 percent of 

total Australian cattle inventories.  

 

Australian beef production and exports in 2019 were higher than previously projected as drought 

forced additional herd liquidation, with female slaughter reaching record proportions of total 

cattle slaughter.  Beef production is forecast to decrease nearly 15 percent year over year in 

2020, to the lowest level since 2010, with Australian exports declining by over 19 percent from 

2019 levels.  Australia is expected to drop to fourth place among global beef exporting countries 

behind Brazil (# 1), India (# 2) and (for the first time) the U.S. (#3).   

 

Australia typically exports roughly 70 percent of total beef production and has seen major 

changes in export destinations recently.  Traditional beef exports to Japan, the U.S. and South 

Korea were surpassed in 2019 by China, which accounted for 24.4 percent of total Australian 

beef exports in 2019.  Japan accounted for 23.3 percent of exports; the U.S. for 20.5 percent and 

South Korea for 13.2 percent of 2019 Australian beef exports.  U.S. imports of Australian beef 

are up 4.0 percent for the January-November, 2019 period; the second largest import source 

behind Canada and accounting for 23.2 percent of year to date beef imports 

 

It is mid-summer now in Australia and the drought continues unabated with severe rainfall 

deficits and above average temperatures.  Additional herd liquidation is likely if conditions do 

not improve.  In any event, Australian cattle and beef production will be reduced for the 

foreseeable future and rebuilding, whenever it can begin, will take several years. 

 

 

A long, difficult delivery of a calf will affect rebreeding 

of the cow 
Glenn Selk, OSU Emeritus Extension Animal Scientist 

 

In last week’s Cow Calf Corner Newsletter, we discussed the three stages of calving.  Stage 2 

begins with the appearance of the water bag or baby calf’s feet.  Stage 2 ends when the calf is 

completely delivered.  Recall that stage 2 is expected to be about one hour for a two-year-old and 

about half an hour in mature cows that have previously delivered calves.  Some producers may 

wonder if there is anything detrimental about allowing cows or heifers to suffer through a 

prolonged stage 2. 

 

In addition to being the greatest cause of baby calf mortality, calving difficulty markedly reduces 

reproductive performance during the next breeding season. Cattle suffering from calving 

difficulty have been reported (Brinks, et al. 1973) to have pregnancy rates decreased by 14% and 

those that did become pregnant to calve 13 days later at the next calving.  Results from a 

Montana study (Doornbos, et al., 1984) showed that heifers receiving assistance in early stage 2 

of parturition returned to heat earlier in the post-calving period and had higher pregnancy rates 



than heifers receiving traditionally accepted obstetric assistance. In this study, heifers were either 

assisted about one hour after the fetal membranes (water bag) appeared (EARLY) or were 

assisted only if calving was not completed within two hours of the appearance of the water bag 

(LATE).  

 

Heifers that were allowed to endure a prolonged labor (LATE) had a 17% lower rate of cycling 

at the start of the next breeding season. In addition, the rebreeding percentage was 20% lower 

than the counterparts (EARLY) that were given assistance in the first hour of labor. First calf 

heifers should deliver the calf in about one hour.  The starting time is the first appearance of the 

water bag and ends with complete delivery of the calf.  Mature cows, that have calved 

previously, should proceed much faster and should deliver the calf in about a half hour.   The 

calves weaned the following year from cows that endured the long delivery weaned 46 pounds 

lighter than calves from cows with earlier re-breeding dates due to a shorter stage 2 of 

parturition.   

 

Always check to be certain that cervical dilation has been completed, before you start to 

pull the calf.  If you are uncertain about whether cervical dilation has taken place or if the calf is 

in a deliverable position, call your large animal veterinarian immediately.   Prolonged deliveries 

of baby calves (in excess of 1.5 or 2 hours) often result in weakened calves and reduced 

rebreeding performance in young cows!  
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