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REPORT FROM CANADA BEEF

Executive Summary

The Canadian cattle herd is turning toward expansion, while
the U.S. herd continues to decline. This will allow Canadian
cow-calf producers to take advantage of a strong market
while investing in their herds. Canada’s headline inflation rate
grew at its slowest rate in five years; however, food inflation
accelerated in 2025. Retail beef prices increased 13% year-
over-year in 2025, outpacing pork and chicken.

By January 2026, retail beef prices were right back up near
record highs. Beef is in the middle of a‘protein moment; with
higher retail prices and larger production to begin 2026. GLP-
1, a drug initially designed to help manage Type 2 diabetes is
finding a secondary market as a weight loss drug. Those on
GLP-1 note they are purchasing more fruits, vegetables, and
protein-rich foods, like beef. Beef demand in 2025 is esti-
mated to be the strongest since the early 1980’s. Beef imports
were up 21% in volume and up 28% in value in 2025, sup-
porting availability.

Canada and U.S. Cattle Supply

Canada’s cattle herd has turned and is in the beginning stages
of expansion. Meanwhile, in the much larger U.S. market,
where prices throughout the supply chain are determined,
their cattle herd continues to be in liquidation mode. This is
expected to keep beef supplies tight through at least 2027,
supporting prices for cow-calf producers.

Trade Update

Leading up to Canada-U.S.-Mexico (CUSMA) negotiations set
to begin July 1st, the situation remains fluid and shifting, with
several possible solutions being floated.'

These range from no or minimal changes to the existing
agreement to a series of bilateral agreements between the
three countries, either within or outside of the CUSMA frame-
work. In February, President Trump’s trade representative
Jameson Greer noted that any trade deal between Canada
and the U.S., including the renewal of CUSMA, will include
tariffs. 2
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Economic Outlook

Canada’s annual headline inflation rate increased 2.1% in
2025, growing at its slowest rate in five years. * Retail Food
inflation increased 3.2%, accelerating slightly from 2024.
Pushing food inflation higher were beef (+13.5%) and pork
(+4.2%). All other major food categories were below average,
with increases ranging from 0.1% for fresh vegetables to 2.9%
for eggs. Core inflation was near the top end of the Bank of
Canada’s preferred range for most of 2025, ranging from 2.5-
2.8% between April and December.

The annual headline inflation rate increased 1.8% in Febru-
ary, growing at its slowest rate since July 2025. Core inflation
increased 2.3%, its slowest since March 2025.

Although Canada’s unemployment rate ebbed and flowed

in 2025, it remained largely rangebound between 6.6% and
7.1%, averaging 6.86%. ° The unemployment rate rose in 2025
for all provinces except Saskatchewan. Despite the stability,
the annual unemployment rate was the highest since 2021.
The unemployment rate ranged from 6.5-6.7% in the first two
months of 2026.

Canadian Unemployment
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The Canadian population as of October 1st, 2025, was 41.58
million, up 0.2% from the fourth quarter of 2024. ¢ This was
the smallest year-over-year growth rate on record going back
to 1947. A slowdown in population growth may allow beef
supply and demand dynamics at the meat counter time to
adjust to current conditions. And the past five years of popu-
lation growth.
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At their most recent meeting on March 18th, the Bank of
Canada opted to leave the key interest rate unchanged.’In
their decision, officials cited a weaker-than-expected economy
that is now facing the prospect of higher inflation due to the
U.S.-Israel-Iran conflict.

Research shows that Canadian consumer confidence is cur-
rently stable, but lackluster. 2 Consumers appear to be surviv-
ing rather than thriving. According to the fourth quarter Bank
of Canada’s Survey of Consumer Expectations, of consumers
surveyed, a larger proportion noted that they were concerned
about missing a debt payment compared to a year earlier
(9.5% vs. 5.8%). ° A larger proportion were also worried about
losing their job (18.6% vs. 17.4%). Among those surveyed,
employment appears to be most at risk in industries that are
highly dependant on U.S. trade.

Retail Sector

Beef is in the middle of a‘protein moment’. As of January 2026,
the U.S. food pyramid has been re-introduced, and inverted
with those items that should be eaten in abundance, including
beef, at the top of the pyramid. '* On a deflated basis, Canadi-
an beef prices in 2025 were up 11% from 2024 while pork and
poultry prices were up 4%.

Retail beef demand for 2025 is estimated at 159, up 9.2%
from 2024 and, if realized will be the strongest since the early
1980's. Higher deflated prices and a slight increase in per capi-
ta consumption have driven historically strong retail demand.
Prime and AAA grading averaged 79% of A grade carcasses in
2025, allowing even those with less experience in the kitchen
the confidence to create a high-quality meal with beef at the
centre of the plate.

Canadian Retail Beef Price
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Retail beef prices averaged $25.12/kg in 2025, up 13% from
2024." Leading the way were top sirloin cuts (+18%) and
ground beef (+17%) representing both the top and bottom in
cost options. Smaller, but still notable increases were seen on
striploin (+13%), stewing beef (+12%), and rib cuts (+8%).
Looking at competing meats, retail pork and chicken prices
were both up 6% from 2024 at $10.23/kg and $9.88/kg respec-
tively. The largest year-over-year increases were noted on ba-
con (+11%) and chicken breast (+8%), reflecting the increased
flexibility in meal preparation. Smaller 2-7% increases were
noted on other cuts.

On average in 2025, 3.20 pounds of beef could be purchased
for every hour worked. This is around 0.25 Ibs less than in
2024. Average wages increased around 3.5% in 2025, lagging
behind retail beef inflation.

Retail price ratios widened again in 2025, for the third consec-
utive year as consumers continued vying for smaller domestic
beef supplies at the grocery store.

Retail beef prices shot higher to begin 2026. Averaging
$28.34/kg in January, beef is within $0.50/kg of its all-time
high set in November 2025 and up 14% from last year. Aver-
age wages in January increased 3.3%, whereas retail beef
prices were up 27% from a year ago. Pounds purchased per
hour worked dipped to 2.89, the second smallest monthly
volume on record.

Recent shifts in consumer behaviour may also re-shaping the
protein landscape. A survey suggests that as many as three
million Canadians may be taking GLP-1. '* While initially
meant to help manage Type 2 diabetes, it is being prescribed
as a weight loss drug, with reduced food cravings. Among
survey recipients who were taking the drug, approximately
one-third reported they were purchasing more fresh fruits and
vegetables, and protein-rich foods like beef.

A recent study by Desjardins suggests that retail beef prices
will remain elevated in 2026. > Supply chain disruptions, a
skills divide (where the skills available do not match the skills
required), and extreme weather events are anticipated to
remain front-and centre. A strengthening Canadian dollar will
reduce the relative cost of imports. According to Desjardins,
food inflation is projected to ease to around 2% by mid-to-late
2026.
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Cuts Retail Price Change from Change from Change from the
January 2026 December 2025 | January 2025 Five-year Average
(CDN) for January
Beef rib $39.33/kg +38.6% +35.9% +35.1%
Beef striploin $35.27/kg +19.0% +26.9% +32.2%
Beef top sirloin $28.95/kg +11.8% +24.8% +52.2%
Beef stewing cuts | $22.79/kg -9.0% +26.5% +34.3%
Ground beef $15.36/kg -2.7% +17.4% +39.6%
Total Retail Beef | $28.34/kg +13.6% +27.6% +37.9%
Source: Statistics Canada

Wholesale Sector

Total slaughter (Fl only) during the first two months of 2026

is down 2% from last year and down 12% from the five-year
average. However, youthful slaughter is up 1% from last year.
While mature slaughter is down 13% to be the smallest on
record going back to 1999. Smaller mature slaughter points to
producers’intentions to rebuild the herd.

Year-to-date, fed carcass weights have averaged 24 Ibs heavier
than last year and 32 Ibs heavier than the five-year average.
Fed carcasses have been above a year ago every week so far in
2026.
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Beef production year-to-date is up 1% from last year but down
8% from the five-year average. Production has been support-
ed by youthful fed production (+3%) while mature non-fed

production is down (-12%). Larger production at higher prices
points to strong demand.

In 2025, Prime and AAA grading accounted for 79% of all

A grade carcasses, up almost one percentage point from
2024. Prime and AAA grading has been around 84-86% of
all A grades to begin 2026. Highlighting how feedlots have
responded to consumer demands for a consistent supply of
high-quality beef.

Cutout Values

Choice and Select cutouts averaged on either side of US$365/
cwt in January and February. Choice was 13% stronger than
the same period in 2025. However, Select, up 17%, outper-
formed Choice. Primals were mostly stronger than a year ago.
In January and February, Choice primals averaged 14-21%
stronger than last year with the exception of ribs which were
1% softer. For ribs, the softness can be attributed to historically
strong prices in January 2025. Select primals were 10-22%
stronger than last year.

Trim prices are showing the effects of smaller slaughter vol-
umes, even with heavier fed carcass weights. During the first
two months of 2026, fatty 50% trim was up 40% from last year
with lean 85% trim up 16%.

US packers have been working at slowing slaughter rates in an
effort to support cutout values, with minimal impact until the
second half of February. A packing plant in Colorado has gone
on strike as of March 16th. *This is the first US packing plant
strike since 1985. ' Cutout values moved higher during the
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first half of March on news that the strike was likely to come
to fruition. Production may be shifted to other packing plants,
though there may disruptions to cattle markets and increased
volatility.

US Prime and Choice grading has increased notably in 2026,
accounting for 87-89% of graded carcasses. Over the first eight
weeks of the year, Select accounted for 9% of graded car-
casses, the smallest on record. At the other end of the quality
scale, Prime carcasses accounted for 15% of graded carcasses,
the largest on record.

USDA % Choice+Prime
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Reduced supplies of Select beef narrowed the Choice-to-
Select spread in January and February to US$4.25/cwt, its
narrowest point since 2020 when it averaged US$3.10/cwt.
Interestingly, between 2008 and 2020, the Choice-to-Select
spread ranged from US$2-7/cwt, with Select accounting for
around 24% of graded carcasses.

L AFRRE T HXK PO

Food Service Sector

Total restaurant dollar sales (not seasonally adjusted) in 2025
totaled just above $100 billion, up 5.6% from 2024. '® Most
sub-sectors of the restaurant industry saw a solid increase in
dollar sales, ranging from 5.5-6.0%. Underperforming relative
to other sub-sectors were alcoholic beverage establishments,
with a 2.3% decline in dollar sales. Furthermore, drinking
establishments have seen a general declining trend in sales
since its peak in 2004. According to a recent CBC News article,
in general, Canadians are drinking less, with younger genera-
tions leading the change. ' The article stated that younger
people are more receptive to health warnings regarding alco-
hol, including cancer and heart disease.

Total restaurant inflation was 2.6% in 2025. Leading the way,
with a higher dependency on lean trim for burgers was fast

food and take-out with inflation at 4.2%. Full-service restau-
rant inflation, with a more flexible menu, was a up 2%.

Imports and Distribution

Beef import volumes in 2025 were up 21% from 2024 with the
value up 28%. Imports were higher from Argentina (+82%),
Australia (+80%), New Zealand (+33%), Brazil (+13%), Mexico
(+6%), and the UK. (+5%), and lower from the EU (-1%), the
U.S. (-6%), and Uruguay (-17%). It should be remembered that
not all beef is created equal. Importing the correct cuts will
support consumption and demand.

Beef exports were down 2% in volume in 2025, while domestic
production was down 3%. Larger imports have supported net
beef supplies, estimated to be up 2% from 2024.
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