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Sierra Nevada snowpack off to a slow start
The current snowpack at Donner Summit is
currently at 37 percent of its historical average –
a slow start to an important part of the year for
the Central Sierra Nevada. Still, there is
precedent for a turnaround, notes Andrew
Schwartz, lead scientist at UC Berkeley Central
Sierra Snow Lab. “Even though we're starting off
in kind of a slow, and maybe a little bit of a
precarious, spot with our snowpack, that doesn't
necessarily mean it'll stay that way,” said
Schwartz in an interview while recalling that the
winter of 2016-2017 started similarly slow before
rebounding into one of the best winters for
snowpack in recent memory.

Schwartz pointed out that snowpack is an
important store of water for the region in the
spring and summer months because, unlike
rainfall which is stored and managed via
reservoirs, snowpack is self-managed.
(Cap Radio)

Beef prices, like those of all meats, are high
A confluence of factors led to record beef prices
in 2023, but that hasn’t prevented consumers
from buying beef. This could be a story of
inelastic demand for beef, which would be good
news for cattle ranchers, but it could also be that
beef isn’t yet considered expensive relative to its
substitutes. Despite making headlines in the back
half of the year, beef inflation was only playing
catch-up to other proteins. Looking beyond the
12-month inflation rate and going back to pre-
Covid, prices for pork chops, chicken, and eggs
have climbed 27 percent, 45 percent, and 50
percent, respectively. By comparison, beef prices
over that same period have risen 30 percent, and
food prices overall are up 25 percent.
(Marketplace)

Corn and soybean prices fall due to high yields
The December World Agriculture Supply and
Demand Estimates (WASDE) surprised traders
with substantial increases in production for corn
and soybeans due to higher-than-expected
yields. Consequently, the price of both
commodities fell sharply the week of January 8.
It’s also worth noting that the same seed
genetics which produced strong yields in the U.S.
despite plenty of dry weather have been used in
Brazil — a country seeing estimated production
cut due to severe droughts. (Ag Web)

The drought monitor was little changed over the last month. Most of the
deepest droughts are in the Southwest and parts of the Southeast, and
much of the corn belt is experiencing at least D1-D2 (moderate-to-severe)
drought conditions. There continues to be little abnormal dryness along
the Atlantic or Pacific coastlines.

Monthly average, December 2023

Table Footnotes
1 $ per bushel 2 $ per hundredweight (CwT) 3 $ per pound
4 $ per dozen 5 $ per barrel 6 $ per gallon

Average 
Price

1 Month 
Change

3 Month 
Change

12 Month 
Change

Corn1 $4.44 1% -2% -31%

Cotton, Upland3 $0.78 2% -8% -8%

Soybeans1 $12.74 -3% -2% -13%

Wheat (winter)1 $6.31 8% 23% -13%

Cattle, All Beef2  (Nov. 2023) $180.00 -1% -1% 19%

Hogs2 $69.14 -7% -19% -15%

Milk2  (Nov. 2023) $21.70 0% 10% -15%

Broilers3 $1.25 8% 8% 0%

Eggs4 $1.91 2% 37% -60%

Crude Oil5 West Texas Intermediate $71.90 -7% 20% -6%

Diesel Fuel6 U.S. City Average $3.97 -7% -13% -16%

Author: 
Adam Hartman
NOAA/NWS/
NCEP/CPC

Intensity

D1 Moderate Drought

D0 Abnormally Dry

D3 Extreme Drought

D2 Severe Drought

D4 Exceptional Drought
Long-Term, typically greater than 6 mos 
(ex: hydrology, ecology)L

Short-Term, typically less than 6 mos 
(ex: agriculture, grasslands)S
Delineates dominant impacts

Drought Impact Types

https://www.capradio.org/articles/2023/12/27/central-sierra-snowpack-is-a-third-of-average-but-researchers-say-theres-time-for-a-turnaround/
https://www.marketplace.org/2024/01/10/if-inflation-slowed-down-in-2023-why-is-my-grocery-bill-so-high/
https://www.agweb.com/news/crops/crop-production/corn-and-soybean-prices-tank-after-usda-report-makes-surprising
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H-2A usage continues to rise in tight labor market

• Following growth in DOL-certified H-2A positions of 15 percent and 17 percent in 2021 and 2022,
respectively, growth cooled significantly in 2023, falling to two percent. Still, the increase in 2023 was
enough to set a record high for certified H-2A positions.

• Total certified positions came to 378,513 in 2023, which was over 100,000 more than in 2020 (prior to the
current labor market tightening). Growth in that three-year period came to 27 percent.

• Highlighting demand for workers from farms, growth in the program has occurred despite large gains in
the Adverse Effect Wage Rate (AEWR, or the minimum wage employers participating in the program are
required to pay). Since 2020, the AEWR has climbed nearly 19 percent from $13.99 in 2020 to $16.62 in
2023. The start of fiscal year 2024 saw another bump in the AEWR of 5.6 percent, bringing the national
average AEWR to $17.55 – a record high.

• All 50 states (and Puerto Rico) had H-2A positions granted, but much of the program’s usage in 2023
came from only a handful of states. Over half of certified positions came from states in the top five for
program utilization. Those states are:

1. Florida (51,987)
2. California (40,758)
3. Georgia (37,536)
4. Washington (35,680)
5. North Carolina (26,146)

• By comparison, 10 states had fewer than 1,000 certified H-2A positions, including Rhode Island, which
only had 10.

(AFBF)

Source: Department of Labor

H-2A job certifications climb to record high
Thousands

Even prior to the current longstanding crunch in the labor market, farms were having difficulty
recruiting domestic workers for farm work. This resulted in farms increasingly turning to the H-2A
visa program to get international workers to meet agricultural labor demand. Not surprisingly, as the
unemployment rate fell eventually to historically low levels over the course of 2022 and 2023, use of
the H-2A program surged. The latest numbers from the Department of Labor indicate that demand
for H-2A workers continued to climb in fiscal year (FY) 2023 — albeit at a slower pace — to a record
high. Details from the latest data can be found below.
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https://www.fb.org/market-intel/h-2a-growth-slows-but-remains-strong
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1 Latest actual price.
2 Forecast prices are an average for the month of December.

2023 (December)1 20242 20252

West Texas Crude (per barrel) $71.90 $76.50 $73.50

Diesel Fuel (retail $ per gallon) $3.97 $4.02 $3.80

Natural Gas (per million Btu) $2.52 $3.33 $3.42

Acronyms/Terminology
USDA – United States Department of Agriculture

Hundredweight – Refers to a unit of 100 pounds in the U.S. and Canada

Data Sources
Commodities excluding beef and milk − Haver Analytics and The Wall Street Journal

Beef and milk − Haver Analytics and the U.S. Department of Agriculture (Prices received by farmers)

Drought Monitor − National Drought Mitigation Center, http://droughtmonitor.unl.edu/

Additional information sources
CoBank Knowledge Center − www.cobank.com/Knowledge-Exchange.aspx

USDA Economic Research Service − www.ers.usda.gov

USDA Price & Import/Export Forecasts – USDA Economic Research Service Publications

Association of Equipment Manufacturers − www.aem.org/agriculture/

Agriculture Commodity Prices - http://www.cnbc.com/agricultural-commodities/

Livestock Commodity Prices - http://www.cnbc.com/livestock-commodities/

Source: U.S. Energy Information Administration

http://droughtmonitor.unl.edu/
http://www.cobank.com/Knowledge-Exchange.aspx
http://www.ers.usda.gov/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/?pubid=81720
http://www.aem.org/agriculture/
http://www.cnbc.com/agricultural-commodities/
http://www.cnbc.com/livestock-commodities/
http://www.eia.gov/forecasts/steo/
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