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USDA announces $8.5 million sterile fa-
cility to battle NWS

Taryn Cox (/authors/7269-taryn-cox)
June 20, 2025

U.S. Secretary of Agriculture Brooke Rollins launched the construction of an $8.5 million
sterile fly dispersal facility on June 18 at the Moore Air Base in Edinburg, Texas, and an-

nounced a comprehensive five-pronged plan to bolster the USDA’s efforts to control New
World screwworm (NWS).
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With the invasive parasite now just 700 miles away from the U.S.-Mexico border, many con-
gressmen and agriculture groups are in strong support of the plan. Organizations such as the
National Cattlemen’s Beef Association (NCBA), Texas and Southwestern Cattle Raisers
Association (TSCRA) and the Texas Cattle Feeders Association (TCFA) have been lobbying

for the construction of such a facility since late 2024.

“We do not take lightly the threat NWS poses to our livestock industry, our economy and our
food supply chain," Rollins said. “The United States government will use all resources at its
disposal to push back NWS, and today’s announcement of a domestic strategy to bolster our
border defenses is just the beginning. We have the proven tools, strong domestic and inter-
national partnerships, and the grit needed to win this battle.”

“Today's announcement is pivotal in protecting the U.S. cattle industry. Sterile flies are the
only known way to stop the reproduction and continued expansion of New World screw-
worm, and it's assuring to see Secretary Rollins follow through on her early commitments to
increasing production of sterile flies domestically,” said TSCRA First Vice President Stephen
Diebel in a USDA press release.

"This isn’t going to be easy, and it isn’t going to be quick, but we have to do what is proper
and right,” said NCBA President Buck Wehrbein on Beltway Beef, expressing his support for
the USDA’s announcement. “I feel like we are in good hands with Secretary Rollins — she un-
derstands the importance."”

Key facets of the New World Screwworm Domestic Readiness and Response Policy Initiative
include:

* Stop the pest from spreading in Mexico and ensure we are full partners in eradication.
* Protect the U.S. border at all costs.

e Maximize our readiness.

e Take the fight to the screwworm.

e Innovate our way to eradication.

The Moore Air Base previously served as a sterile fly dispersal facility during the NWS out-
break of the 1960s and is intended to do the same under the newly unveiled plan. The con-
struction of the dispersal facility is set to be completed by the end of the year. During the an-
nouncement, Secretary Rollins also added that the USDA is exploring the possibility of build-
ing a sterile fly production facility at the base that could produce almost 300 million flies
weekly. The construction of a domestic production facility would take two to three years,
however.

The Panama-United States Commission for the Eradication and Prevention of Screwworm
(COPEG), located in Pacora, Panama, is currently the only operational sterile fly production
facility. COPEG is producing around 117 million sterile flies weekly, but at least 300 million
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flies are needed to be successful at eradicating the invasive parasite. Between 400 million
and 500 million sterile flies were released weekly during the 1960s outbreak to effectively
eradicate NWS from the U.S.

COPEG is located south of the current outbreak that is pushing northward. This results in
sterile flies nearing the end of their lifespans by the time they reach the infested area.
Construction of the dispersal facility in Texas (only 20 miles from the Mexican border), cou-
pled with the renovation of a fruit fly production facility in Metapa, Mexico, will help ease
the strain on COPEG. Sterile flies hatched at COPEG and the Metapa facility will be trans-
ported to Texas to finish growing closer to the outbreak and be released with more time to
mate.

The USDA is working alongside Texas animal health authorities and the Texas Department
of Agriculture to not only build a reserve of current treatments but also develop new treat-
ment options and preventative measures. They are also inspecting trucks at the border for
signs of pests and disease.

Sid Miller, Texas Agriculture Commissioner, explained that the state is seeking a permit to
administer parasiticide through cattle feed. He noted that the Texas Department of

Agriculture has invested $250,000 in fly traps to be put along the Rio Grande River.

The USDA’s Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS) has deployed cattle fever
tick riders along the Rio Grande to inspect animals along the border and prevent the spread
of NWS into the U.S. Rollins is set to meet with the tick riders to see firsthand the crucial
work they are doing in spotting and combating the parasite.

To get feedback on sterile fly production technology, eradication tools and technologies aside
from sterile fly production, the benefits and barriers, including timelines and costs of en-
hanced domestic versus international sterile fly production, and other innovative ideas, the

USDA is planning to hold four public listening sessions in the near future.
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Why more feeder cattle are moving north

Dynamics are creating a movement to more Northern feedlots
and taking from the strongholds such as Texas and Kansas.

June 3, 2025

Typically, feeder cattle concentrations have shifted north from Kansas and Texas into states
such as Iowa and Nebraska in the summer months; however, the industry has seen new
movement beginning earlier this year.
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The USDA’s Cattle on Feed reports indicated an 18% decrease in U.S. placements from
February to May, with the June report maintaining this pattern. Southern states have held
long-term dominance of the feeder cattle industry, but factors such as feed economics, cli-
mate, herd dynamics, high cattle prices and packing infrastructure are driving cattle into
Northern feedlots. “This is part of a multidecade adjustment,” says Dr. Glynn Tonsor, a live-
stock economist at Kansas State University. “Shifts in where processing facilities are, where
water availability is a concern and access to evolving feedstuffs all have a role here.” The re-
sult: a geographic shift that may permanently alter the feedlot industry.

From February to May 2025, USDA Cattle on Feed reports showed a clear regional differ-
ence in feeder cattle placements. In February, placements fell sharply nationwide, down 18%
from last year, driven largely by steep drops in Texas (-27% at 260,000 head) and Kansas
(-22% at 360,000 head). Although national placements recovered somewhat at a 5% in-
crease in March, Southern states continued to struggle, with Texas down 14% at 360,000
head and Kansas down 5% at 440,000 head compared to last year.

April’s national placements slipped again, down 3%, with Texas dropping 6.1% with 310,000
head, though Kansas posted a small gain of 2.7% at 87,000 head. In May, the trend contin-
ued: Placements were down 3% nationally, with Texas and Kansas declining 5% and 4% at
295,000 and 360,000 head, respectively.

In contrast, Northern states showed strength. Nebraska and Iowa saw increases of 4% and
7% at 480,000 and 156,000 head, respectively, in May placements. These figures reinforce
the broader trend: Southern Plains states are seeing continued contraction, while Northern

regions remain stable or are gaining ground.

Iowa has become an extremely competitive player in the grain-based ethanol production in-
dustry, producing a record-breaking 4.6 billion gallons in 2023 and maintaining that pro-
duction throughout 2024. This level of output solidifies Iowa’s role as the nation’s top

ethanol producer and reinforces the state’s influence on feedlot economics in the region.

Ethanol byproducts such as wet distillers grains (WDGs) and dry distillers grains (DDGs) are
valuable livestock feed inputs. These byproducts are not only rich in protein and energy but
are also cost-effective. On average, WDGs and DDGs are between 4%-10% cheaper to feed
than corn, which remains elevated in price despite projections of a small drop in 2025.
Because Nebraska and Iowa are densely packed with ethanol plants, feedlots in the region
have immediate and low-cost access to these feed inputs. In contrast, Southern feedlots such

as Kansas and Texas, face higher feed and transportation costs.

Feedlots in Nebraska and Iowa have increased profitability due to a combination of higher
premiums and proximity to major beef packers. Nebraska is home to three of the largest
packers in the country — Cargill (Schuyler), JBS (Grand Island) and Tyson (Dakota City) — all
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located within a short haul from most Northern feedyards. This closeness reduces trans-
portation costs and shrink, making it easier and cheaper to move finished cattle to slaughter.
Additionally, Northern feedlots routinely offer higher grid premiums for Prime-graded car-
casses and those in branded programs such as Certified Angus Beef. Nebraska and Iowa usu-
ally show a more stable cattle basis (the difference between local cash prices and the futures
market), as well, compared to Kansas and Texas feedlots, which translates to higher local
bids on cattle.

Interestingly, while much of Nebraska is currently facing extreme drought, feedlot place-
ments have remained steady. Moderate to extreme drought conditions have spread through-
out most of the state. Yet despite these challenges, Nebraska and Iowa continue to see stable
or increasing cattle placements, which can be explained by resource and infrastructure
distribution.

Many of the large feedlots and packing plants are in eastern Nebraska, which has received
some timely rainfall and maintains better access to irrigated feed products. These factors
protect many of the cattle-feeding operations in the region from the worst drought-related
feed shortages impacting more pasture-dependent areas. Meanwhile, these pasture-depen-
dent areas such as Texas and Kansas have seen significant herd liquidations due to pro-
longed drought and rising feed costs. Feeder cattle are being shipped north in search of more
stable conditions as a result. In this way, drought may be affecting Nebraska’s cow-calf sec-
tor, but the feedlot sector remains competitive, drawing cattle in from across the country de-
spite the weather conditions.

National cattle herd numbers remain low and heifer slaughter rates are steady, showing little
increase in heifer retention rates — all of which are additional factors in the declining
Southern feedlot placements. “The reduction in breeding herd and subsequent calf crop has
led to long-expected reductions in feedlot placements,” says Tonsor. “This is a national pat-

tern that certainly includes Kansas and Texas.”

With no predicted herd expansion in 2025, feeder cattle placements are becoming increas-
ingly competitive. Additionally, feedlots are holding cattle longer (120-plus days on feed), in
part due to higher finishing weight demand but also to maintain cattle on feed amid fewer
head available.

Although June feeder cattle placements are not expected to differ significantly from 2024
(about 1%), the data shows a continuing northward shift. Rather than a seasonal adjustment,
the numbers reflect a long-term structural change in the geography of U.S. cattle feeding, as
the industry’s center of gravity gradually moves north.
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Southern cattle placements are also lower, unsurprisingly, due to the reemergence of New
World screwworm and the closing of the southern border to live cattle imports. Mexico has
been the source of approximately 1 million head of feeder cattle into Texas, most of which
are destined for the feedlots or slaughter. The border closure is expected to increase already
high feeder cattle prices and exacerbate the lack of head present in the South — all leading to

continued economic strain for the region.

While Southern states remain key players in the feeder cattle sector, the Northern states are
gaining dominance as the center of gravity as the sector shifts northward. With Iowa and
Nebraska’s proximity to major packers, better access to cheap and effective feedstuffs and a
more stable market, they have a strategic advantage over the Southern feedyards. Drought,
biosecurity threats at the southern border and the continuation of low herd numbers are all
contributors to the upward movement of feeder cattle placements, but no single factor is the
sole cause of the shift.
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RancHER: Natalie Kovarik: Embracing
ranch life one role at a time
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July 9, 2025

Natalie Kovarik is the co-owner of Kovarik Cattle Co., a first-generation seedstock opera-
tion based in central Nebraska, and the co-host of the Discover Ag podcast.
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Though she was raised on her family’s registered Hereford ranch in southwest Montana,
she never expected to become a ranch wife, ranch mom — or a rancher herself. Today, she
proudly fills all three roles while also playing a key role in the growth of the ranch and
managing her other business ventures.

How have your experiences working on your ranch
influenced your growth, personally and
professionally?

Looking back, I can see just how much growing up as a ranch kid shaped me into the person
I am today. My bravery, resilience, determination and creativity likely all stem from my rural
roots. In fact, I'd argue that agriculture played a hand in molding most of my best traits —

and, if we're being honest, probably a few of my rougher edges too.

But the same holds true today — even as an adult, the ranch continues to shape me. It refines
my resilience, tests my patience and pushes me to grow in ways I never expected. Life in
agriculture doesn’t just build character in childhood; it continues to build it season after

seasoIl.

What roadblocks have you run into, and how have
you overcome them?

One of the biggest roadblocks I have faced is helping my husband grow our first-generation
operation. I know the grass isn’t always greener on the other side, so I recognize that genera-
tional operations have their challenges and struggles as well. However, it is safe to say that it
hasn’t been easy, not just to start but also to grow the ranch aggressively. Some of the chal-
lenges are finances, but beyond cash flow, there is also a mental and emotional weight of
constantly taking risks to grow. I think we have overcome a lot of these challenges by leaning
on and being a true support for each other when we are tired or stressed.

Who has influenced you in your role as a rancher?
Why?

Hands down, my biggest influence as a rancher has been my husband. His passion for agri-
culture is truly contagious — he truly loves every part of this way of life, and it’s not hard to
be inspired when you’re around that kind of energy every day. What has impacted me the
most, though, is his patience. From the very beginning, he has never made me feel like I had
to "measure up" to some expectation; instead, he has created space for me to grow into this

role in my own way.
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He has always seen our ranch as a family operation — something we do together, not just
something he does on his own. His commitment to involving me, and now our kids, has only
deepened my love for ranching. Watching him lead with heart, intention and a long-term vi-
sion for our family has been one of the most grounding and motivating forces in my life as a

rancher.

What is the best piece of advice you’ve ever been
given?

The best piece of advice I've ever been given is that clarity comes through action. You're
rarely ever going to feel 100% ready, so don’t wait — just start. So much of life, especially in
agriculture, is about figuring things out as you go. Whether it’s learning a new skill, stepping
into a new role or taking on a challenge that feels way bigger than you, the only way to gain
confidence or clarity is to do. That mindset has carried me through seasons of doubt and

growth alike, and it has reminded me that progress always beats perfection.

What advice would you give to other women in your
field?

The advice I’d give to other women in agriculture is to trust your gut. I think as women we’ve
been conditioned to second-guess ourselves — to look outward for permission, validation or
the "right" way to do things. However, the most powerful tool we have is our intuition. Your
heart knows the way, even when your head is full of doubt. Whether it’s deciding for your op-
eration, your family or yourself, lean into that inner knowing. Agriculture needs more
women who lead with both strength and soul, and that starts by learning to trust yourself
fully.
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Who are other female models you look up to? Why?

My podcast co-host, Tara, is a female role model whom I really look up to. It is incredibly
powerful to be around someone as motivated and passionate about agriculture and business
as I am. Her drive pushes me to be better, and her dedication to this industry inspires me ev-
ery day. Beyond that, having a friendship like ours makes the work even more rewarding. It’s
rare and special to have that kind of support and partnership, and I'm grateful for it.

How do you balance work with family time?

For me, balance comes down to teamwork. My husband and I approach everything — ranch-

ing, parenting and life — as a team. We know that life ebbs and flows with seasons where one
is busier or more stretched than the other, and we try to give each other grace and support in
those moments. A win for one is a win for both of us.

What accomplishment are you most proud of?

One of the accomplishments I'm most proud of is starting our first-generation ranch. My
husband grew up around agriculture through his maternal grandparents, but he didn’t in-
herit a working ranch or even land and cattle. Everything he built was through hard work
and a lot of learning.
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When he first started, his goal was to grow a cow-calf operation, but my husband’s passion
has always been in the seedstock industry. So after a few years of building a cow-calf opera-
tion, he decided to take another risk and start a registered herd from scratch. I am proud to
announce that we hosted our second annual in-person sale this past January.

Both the ranch and the herd are still growing, but looking back at how far we’ve come makes
me incredibly proud of what we’ve built and excited for where we’re headed.

What inspires you to come to work each day?

My children. Raising them in this lifestyle — where hard work, responsibility and connection
to the land are part of daily life — is something I don’t take for granted. I want them to grow
up being influenced by ranching, the very same way I was. Every chore, every challenge, ev-
ery long day feels more meaningful knowing it’s shaping not just our operation but also the
kind of people our kids will become. They’re my "why" in all of this; getting to share this way
of life with them is the greatest inspiration of all.

What is the best part of your day?

Loading up the whole family in the Ranger and heading out to the pasture to check cattle on
a summer evening. There’s something so special about those golden-hour rides with the win-
dows down, kids laughing, the sky painted in sunset colors and cattle scattered across the
hills. It’s peaceful, grounding and a reminder of why we chose this life. Those quiet, beautiful
moments together as a family make all of the hard work worthwhil



