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FarmWeek CropWatcher Larry 

Hummel finds a treasure trove of 

107-year-old farmer crop reports.
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Winter months provide the per-

fect time to make a solid plan for  

protecting 2021 crops from pests.
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IFB’s first virtual Illinois Ag 

Legislative Roundtable included 

discussion of state/federal issues.
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Sign up for our free webinar and 
get the latest ag industry updates 

Register today at COUNTRYFinancial.com/AgWebinars
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BY DANIEL GRANT

FarmWeek

The direction of the crop 
markets began the new year 
where it left off in 2020.

A bull run continues to push 
prices higher, with futures 
surpassing $13 per bushel for 
soybeans and corn reaching 

close to the 
$5 mark 
the first full 
week of the 
month.

“It’s been 
quite an 
impres-
sive run,” 
said Aaron 
Curtis, 

commodity 
risk consultant with MID-CO 
Commodities. “We’ve seen 
about a $5 increase in soybean 
prices and corn is up about 
$1.50 (since August).

“Obviously, exports have 
been a big part of that,” he 
continued. “We also had dry 
weather in the U.S. in August, 
dry conditions in South 
America and Ukraine, and you 
throw in the appetite of funds 
to get long (after managed 
money was short corn by nearly 
200,000 contracts back in early 

August), and there hasn’t been 
much break in this market.”

USDA recently projected 
record U.S. corn exports while 
it cut domestic crop produc-
tion estimates from 15.3 billion 
bushels of corn and 4.43 billion 
bushels of soybeans in August 
to 14.5 billion bushels of corn 
and 4.17 billion bushels of beans 
in November. The stocks-to-
use ratio subsequently plunged 
from 22.5% to 11.4% for corn 
and from 9.1% to just 4.2% for 
beans during that time.

“We really changed the 
balance sheets the last three to 
four months,” Curtis said. “It 
(the recent run-up in prices) has 
drawn a lot of comparisons to 
2008 (which featured a jump 
in corn prices before a 2009 
low). We haven’t really had this 
sort of bull market since that 
time, although you could throw 
in the 2012 drought (that also 
prompted a similar surge).”

The rally greatly altered 
the marketing plans of many 
farmers and improved the 
outlook for crop returns, while 
stressing end users, such as 
livestock feeders and biofuels 
processors, in recent months.

Estimates suggest farmers 
already sold about 80% to 85% 
of old-crop beans and 60% 

to 65% of 2020 corn in the 
Midwest, with some elevators 
processing a record amount 
of deferred payments to begin 
2021.

“I feel like most everybody 
else. I sold corn too early,” said 
Larry Hummel, a FarmWeek 
CropWatcher from Lee County. 
“But there were times last 
summer I didn’t think I had 
enough sold (prior to harvest). 
It’s amazing how things can 
turn. We’ll take it.”

The markets likely will remain 
on edge as USDA prepares to 
release its final crop produc-
tion estimates, grain stocks, a 
first look at wheat production 
estimates and possible updates 
to exports, among other 
numbers, Tuesday (Jan. 12).

After that, South American 
weather concerns will likely 
hang over the markets heading 
into spring planting in the U.S., 
where another possible acreage 
battle takes shape.

“We’ll continue to see a lot 
of volatility moving forward,” 
Curtis said. “Farmers should 
continue to focus on breakeven 
costs and selling at profitable 
levels.”

Trade levels set some 
new records last year at key 
exchanges.

The CME Group reached 
an average daily volume of 
19.1 million contracts during 
2020, including record 
volumes of soy oil, metals, 
natural gas and equity index 
futures contracts.

Elsewhere, the Minneapo-
lis Grain Exchange reported 
its second-best calendar year 
in history with 2.76 million 
contracts traded, to go along 
with a record electronic volume 
of 2.47 million contracts.

A snowy, ice-encrusted fence frames a windmill on a DeWitt 
County farm. Foggy conditions last week produced shrouded 
rural scenes. (Photo by Catrina Rawson)

MISTY SCENERY

New year begins with fireworks in crop markets; volatility ahead

Aaron Curtis

BY KAY SHIPMAN

FarmWeek

Illinois agritourism opera-
tions changed how they did 

business, added new 
policies and gave people 
outdoor options, but 
worry about contin-
ued pandemic fallout, 
according to a Univer-
sity of Illinois agricul-
tural economics survey 
released Wednesday. 
Breanna Ellison, U of 
I agricultural econom-
ics associate professor, 
discussed agritourism 
during the virtual 
Illinois Specialty Crop 

Conference (ISCC).
The first virtual ISCC drew 

600 registrants and 40 exhibi-
tors to a virtual exhibit hall and 
offered 65 on-demand video 
sessions and 18 live events that 
include keynote speakers, live 
networking and awards.

About 43 agritourism 
businesses from 27 counties 
responded to the online survey 
done in cooperation with 
Illinois Farm Bureau and the 
Illinois Specialty Growers 
Association. Respondents 
averaged 65.8 acres with more 
than half operating commercial 

pumpkin patches. That was 
followed by vegetables, berries, 
apples and flowers.

On average, most respondents 
anticipated a 5.7% increase in 
profitability and 17% growth in 
customers. They also reported 
a 17.7% bump in produc-
tion costs. “On average, they 
expected a positive change in 
profitability,” Ellison noted.

“People were looking for 
outdoor activities that are safe, 
and they want to support local 
businesses that are open during 
the pandemic,” she continued.

However, nearly 42% said 

they were concerned about 
profitability or whether they 
would break even despite an 
increase in profits. Only 30% 
of respondents indicated they 
weren’t worried.

One respondent indicated 
the business brought in half its 
2019 profit, and experienced 
increased sanitation expenses 
and high labor costs related to 
more sanitation.

Respondents also shared 
mixed outcomes. For example, 
farm stand business fared well, 

Illinois agritourism changed with COVID, but worries continue

See Agritourism and 
COVID, page 2


