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All GROWMARK crop nutrient 

and distribution centers near com-

pletion in crop input deliveries. 
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With 2019 grain still in storage, 

farmers will need to heed safety 

measures when unloading bins.  
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Livestock farmers find them-

selves in crisis mode as COVID 

market losses continue to mount. 
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Keep “family” in family farm.
We can help.

COUNTRYFinancial.com/FarmLegacy 

BY DANIEL GRANT

FarmWeek

Some markets outside of agriculture 
showed slight improvement last week in 
anticipation of a gradual reopening of 
the economy.

But commodity prices continue to face 
historic pressure due to everything from 
shifts in demand to meat processing issues 
caused by the coronavirus pandemic.

Scott Irwin, University of Illinois 
Laurence J. Norton Chair of Agricul-
tural Marketing, discussed the turbulent 
economy last week during a webinar 
hosted by the U of I farmdoc team.

“The stock market bottomed out 
down 30% for the year, but staged a 
recovery (last week), down 15% relative 
to where it had been,” he said. “There 
looks to be extensive pressure to reopen 
the economy in May. I think that’s what 
the stock market is anticipating.”

This, despite soaring unemployment 
claims that surpassed 20 million the past 
four weeks.

The crude oil market also staged a 
slight recovery last week as the U.S. 
brokered a deal to slow overproduction 
in Saudi Arabia and Russia. But energy 
prices are “still down massively” for the 
year, Irwin noted.

Nationwide, prices averaged $20.11 
for crude oil as of April 14 (down $43.29 
from last year), $1.85 per gallon of 

gasoline (down 97 cents) and $2.50 for 
diesel (down 61 cents), the Energy Infor-
mation Administration reported.

A glut of crude oil, combined with a sharp 
drop in fuel demand caused by shelter-in-
place measures, pushed ethanol stocks to a 
record 27.4 million barrels last week.

“How much ethanol use are we going 
to lose? I can see a loss of 500 to 550 
million bushels of corn,” and about 10% 
of ethanol grind, Irwin noted.

“Corn (prices) continue to drift down 
(17% for the year) as concerns for feed 
demand and ethanol demand” escalate, 
the ag economist said.

Meanwhile, many livestock farmers 
are in the midst of a crisis. Dairy and 
meat prices collapsed in recent weeks 
due to demand shifts and slowdowns at 
processing plants.

Hog prices declined 49% while cattle 
prices dropped 30% as of last week.

“The livestock market has turned 
into a very gruesome picture,” Irwin 
said. “Cattle and hog prices continue 
to plummet, which reflects backups 
in processing of pork and beef due to 
slowdowns at slaughterhouses.”

The market shock from the pandemic 
could pressure the U.S. to consider 
diversifying its supply chains in the 
future and possibly rethinking its 
relationship with China, Irwin noted.

The top 20 hog processing facilities in 

the U.S. currently account for about 70% 
of capacity, according to the National 
Pork Board and Kerns and Associates.

Capacity at the top five hog process-
ing plants currently averages 34,500 
head per day at Smithfield in Tar 
Heel, North Carolina; 21,500 head at 
Triumph in St. Joseph, Missouri; and 
21,000 head at each of the JBS facilities 
in Beardstown, Worthington, Minne-

sota, and Marshalltown, Iowa.
The other top hog processing facility 

in Illinois, Smithfield in Monmouth, 
has capacity for about 12,600 head per 
day, which ranks 15th nationwide. The 
Smithfield plant that temporarily closed 
in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, last week 
due to COVID-19 cases among workers 
ranks ninth in capacity nationwide at 
19,500 head per day.

Will economic slowdown have long tail? Ethanol stocks set record

BY KAY SHIPMAN

FarmWeek

Virtual markets, curbside 
pickup and in-and-out transac-

tions are among the practices 
adopted by farm vendors 
and farmers’ markets around 
Illinois during the coronavirus 

pandemic.
In Gov. J.B. Pritzker’s 

original proclamation, 
the governor specifically 
listed “certified farmers’ 
markets, and farm and 
produce stands” among 
essential businesses that 
could continue to operate.

With the market 
season starting, markets 
and vendors in some 
cities and towns have 
adopted new public 
safety strategies and 
moved forward, while 

local units of government are 
not allowing others to open, 
Janie Maxwell, Illinois Farmers 
Market Association (ILFMA) 
executive director, told 
FarmWeek.

“There’s such a huge 
economic risk if we don’t work 
together,” Maxwell said.

ILFMA recently surveyed 
farmer vendors about the 
potential sales impact if farmers’ 
markets closed. The 79 respon-
dents projected they would lose 
$2.2 million if their farmers’ 
markets didn’t open.

In cooperation with local 
governments, farmers’ markets 
and vendors are adopting best 
practices. For example, the 

Chicago Farmers Market collec-
tive lists a growing number of 
online and farmers’ markets 
across the city at {chicagofarm 
ersmarketcollective.org}. In 
McLean County, the Blooming-
ton Farmers’ Market is offering 
online preorders only at {local 
line.ca/bloomingtonilmarket} 
with curbside pickup during 
designated Saturday hours.

“In this season, it (a farmers’ 
market) needs to be redesigned, 
but it’s possible,” Maxwell said.

Farm vendors will find 
best practices guidelines and 
downloadable booth signage 
at {ilfma.org/resources}. The 
Illinois Specialty Growers 
Association (ISGA) developed 

and posted a list of COVID-19 
resources at {specialtygrowers.
org/covid19}.

“We’ve seen such a huge 
demand for fresh food from 
local farm producers,” Maxwell 
said. “A lot of producers sell 
to different markets, includ-
ing restaurants and schools, 
but many have closed. This is 
an opportunity for the local 
population to have access to 
more of this food.”

Maxwell said farmer vendors 
and market staff may email 
questions to JanieMaxwell@
ilfma.org. Questions also 
may be directed to Raghela 
Scavuzzo, ISGA executive 
director, at RScavuzzo@ilfb.

‘Huge economic risk if  we don’t work together’

A Cass County farmer makes progress before last week’s onset of cold, damp con-
ditions. Temperatures during the week of April 6 averaged 53.3 degrees – 4.7 de-
grees above normal. (Photo by Catrina Rawson)

PLANTING PROGRESS


