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Members of the National Oilseed Processors Association 
(NOPA) crushed 160.2 million bu. of soybeans in December, down 
roughly 500,000 bu. (0.4%) from November but 2.5 million bu. 
(1.6%) more than December 2015. Traders expected crush to be 
162.8 million bushels. Based on the NOPA data, Doane forecasts 
total U.S. soybean crush at 171.0 million bushels. Through the first 
four months of the 2016-17 marketing year, NOPA members have 
crushed 615.0 million bu. of soybeans, up 15.5 million bu. (2.6%) 
from last year’s record pace.

In the December release of its third-quarter 2016 Agricultural 
Credit Conditions Survey, the Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis 
indicated that, “Following a trend from recent quarterly surveys, 
land prices and cash rents retreated from historic highs. The 
average value for non-irrigated cropland in the district fell by 
more than 3 percent from a year earlier. Irrigated land values fell 
1 percent, while ranch- and pastureland values fell 5 percent, 
perhaps reflecting the more recent downturn in livestock prices. 
Declining land prices were widespread across the region, with 
the exception of Montana where non-irrigated cropland prices 
increased 2 percent from a year earlier.”

On January 19 President-elect Donald Trump reportedly named 
Sonny Perdue III, the former governor of Georgia, as his pick for 
U.S. secretary of agriculture. Perdue, 70, would replace outgoing 
secretary Tom Vilsack. Perdue met with Trump on Nov. 30 and 
told reporters they talked about agricultural commodities traded 
domestically and internationally. Vigorous support from rural areas 
powered Trump’s election victory and citizens in those areas are 
looking for attention to their economic interests. Declining crop and 
livestock prices depressed farm incomes for a third consecutive 
year in 2016. The president-elect’s mooted economic policies 
are seen as supportive of the ag sector, but his trade views are 
worrisome.

Oklahoma Attorney General Scott Pruitt, President-elect Donald 
Trump’s nominee to lead the Environmental Protection Agency, will 
reportedly work to curtail the office’s reach and make the states the 
primary stewards of the air and water. As maintained by a major 
portion of the ag industry, Pruitt believes the EPA has "bootstrapped 
its own powers and tools through rulemaking" that surpasses what 
lawmakers intended. He testified before the Senate Environment 
and Public Works Committee January 18. 

USDA reported January 12 that U.S. winter wheat seedings 
reached just 32.383 million acres for the 2017-crop, down 3.754 
million acres (10.4%) from last year and nearly 1.8 million acres 
less than expected. That’s the lowest winter wheat seedings total 
since a record low of 29.2 million acres in 1909. HRW plantings 
at 23.3 million acres fell nearly 3.3 million from 2016 and came in 
nearly 1.7 million less than anticipated. SRW plantings at 5.7 million 
acres were down 340,000 acres from last year and virtually in line 
with expectations. Wheat seedings declined sharply in every major 
HRW production state, led by a 900,000-acre decline in Kansas. 

November pork exports set records, while beef tonnage was the 
best since July 2013. Those huge totals came despite a surging 
U.S. dollar. November U.S. pork exports totaled 509.9 million 
pounds. That was up 58.6 million lbs. (13.0%) from October and 
77.9 million lbs. (18.0%) from November 2015. November U.S. 
beef exports totaled 252.9 million lbs., which was up 24.1 million 
lbs. (10.5%) from October and 50.6 million lbs. (25.0%) from 
November 2015. 

Farm Manager Focus
The Early-2017 Economic Outlook

After regularly struggling since the “Great 
Recession” of 2008-10, the U.S. economy 
finally seems to be growing at a rate closer to 
historical norms. On Jan. 3, the Commerce 
Department revised its estimate of third quar-
ter 2016 GDP growth up to a 3.5% annual 
rate and the Atlanta Federal Reserve Bank 
boosted its estimate of fourth-quarter growth 
to 2.9%. The latter move reflected strong late-
year readings on manufacturing activity and 
construction spending.   
The U.S. strength is good news for the global 
economy, which has also tended toward 
stagnation with growth in the U.S. and China 
slowing in recent years. The latest news out 
of China has been somewhat mixed. Sheng 
Songcheng, advisor to the People’s Bank of 
China (PBOC), recently stated that improved 
growth in that country may enable the central 
bank to raise interest rates in the near future. 
But other sources argue that Chinese eco-
nomic growth barely met the government’s 
6.5% target in 2016. Still, late-2016 and 
early-2017 reports have indicated increasing 
activity in that country’s manufacturing sector.
Thus, the 2017 economic outlook looks prom-
ising, especially if President-elect Donald 
Trump is able to pass a tax cut as promised 
on the campaign trail. Trump also plans to 
take steps to slash at least a portion of the 
regulations imposed by the Obama admin-
istration over the past eight years. Many 
executive orders Obama used to circum-
vent Congressional opposition will likely be 
reversed rather quickly. Congress also has 
the option of voting down many regulations 
imposed during Obama’s last few months in 
office. Those would require Trump’s signa-
ture, but that seems highly likely as well. Even 
if little else happens, the mood of the popu-
lace outside the major cities has improved 
significantly since the election. Those "animal 
spirits" could also give the U.S. economy a 
boost.
If China can also reignite its growth engines, 
the global economy would almost surely fol-
low in the wake of the two economic giants. 
Worldwide activity would probably accelerate, 
thereby exaggerating demand for commodi-
ties across the board. The ag markets could 
perform surprisingly well in such conditions. 
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CORN
In its big January 12 release of major 
reports, USDA revised 2016 U.S. 
corn production down 78 million 
bushels from November to 15.148 
billion bushels. The national yield 
is now pegged at 174.6 bushels per 
acre, up 2.6 bushels from the 2014 
record. Forecast ending stocks also 
fell well short of expectations, but 
December 1, 2016 stockpiles topped 
expectations and limited the bullish 
market response. Surging soybean 
futures and renewed export demand 
supported corn in mid-January. But 
news the International Grains Council 
(IGC) had boosted this year’s global 
corn production forecast by 3.0 
million metric tons (MMT) to 1.045 
billion MT weighed on prices. The 
U.S. dollar also reversed early-January 
losses, which spurred selling as well. 
Short-term prospects will likely 
depend upon weather developments 
in rain-soaked Argentina, as well as 
export news. Short-run gains are quite 
possible, but Doane is more inclined 
to expect seasonal weakness until 
spring plantings get underway.

SORGHUM
Final 2016 sorghum production was 
pegged at 480 million bushels, up 18 
million bushels from USDA’s previous 
estimate. The higher production 
figure stemmed from increases in 
both harvested acreage and yield. 
Harvested acreage is 6.163 million 
acres, up 118,000 acres from earlier, 
but still well below 7.851 million 
acres in 2015. Planted acres are now 
estimated at 6.69 million acres, down 
21% from 2015. USDA offset most of 
the additional production with stronger 
feed and residual use, which is now 
forecast to reach 105 million bushels, 
up 15 million bushels from last month. 
Ending stocks are now 38 million 
bushels, up 3 million bushels from 
a month ago and 1 million bushels 
higher than 2015/16. Due to the larger 
supply, the season average farm price 
is now projected at $2.90 per bushel 
compared to $3.05 in December and 
$3.31 last season.

SOYBEANS
On January 12 USDA surprised with 
a diminished estimates for acreage, 
yield and production of the U.S. 
crop harvest in 2016, but those were 
still phenomenally large. The new 
estimates smashed previous records, 
with the 2016 crop yield at 52.1 
bushels per acre soaring above the 
2015 record of 48.0 bushels. Soybean 
production in 2016 surged to 4.307 
billion bushels. That represented a 
gain of 381 million bushels from 
2015’s crop of 3.926 billion bushels. 
Surprisingly low December U.S. 
inventories and projected 2016/17 
ending stocks spurred buying as 

well. Concerns about the size and 
quality of Argentina’s soybean crop 
powered mid-January gains, but  rains 
over Brazil’s northeastern region 
brought relief from dryness and 
made favorable growing conditions 
in that country quite ubiquitous. The 
dollar’s subsequent rebound, as well 
as the absence of daily system sales 
reports robbed the market of upward 
momentum. January 20 export sales 
data were impressive, refocusing 
the industry upon the importance of 
international purchases.  

WHEAT 
On January 12 USDA announced 
winter wheat seedings totaled just 
32.383 million acres, the lowest total 
since 1909 and 10% below last year. 
It implies a comparable, if not greater, 
percentage decline in 2017 production, 
especially if yields revert the long-term 
trend. USDA says farmers planted 23.3 
million acres to hard red winter wheat; 
that was off 12% from last year. Soft 
red seedings were estimated down 
6% to 5.68 million, and white wheat 
plantings are estimated down 4% at 
3.37 million acres. However, December 
stocks and the forecast carry-out total 
for 2016/17 topped expectations and 
limited gains stemming from the 
plantings data. Active shifts in the 
spreads between classes affected prices, 
but the global supply glut remained an 
obstacle to gains. The huge cutback 
in HRW seedings boosted that market 
versus SRW quotes, but the spread later 
narrowed last week due to improved 
precipitation across the Central and 
Southern Plains. HRS prices set back 
after posting a big post-report surge, but 
the uptrend remains intact due to strong 
global demand for high-protein wheat. 

CATTLE
Cash cattle prices continued their 
early-winter rally, with the five-area 
average reaching $118.82 the second 
week of January. Grocers buying 
for early-February beef features 
supported cash and wholesale quotes 
early last week, but they traditionally 
slow their buying around mid-
month. Expectations for a short-
term slowdown are widespread, as 
exemplified by the modest premium 
carried by nearby futures in mid-
January. Seasonal reductions in cattle 
supplies and diminished fed cattle 
weights traditionally cut first-quarter 
supplies and boost prices into the 
March-April period. Grocers have 
also reduced retail beef prices to their 
lowest levels since mid-2014, thereby 
spurring consumer demand. However, 
the size of the fall-winter rally, as well 
as negative technical factors, suggest 
nearby futures could suffer a reversal 
in the near future. Having producers 
maintain current marketings could go 
far in supporting prices into spring.

HOGS
The December USDA Hogs & 
Pigs report smashed virtually all 
expectations when released on Dec. 
23, with a stunning 5% jump in the 
fall pig crop boosting the December 
1 U.S. swine population 4% annually 
to a modern record at 71.50 million 
head. Hog slaughter between Dec. 
5 and Jan. 14 averaged 2.5% over 
year-ago levels, which was slightly 
above the 2% increase implied by 
the report. But the CME Lean Hog 
Index rose $13.07 (to $64.10) during 
that span. Aggressive late-2016 hog 
sales played a big role in the price 
rise, since that limited market-ready 
hog supplies. Weights running more 
than three pounds below year-ago 
levels highlight this shift. Given the 
hog market’s history of late-winter 
slippage, the premium built into April 
futures looks excessive.

FEEDER CATTLE
After bottoming at $119.48 last 
October, the CME feeder cattle index 
rebounded to the $133-$134/cwt range 
in early January. The index has held 
about steady since then. Seasonally, 
feeder cattle prices tend to decline into 
spring, but the price weakness could 
be moderated somewhat by sustained 
fed cattle strength into late-winter. The 
feeder cattle supply outside feedlots 
as of January 1 is forecast to be up 
about 2% from a year ago to 26.4 
million head. USDA will release its 
annual cattle inventory report late this 
month, which will provide the next 
benchmark for the feeder cattle supply 
as well as the size of the 2016 calf 
crop.  

DAIRY
Milk prices held up very well in the 
face of growing milk and product 
output. USDA stated November 
U.S. milk production at 17.085 
billion pounds on its December 2016 
report; that marked a 2.4% annual 
increase and set a fresh record for 
that month. After having indicated a 
modest seasonal decline as a result of 
September-October culling, USDA 
stated the November U.S. milking 
cow population 4,000 head higher at 
9.339 million head. The long-term 
upward trend in milking efficiency 
persisted, with the November national 
average at 1,829 pounds/cow rising 
39 pounds (2.2%) annually. The 
cheese market ended 2016 weakly, 
but butter prices surged in December, 
when prices are often under pressure. 
Domestic demand still appears to be 
growing strongly, while international 
competition has declined due to EU 
and Australian cutbacks.
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