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The 2020 Outlook from the USDA’s 
Baseline Crop Forecasts

Each fall, the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) releases a set of 10-year supply/demand 
projections for major crops and livestock. On 
November 1, the USDA released its latest projec-
tions for crop years out to 2029/30. We parse 
these baseline estimates for an overview of the 
USDA’s intermediate-term crop outlook. 
The USDA forecasts 2020 total planted acres for 
its 8 major crops (corn, soybeans, wheat, bar-
ley, oats, sorghum, upland cotton, rice) at 249.4 
million acres. That is up 11.0 million from greatly 
depressed 2019 plantings at 238.4 million. Plant-
ings totaled 253.9 million acres in 2018. 
The USDA’s 2020 forecasts align well with 
Doane’s projections issued in late October. The 
USDA projects corn acres at 94.5 million and 
soybeans at 84.0 million. Doane’s predictions 
are a shade below each of these at 93.5 million 
and 83.5 million acres, respectively. Doane’s 
forecasts for upland cotton (12.2 million vs 11.8 
million) and wheat (45.9 million vs 45.0 million) 
each slightly exceed the corresponding USDA 
expectations.
Having the U.S./China trade war moderate would 
likely bode well for the crop outlook, especially 
if it brought tariff equality for U.S. soybeans and 
cotton in the Chinese market. Unlike the USDA, 
which sticks to the status quo, Doane expects 
progress on the trade front. Doane’s ending 
stocks forecasts for 2019/20 and 2020/21 are 
smaller than those from USDA. For example, the 
USDA projects U.S. 2020/21 corn carry-out at 
2.754 billion bushels, whereas Doane expects 
2.1 billion. The USDA sees soybean ending 
stocks rising from 475 million bushels next 
year to 518 million in 2020/21, whereas Doane 
anticipates those figures will respectively reach 
430 million and 445 million bushels. The USDA 
cut its predicted 2019/20 wheat carry-out figure 
to 1.014 billion bushels in early November, with 
the baseline projection for 2020/21 at 950 million. 
Doane’s respective projections are uniformly 
lower at 985 million and 875 million bushels. The 
USDA slashed 2019/20 cotton carry-out to 6.1 
million bales, so the baseline forecast at 6.45 mil-
lion looks relatively high. Doane puts the latter at 
5.50 million bales.

The U.S. and China are still negotiating the “Phase 1” trade deal. 
China has never officially confirmed the $40 billion to $50 billion in 
purchase commitments of U.S. farm products as touted by the U.S. 
It doesn’t want to commit to such a large numerical figure. Beijing 
also wants to avoid cutting a deal that looks more favorable to the 
U.S. than to China, reportedly wanting to have flexibility within the 
agreement should trade tensions escalate again. “We can always 
stop the purchases if things get worse again,” said one Chinese 
official. Another Phase 1 snag in disagreement is over whether and 
by how much the U.S. would agree to lift tariffs on Chinese imports, 
a major Beijing initiative. China is still resisting U.S. demands for a 
strong enforcement mechanism.

On November 14, China’s customs office announced it was 
lifting its ban on poultry meat from the U.S., effective immediately. 
China had banned all U.S. poultry and eggs since January 2015 
amidst the U.S. avian influenza outbreak. The move comes against 
the backdrop of efforts toward a partial trade deal with the U.S. and 
a major outbreak of African swine fever that has left China with an 
unprecedented protein shortfall. The U.S. has been pushing China 
to remove non-tariff barriers, improving market access for U.S. farm 
goods. The U.S. Food Safety and Inspection Service moved to ap-
prove imports of Chinese poultry products in early November.

Dean Foods filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy and is discussing 
a potential sale to the cooperative Dairy Farmers of America. The 
industry has grappled for years with consumers’ move away from 
traditional cow’s milk. The company has secured financing to tempo-
rarily continue operations, and customers are expected to continue 
receiving their dairy products without interruption.

The D.C. Circuit Court of Appeals tossed the Advanced Biofuels 
Association’s challenge to EPA’s wide use of blending exemptions 
to oil refiners. The panel said the lawsuit failed to identify a “final 
agency action” that can be challenged in court. But, the judges 
warned EPA that it could be vulnerable to a future lawsuit, saying the 
EPA secretive approach to rulemaking invited judicial review.

Moody's Analytics Economist Maria Cosma estimates the federal 
government propped up U.S. farmers with about $50 billion from 
the fourth quarter of 2018 through the third quarter of 2019. It hasn't 
been enough. Farm incomes in the Midwest dropped by more than 
30% between the first and second quarters of 2019 amid soft com-
modity prices, bad weather and the loss of what had been the top 
destination for U.S. farm exports — China.

In late October, USDA’s Animal Plant Health Inspection Service 
(APHIS) announced it has suspended its plan to phase-in the use of 
electronic ID (RFID) tags for cattle and bison. APHIS said the policy 
shift was in response to executive orders from President Trump that 
have highlighted the need for transparency and communication of 
issues “before placing any new requirements on American farm-
ers and ranchers.” USDA’s Animal Plant Health Inspection Service 
(APHIS) announced Friday (Oct. 25) it has suspended its plan to 
phase-in the use of electronic ID (RFID) tags for cattle and bison. 
APHIS said in a statement the policy shift was in response to execu-
tive orders from President Trump that have highlighted the need for 
transparency and communication of issues. 
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CORN
In its November Crop Production 
report, the USDA stated the national 
average corn yield at 167.0 bushels per 
acre, down 1.4 bushels from October. 
The U.S. production forecast dropped 
118 million bushels to 13.661 billion, 
but the total easily topped expectations 
and weighed on prices. History 
suggests the November reduction will 
be followed by another cut in the final 
report next January. However, whether 
that decline will boost prices is open 
to question, since the corn market’s 
biggest problem is weak demand. 
Although livestock feeding remains 
very active, domestic ethanol usage 
is sagging, while autumn exports 
have been poor. For example, early 
November U.S. corn export totals for 
the 2019/20 crop year were running 
almost 50% behind historical norms. 
Moreover, the industry expects U.S. 
corn plantings to surge next spring. 
Early indications point to an average 
forecast around 94 million acres. Thus, 
the price outlook is problematic.

SORGHUM                               
USDA found better yields than previ-
ously forecast in most Plains states. The 
national yield was boosted 2.0 bushels 
per acre to 75.9 bushels; that’s up 3.8 
bushels from last year. The higher yield 
did not offset 346,000 fewer harvested 
acres, so the crop production forecast 
is now at 357.64 million compared to 
364.986 million last year. In the bal-
ance sheet, USDA did boost its export 
forecast. As of late October, export 
sales totaled 538,700 tonnes, greatly 
above the year-ago figure at 221,900 
tonnes. There were total known sales of 
123,000 to China and 261,000 tonnes to 
“unknown”, which were likely to China 
as well. Chinese buying, especially 
after a trade agreement, could quickly 
tighten the supply/demand balance 
sheet.

SOYBEANS
The USDA placed the national 
soybean yield at 46.9 bushels per acre, 
unchanged from October. The U.S. 
production forecast slipped 304,000 
bushels, which again rounded to 
3.550 billion bushels, unchanged from 
October. The USDA lifted its 2019/20 
ending stocks forecast by 15 million 
bushels to 475 million, reflecting a 
15 million-bushel reduction in the 
projected crush. There were no changes 
to other use forecasts. The cash price 
forecast is unchanged at $9.00. That 
compares to 2018/19 at $8.48. Soybean 
futures rallied through late summer 
and early autumn in response to hopes 
for a “Phase 1” U.S.-China trade deal 
and diminishing harvest forecasts, but 
prices slipped into mid-November. 

The mid-November crush report from 
NOPA indicated an all-time record in 
October. That boosted soymeal prices, 
whereas soyoil extended its recent 
setback. The latter was particularly 
surprising when viewed in light of the 
recent surge in palm oil prices. Late 
signs indicate Chinese buying has 
accelerated, but a trade deal seems 
required to power a sustained advance.

WHEAT 
Harvested acreage of "other" spring 
wheat and durum fell by 775,000 
and 115,000 acres, respectively, in 
the latest USDA report. The acreage 
cut was partially offset by a slight 
upward adjustment of 0.1 bushel per 
acre in all-wheat yields, with a 0.9 
bushel rise in durum yields easily 
offsetting a 0.1 bushel reduction in the 
average spring wheat yield. The shifts 
lowered USDA’s crop estimate 42 
million bushels from late September 
to 1.920 billion bushels. This marked 
the lone supply change in the 2019/20 
marketing year and pushed the supply 
forecast to 3.120 billion bushels. Doane 
predicts wheat supplies at 3.105 billion 
bushels, anticipating reduced imports. 
We expect USDA to cut its import 
projection barring a belated surge in the 
coming months.

FEEDER CATTLE
The fall rally in fed cattle and beef 
prices, as well as concurrent corn 
market weakness, will very likely spur 
feedlot placements in late 2019 and 
early 2020. Feeder gains versus fed 
cattle through much of 2019 could 
stifle the expected surge somewhat, 
but the sizeable losses in that spread 
during early autumn are giving feedlot 
operators much stronger incentives for 
placing yearlings in their lots. Another 
factor likely to encourage feeder buying 
is the bullish anticipation built into live 
cattle futures. That is, after generally 
trading at discounts or at levels on a 
par with cash levels in recent months, 
fed cattle futures moved to substantial 
premiums during early autumn. For 
example, the February 2020 live cattle 
contract was almost $10/cwt over spot 
values in mid-November. This bodes 
well for short-term feeder demand.

CATTLE
Despite widespread concerns about 
a fall backlog of fed cattle caused by 
the August Tyson beef packing plant 
fire, the cattle market performed 
extremely well from early September 
into mid-November. Fed cattle prices 
moved steadily higher and had topped 
their pre-fire quotes by November 
1. Vigorous domestic beef demand 
played a major role in the advance. 
This is signified by beef production 

running at levels comparable to those 
seen in autumn 2018, whereas mid-
November quotes for choice beef had 
reached their highest level since spring 
2017. The market seems likely to be 
well supported into spring 2020, since 
late summer-fall feedlot placements 
slipped modestly below year-prior 
levels. Premiums in live cattle futures 
reflect this optimism. However, we at 
Doane would warn that those premiums 
are encouraging feedyard managers 
to delay cattle marketings in hopes of 
earning higher prices. This could also 
prove price supportive in the short run, 
but it may also lay the groundwork for 
a large mid-2020 price decline.

DAIRY
The latest USDA Milk Production 
report indicated the September U.S. 
dairy cow herd had slipped to 9.315 
million head, down 53,000 (-0.6%) 
annually. However, surging milking 
efficiency boosted the September 
production total to 17.616 billion 
pounds, 1.3% over the comparable 
2018 result. And yet nearby Class III 
milk prices remained extremely high, 
as indicated by the November contract 
trading around $20.15 as it approached 
expiration. This apparently reflected 
torrid domestic demand for cheese, 
since production and stocks were 
quite elevated and the U.S. dairy trade 
surplus had diminished in late summer 
and fall. U.S. butter consumption 
remains quite large, but the recent 
price slide implies no shortage of that 
product. We suspect the cheese market 
will reach a holiday peak in December, 
then turn lower, thereby undercutting 
the dairy complex. 

HOGS
The highly intermittent nature of 
U.S. pork exports and sales, as 
exemplified by early-October sales 
an order of magnitude larger than 
normal and very average totals the 
week following, has made trying 
to anticipate hog price movements 
extraordinarily difficult. Premium hog 
futures continue indicating considerable 
optimism on the demand front. Traders 
are certainly being encouraged by 
events such as the changeover of a 
Virginia Smithfield plant to ship only 
carcasses to China, as well as early-
November reports indicating a major 
shortage of fresh hams in some areas 
(and an accompanying surge in ham 
values). And yet, hog prices remained 
seasonally low into mid-November, 
thereby raising doubts about the 
market’s likely strength in December. 
Ultimately, hog quotes seem likely to 
remain depressed until a U.S.-China 
trade deal is signed. 
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