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Notes on Agriculture
Politico

— Less than one year after the U.S.-Mexico-Canada Agreement entered into
force, senators on the Finance Committee are growing increasingly
frustrated with Mexican government decisions that are blocking access for
some U.S. agricultural exports.

— The Senate voted 84-15 to confirm former Rhode Island Gov. Gina
Raimondo as Commerce secretary, giving her a key role in Biden’s trade
policy team and influence over environmental issues like weather
forecasting and fishery management, per Pro Trade’s Gavin Bade.

— The Labor Department’s internal watchdog recommended stricter
pandemic-related requirements for employers, to prevent the kind of mass
Covid-19 infections that meatpacking plants saw in 2020.
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Agri-Pulse Daybreak
Agri-Pulse

Vilsack’s goal: Address impact of racism

In an interview with Agri-Pulse, Ag Secretary Tom Vilsack said he’s open to
helping aspiring Black farmers acquire the acreage they need by tapping
federal land holdings. Vilsack made clear that his goal as secretary is to
address the impact of a legacy of discrimination against minority farmers.
It’s no longer an issue of just compensating producers who were the victims
of discrimination themselves.

Take note: An Agri-Pulse analysis of nearly $24 billion in Coronavirus Food
Assistance Program payments shows how they have been distributed far
more widely than traditional forms of government farm assistance. Still, half
the money has gone to 5% of the recipients.

Vilsack on climate: It’s not just the money

In our interview, Vilsack indicated the administration is prepared to ask
Congress to significantly increase spending for conservation programs if it’s
clear the money is needed to combat climate change. But he’s concerned
USDA’s staffing challenges around the country could limit the department’s
ability to expand the programs.

Conservations programs “can be directed in creative ways to support
climate-smart agricultural regenerative practices … We need to use them in
that way, and to the extent that we can convince Congress that there's a
need for additional resources, we should be prepared to make that case,”
Vilsack said.

But, but, but: He added, “We don't want the resources to outpace the
capacity of our personnel to handle the resources. It's not about just about
money, it's about people.”
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Vilsack worried about rural vaccinations

He's concerned that rural Americans aren’t getting the COVID-19 vaccine at
the rates that are needed to stop the spread of the virus. In a recent poll,
nearly three in ten rural residents said they would either “definitely not” get
vaccinated or would do so “only if required.”

“If we don't get a majority of us vaccinated, it’s just going to continue to
cripple our efforts in a lot of different areas,” Vilsack said.

Farmers see increase in alternative proteins

A majority of farmers see sales of alternative protein growing in coming
years. According to the monthly Purdue University/CME Group Ag Economy
Barometer, 55% of farmers surveyed expect meat and dairy alternatives to
take 10% of the protein market.

The farmers also were asked what the impact on farm income would be if
plant-based alternatives captured as much as 25% of protein sales. About
four in 10 farmers said they would expect farm income to decline by at least
10%.

By the way: The survey indicates farmers remain bullish in the short term on
the farm economy. February’s Current Conditions Index value of 200 was
near its all-time high.
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Vilsack huddles with Mexican, Canadian
counterparts
Politico

The secretary on Tuesday held separate calls with Marie-Claude Bibeau,
Canada’s food and ag minister, and Victor Villalobos, Mexico’s secretary of ag
and rural development.

Readouts: Vilsack and Bibeau discussed “the importance of agriculture in
dealing with climate challenges” and collaborating to limit animal and plant
health risks, a USDA spokesperson told MA. Vilsack also reiterated his focus
on “fully implementing” the USMCA, including making sure that Canada
upholds its commitment to opening up its dairy and wheat markets — a
growing concern for U.S. producers.

In his conversation with Villalobos, Vilsack brought up the potato import
case pending before the Mexican Supreme Court and shared “his hope that
bilateral technical engagements could resume to finalize import
requirements and fully open Mexico’s market to U.S. fresh potatoes,” per
USDA.
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Senators irked by Mexican trade actions
Politico

Senate Finance Committee members vented their growing frustration with
the administration of Mexican President Andrés Manuel López Obrador in a
set of written questions for USTR nominee Katherine Tai released on
Monday.

At least nine members of the committee, including ranking member Mike
Crapo (R-Idaho) and former chair Chuck Grassley (R-Iowa), raised concerns
about recent Mexican government actions that threaten U.S. farm exports
and energy trade.

— “Mexico is maintaining or enacting new restrictions on U.S. agriculture
that lack any scientific justification, including on potatoes, biotech crops,
and glyphosate,” Crapo wrote.

On tap today: The panel meets at 10 a.m. and is expected to vote to
recommend Tai’s nomination to the Senate floor. In her written responses,
Tai, a former House Ways and Means lawyer, vowed that she would “not
hesitate to use the tools agreed upon in the USMCA to enforce the
agreement with respect to agricultural products.”
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U.S. dominance in global grain markets has
faded despite robust exports
Reuters

The United States for many decades had been known as the world’s
breadbasket, leading the way in corn, soybean and wheat exports. But
although trade volumes remain historically high, the country’s relative
impact on global exports is smaller than ever.

High grain and oilseed prices, increasing global demand and weaker
currencies have all contributed to the decline in U.S. export dominance. In
recent years, U.S. crop shortfalls between 2010 and 2012 permanently
reduced the country’s market share and contributed to the rise of
competing producers.

Today, the United States exports just over a quarter of the world’s corn,
wheat and soybeans, compared with more than half some 30 years ago. The
country also grows about a quarter of those global crops, a smaller portion
than in previous decades, though the decline is much less extreme versus
that of exports.

Despite the slip in export prominence, the U.S. Department of Agriculture
predicts record domestic export volumes of corn and soybeans in the
2020-21 year ending on Aug. 31. That is due to increasing global demand led
by China.

U.S. wheat exports are seen at a four-year high in 2020-21, which ends May
31, but they will remain below the longer-term average.

Lost market share

Soybeans have undergone the most dramatic shift in export share. Huge
leaps in U.S. soybean technology and research in the mid-20th century
rendered the country the only supplier of the oilseed by 1970, accounting for
nearly 95% of world exports.
Brazil began emerging as a major soybean producer about 50 years ago,
though that expansion has been the most pronounced in the latest decade.
Brazil became the top exporter in 2012 after two disappointing U.S. harvests,
and the South American country now accounts for half of global soybean
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exports while the U.S. share is about 35%, down from nearly 60% in the late
1990s.

Roughly half of today’s U.S. soybean crop is devoted to exports, and the rest
is crushed into protein-rich meal for animals. That share has increased in
recent decades, as only about 35% was exported in 2000.

The United States comfortably remains the top corn supplier, but its export
dominance also fell victim to the drought-stricken 2012 U.S. harvest. In 2005,
U.S. exports accounted for about 60% of global corn trade, though 10 years
later that share plunged to 33%, where it resides today.

In the 1970s and 1980s, as much as 80% of the world’s annual corn
shipments came from U.S. shores. At that time, more than a quarter of the
U.S. corn crop was exported. But only around 15% is exported today, partially
due to increased competition with ethanol producers that began about 15
years ago.

The United States was on top of the wheat export market until midway
through last decade. Wheat production and specifically export capabilities
have recently boomed in the Black Sea, and combined shipments out of
Russia and Ukraine at present are more than double annual U.S. volumes.

U.S. wheat exports are the second-largest behind Russia, accounting for
roughly 14% of global trade. Canada is a close third, and those three
countries compete with wheat from Australia, Argentina, Europe and
Ukraine.

Ten years ago, the U.S. wheat export share was around 23%, down from a
third in the early 1990s and more than 40% in the 1970s. About half of the
U.S. wheat crop is exported, largely unchanged over the last two decades.

Crops are sold in dollars on the international market, so non-U.S. farmers
can be particularly eager to sell their products when their own currency
weakens, increasing the availability of exportable supply. Widespread crop
failures, like the 2012 U.S. harvest, boost global prices and further entice
production increases outside of the United States.

The devaluing of Russia’s currency in 2014 was a major factor in the rise of
Black Sea wheat production and trade. A weaker Brazilian real has caused
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farmers to heavily market their recent and upcoming corn and soybean
harvests and plant a record area of both in the current year.

But runaway inflation actually keeps supplies from the export market. That
has been recently demonstrated in Argentina, where farmers have held on
to their grain due to uncertainties over increasing economic instability.

Huge harvests

The United States still grows by far the world’s largest corn crop, and it also
produced the largest soybean crop until three years ago when it was
surpassed by Brazil.

The U.S. wheat harvest is the fourth-biggest behind those of China, India
and Russia. China became the top wheat grower nearly 40 years ago,
though it is inactive on the export market.

In the last four decades of the 20th century, the United States’ share of
global corn, soybean and wheat production was mostly steady at around
30%. That dropped to 27% in the 2000s and to 24% during the 2010s.

Once again, the biggest changes happened in soybeans. In 1970, U.S.
soybean output accounted for nearly three-fourths of the global total. That
share fell to 50% by 1990 and has steadily declined to about one-third today,
largely on expanding capacity in Brazil.

Between 1960 and 1980, some 45% of the world’s corn was U.S.-grown. That
slipped to 40% by the early 2000s and the share currently sits at one-third.
U.S. wheat accounted for 13% of the global crop 50 years ago, but that has
dropped to just 7% today.

The United States in recent years is still producing just as much corn and
soybeans as it ever has, but wheat production has declined, especially within
the last decade, as farmers swap wheat acres for more profitable crops like
corn and soy.

USDA last month tentatively predicted record U.S. corn and soybean crops
in 2021 of 15.15 billion and 4.525 billion bushels, respectively. That is coming
off disappointing harvests in both 2019 and 2020.
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The Texas effect on Mexican mangoes
The Packer

It can take two to three days for mangoes to ship from Mexico to U.S. ports,
but there’s been a backlog of trucks because of the freezing weather in
Texas.

“It’s making the logistics costs almost double; it has been really, really
difficult,” said David Ponce, procurement manager for Amazon Produce
Network.

The backlog could last another couple of weeks, he said Feb. 19.

“We thought weather in Texas was going to get better, but what truck
brokers have told us is no one wants to go into Texas, and drivers have been
stuck there for days,” Ponce said.

“Fruit is still crossing into McAllen, Texas, from Mexico, so we’ve had a delay
of five days for loading from Texas to the rest of country, and everybody else
seems to be in the same boat. And then with the trucks available, the cost
has skyrocketed.”
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Texas farm losses seen topping $600
million after winter blast
Bloomberg

The severe winter storm that knocked out Texas’ power grid last month also
caused at least $600 million in damages to farms in the state, according to
preliminary estimates from the Texas A&M University’s AgriLife Extension
Service.

Extension economists projected losses from the deep freeze at $230 million
in citrus, $228 million in livestock and $150 million in vegetable crops,
according to a statement on Tuesday.

Arctic weather left many Texas homes and businesses without heat and
electricity. Some just-born calves died after exposure to the cold, while citrus
crops were ravaged in the state that produces about a third of U.S.
grapefruit. Farmers in the Rio Grande Valley may have lost more than 60% of
their grapefruit crop and virtually all of their Valencia orange crop, extension
economist Luis Ribera said.

Damaged plants will need time to be replaced, while cows that lost calves
will not be able to give birth to another one for months, meaning that the
damages will linger.

“Freezing temperatures and ice killed or harmed many of their crops and
livestock as well as causing financial hardships and operational setbacks,”
Jeff Hyde, extension director at Bryan-College Station, said in a statement.
“And the residual costs from the disaster could plague many producers for
years to come.
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