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Plains wheat conditions worsened as corn and soybean markets weighed strong exports against rising fuel and fertilizer risk. This brief also highlights lower-cost nitrogen programs, cover-crop design choices, and regional trade and weather shifts from Brazil to the EU-Mercosur corridor.
Market Movers
· United States / Black Sea wheat: May Chicago wheat was $5.925 and May Kansas City wheat $6.0675 on April 6, but the market is trading a stressed Plains crop: 65% of U.S. winter wheat area is in drought, national good/excellent is 35% versus 48% a year ago, and states such as Colorado and Oklahoma are at 12% good/excellent. Funds are now net long SRW wheat for the first time since June 2022. Additional Black Sea logistics risk remains after a vessel carrying wheat sank in the Sea of Azov and Russia launched new attacks on Ukraine despite an Easter ceasefire [1, 2].
· United States corn: May corn was $4.5025, down 2 cents, but export demand remains the strongest grain story. Weekly inspections were 78.8 million bushels, and marketing-year inspections are running 297 million bushels ahead of the pace needed to hit USDA’s target. Weekly export sales were 45 million bushels, and one market source described the corn export book as the best on record. That demand is being offset by weak cash basis in parts of the western Corn Belt and heavy farmer selling that has left commercials net short 572,000 corn contracts [1, 3, 4, 5].
· United States soybeans: May soybeans were $11.6725, up 3¾ cents. Weekly inspections reached 28.6 million bushels, including 18.3 million destined for China, but marketing-year soybean inspections still trail the pace needed for USDA’s target by 96 million bushels. Support is coming from biofuel-linked soybean oil strength and expectations that a China meeting could unlock additional buying [1, 3, 6, 7, 8].
· Energy and ag inputs: WTI crude jumped 11% to $111.54/bbl, its highest close since June 2022, while U.S. average retail fuel was about $4.11/gal for gasoline and $5.61/gal for diesel. Several market notes tie grain volatility, fertilizer uncertainty, and farm freight costs back to this energy shock [1, 8].
Innovation Spotlight
· United States / corn nitrogen redesign: In a Minnesota Soil Health Coalition presentation, John Kempf described a corn program built around nitrogen form and timing rather than total seasonal pounds. His framework starts with 40 lb N at planting, 40 lb N sidedressed around V5-V6, 25 lb sulfur total, and two foliar low-biuret urea applications of 10 lb N/acre around tassel and R1. He said the first 25 lb of sulfur can deliver the yield response of 25 lb N, and that this package can replace a 200-lb N program with about 185 lb N-equivalent while cutting input costs 30-50%; 0.65-0.75 lb N/bushel was described as routinely achievable in the field experience presented [9].
· The same presentation cited older research showing highest-yielding corn at roughly 80% ammonium / 20% nitrate, and argued nitrate should be emphasized early then minimized after V5-V6 because it requires more water and energy than ammonium [9].
· United States / on-farm validation: Griggs Farms in west Tennessee said replicated, on-farm trials plus scales on the grain cart are the highest-return evaluation tools on the farm. In its cover-crop system, the farm said it has documented double summer infiltration rates, higher water-holding capacity, more organic matter, more biological activity, and better weed control, even though small-plot yield gains have been harder to show consistently. The same farm has cut its maximum corn N rate from 200 to 170-175 units, and cotton from 80 down to 20-25 units while continuing to test reductions. One biological product costing $4.60/acre won every corn side-by-side trial over five years on that farm [10].
I’m not looking to produce more. What I’m looking to do is maintain my yield and it costing me less [10]
Regional Developments
· United States: March 31 planting intentions put corn acres above trade expectations, but several analysts said the survey closed before the Iran conflict fully hit fertilizer logistics. Farmers who booked urea are reportedly facing shipment delays, and part of corn nitrogen demand is still unresolved as planting starts. The Eastern Corn Belt has also picked up 4-5 inches of rain, improving subsoil moisture but potentially slowing fieldwork [11, 8].
· Brazil / Rio Grande do Sul: Soybean harvest has reached 23% of planted area, with 43% of fields in maturation and 31% still filling grain; average yield is estimated near 2,900 kg/ha over more than 6.6 million hectares. At the same time, an extratropical cyclone is bringing 30+ mm rains, strong winds and hail risk to key rice and soy zones such as Uruguaiana, Rio Pardo and Alegrete, with localized totals above 100 mm over five days in the southwest [12, 13, 14].
· EU / Mercosur: The EU plans to provisionally start the commercial core of the Mercosur-EU agreement on May 1, focused on tariff reductions under the part of the treaty that falls under EU trade competence, even while the full agreement remains under review by the EU Court of Justice [15].
· China / Brazil beef trade: China’s foot-and-mouth cases are currently described as isolated and rapidly contained, so there is no immediate export windfall for Brazil. Analysts said quota flexibility or larger Brazilian beef sales would require a broader deterioration in China’s herd situation [16].
Best Practices
· Corn nitrogen management: Separate nitrate decisions from ammonium and urea decisions. The Minnesota framework emphasizes generous nitrate earlier, then moving to urea/ammonium and foliar N after V5-V6; if following that system, total sulfur is kept near 25 lb/acre. The same presenter said manure is mostly organic nitrogen, but high-salt dairy manure applications can damage soil biology [9].
· Cover crop design before corn: Griggs Farms uses annual ryegrass as a base, cereal rye + oats ahead of corn for weed control and organic matter, clovers / vetch / lentils where more N is needed, and radish / rapeseed / buckwheat where compaction or phosphorus release is the goal. Drill when stand consistency and weed suppression matter most; interseed earlier when biomass is the bigger priority [10].
· Dairy / forage: Embrapa’s recommendation for grass silage is to harvest at 90-110 days, when dry matter is around 20%. The guidance says dry matter can be checked with a microwave and kitchen scale; waiting beyond 110-120 days reduces digestibility and slows the next regrowth cycle [17].
· Weed programs under new dicamba labels: For 2026, over-the-top dicamba is back with stricter rules: two applications maximum, runoff-mitigation points, buffers, and ESA compliance. Regional fit still varies - Kochia in the northern Plains, waterhemp in Illinois corn/soy, Palmer amaranth in the Delta - but multiple experts stressed that resistance means growers need residuals and seedbank reduction, not just a different POST sequence [18].
· Product testing discipline: Use replicated strips and calibrated grain-cart scales to decide which biologicals or crop inputs earn a permanent place in the program [10].
Input Markets
· Nitrogen fertilizer: Supply risk has become operational, not just theoretical. Brazilian analysts said the Middle East/Russia/Africa corridor supplies 70-80% of Brazil’s imported nitrogenates, while Russia and China have limited nitrogen exports to prioritize domestic planting. In Iran, GUBRETAS affiliate Razi Petrochemical temporarily stopped production after attack damage to electrical units. U.S. analysts likewise reported that some booked urea shipments are not arriving, leaving part of corn nitrogen needs unresolved heading into planting [19, 20, 11].
· Fuel and freight: Rising fuel is now hitting both field costs and livestock supply chains. U.S. retail diesel averaged about $5.61/gal, while Brazilian analysts said diesel and maritime freight costs are rising across poultry and swine chains and are difficult to fully pass through to consumers [1, 21].
· Crop protection labels and pipeline: Dicamba’s 2026 return comes with stricter ESA-based runoff and buffer requirements and a max of two applications. Brownfield and Farm4Profit sources also noted a slower herbicide pipeline: new products can take about 10 years and more than $300 million to commercialize, while current litigation and label-defensibility reviews are slowing registrations further [18, 22].
· Feed coproducts: China has started receiving Brazilian DDGs, with a first 62,000-ton cargo reported. More corn ethanol output also means more DDG availability for swine, poultry and cattle feed [12, 23].
Forward Outlook
· Wheat: Near-term direction depends on whether forecast rains actually reach HRW country. Ratings are weak enough that even modest moisture matters, but the western Plains still need more than the current forecast offers. From a chart perspective, the recent rally has already stalled near last February’s highs and a 61.8% retracement level [1, 8, 24].
· Corn vs. soy acreage: Final corn area still looks less settled than the March survey suggests because fertilizer logistics changed after the survey window and new-crop soybean economics are competitive. One analyst expects the March report to mark the high print for corn this year if late nitrogen remains tight. Technically, $4.45-$4.50 is the must-hold support zone being watched in corn [11, 8, 25].
· Risk management: Pro Farmer recommended November soybean $11.60 puts at 60 cents, creating roughly an $11.00 floor on 40% of new-crop production, and December corn $4.80 puts at 32 cents, creating a $4.48 floor [11].
· Livestock exporters: Brazil’s protein export system is proving resilient despite longer routes and higher costs, but not disruption-free. Expect slower shipments and more expensive logistics rather than a clean break in trade [21, 12].
· Capital spending: In Brazil, machinery sales were down 17% in Q1 and are forecast down 8% for the year as higher rates and delinquency keep producers cautious. That is a reminder that 2026 planning is happening in a tight-credit environment, not a capex cycle [17, 26].
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