Building Yield From the Seed Up
By Phil Needham, Needham Ag Technologies, LLC, Calhoun, KY

Achieving high-yielding wheat begins when the seed is placed in the ground or even earlier. Crop consultant Phil Needham provided wheat producers with tips on getting the most out of their crop. “The highest yielding producers that I work with are generally the guys who pay more attention at seeding time,” Needham said. “They’ve got better seeding equipment which is better maintained and better calibrated. There are a lot of little things that make a big difference at seeding time.”
Making a basic calculation using numbers provided by growers at the meeting, Needham showed that Illinois has the potential of achieving yields as high as 160 bushels per acre. “The reason that kind of number is not found is due to a number of yield-limiting factors,” he said, “including genetics, weather and crop management. And while farmers can do little about the weather, they can improve yields by paying attention to other matters, especially at planting time.” One of the first and most obvious determinations may be the choice of high-yielding varieties that are resistant to scab and other diseases. Proper seeding is also critical. “What we are looking for is uniform plant distribution, for consistent depth,” Needham said. “Good establishment, in my opinion, is the key to creating crop potential. A poor stand never improves. If you don’t have a consistent stand to start out with, you’re going to have problems all the way.”
A firm believer in no-till, he recommends using a burn-down herbicide before the wheat emerges in the fall. He also believes many wheat fields under-produce because of incorrect seeding rates or poor establishment. Not only does no-till save producers money by not cultivating the soil, it also pays off the next spring, when the growing crop must be treated with inputs. In a wet spring, farmers may struggle to apply nitrogen or herbicides on deep tilled soils. “One of the biggest benefits we saw last year out of no-till - outside of the cost savings of not having to work your ground - was that the no-till fields last year were so firm we could spray them,” Needham said. “Most of western and southern Kentucky where I work we had 16-20 inches of rain the last few days of April and first few days of May. “The guys that no-tilled, the ground was firm. We splashed through water to get through the low areas. Anybody who disked or deep tilled couldn’t get across their fields because the fields were too soft. Some guys tried to get on with airplanes, but the airplanes were so backlogged their timing advantage was lost.”
Needham is also a fan of tramlines and urges growers to consider incorporating them at planting time. Establishment of tramlines can save yields. “You can spray a field without significant yield losses,” he said. “That’s especially important later in the season when you’re trying to apply foliar fungicides. You’re generally saving 2-3% yield loss by not driving over the wheat, up to 4-5% with wider tires or smaller spray boom sizes.” Poor soil fertility is another yield-limiting factor. Needham recommends that growers not only soil-test their fields, but pay attention to growth after planting.
Needham recommends a split application of nitrogen on most fields, based on the number of plants and tillers per plant measured at green up. Thin, later planted fields will likely require an application of N around green up to promote tillering and early plant health, followed by the balance at (or slightly after jointing) based on plant health and yield potential. Earlier planted wheat or fields with more fall growth will not likely require any N until later in the spring, probably around jointing depending on plant health. In some of these examples, a well-timed single application will likely be the best strategy. Be sure to apply nitrogen accurately and evenly across the field. The use of air-trucks and sprayers equipped to deliver liquid nitrogen with stream bars are the preferred methods. Most spinner trucks struggle to apply nitrogen uniformly across the field so should be avoided. Needham said, if necessary, farmers should consider harvesting their wheat at higher moisture than usual if it means getting it off in time to maintain grain quality and get double-crop soybeans planted earlier.
Who Will Win the Future Battles for Acres?
By Robert Utterback, Utterback Marketing Service, New Richmond, IN 

Market conditions are making a double-crop rotation of soybeans after wheat very profitable, according to Bob Utterback. Unusual economic conditions and volatility in the market has made the double-crop very lucrative, even more so than corn and soybeans grown in the more fertile regions of central and northern Illinois. “The dominance of the corn market right now is going to pull wheat (acres). The profitability of corn versus wheat is going to keep pressure on wheat acres, and you’re going to see limited growth in wheat acres,” Utterback said. “If I were in your shoes, I would really be thinking about how can I harvest that wheat earlier, get those bean yields and get the best yields I can. That is how my wheat ground can compete.”
Under current conditions and using certain assumptions on input costs, farmers who achieve wheat yields of 70 bushels per acre and soybean yields of 30 bushels per acre can realize a net profit of $413 an acre. That compares favorably with per-acre profits of $301 for corn and $171 for full-season soybeans. In addition, wheat could continue to enjoy its profitable position into next year, especially if acreage is squeezed and high corn prices increase demand for feed wheat.
There are indications there will be an increase in use of wheat in animal feed. Utterback said “large feed buyers are considering using more of the grain in their feed formulations. There is also a possibility wheat will be used as an energy crop in an ethanol-type mixture.”
Indications are that wheat acreage will decrease domestically, something that would likely also favor price. “There is some hope that wheat acres could move down this fall,” Utterback said. “The profitability factor does not induce a lot of people to plant wheat. The only place I see wheat expansion is where there is cheaper cash rent. There might be some in the Kansas-Texas area. Where corn and beans cannot grow, wheat is very competitive. Southern Illinois, Kentucky and Missouri - this is where you’ve got pressure to grow wheat.” But Utterback reminded producers that American farmers do not drive global wheat prices as they do corn prices. “We are a residual producer of wheat, and this is the problem we have,” he said. “We are the dominant global producer of corn. South America is the dominant producer of soybeans. But, we are the residual wheat producer.”
“So how the big players go - i.e. China, Russia and India - is going to be a big factor on how tight stocks are. India is in a constant growth function. Consumers are demanding better diets. I see no direction other than increasing wheat production in India. Looking at China, India and Russia, they have tremendous ability to increase production and yield per acre by using fertilization,” said Utterback.
Disclaimer: Before trading, one should be aware that with potential profits there is also potential for losses that may be very large. Read the “risk disclosure statements” and understand the risks before trading. Commodity trading may not be suitable for recipients of this outlook. Those acting on this information are responsible for their own actions. Although every reasonable attempt has been made to ensure the accuracy of the information provided, Robert L. Utterback and/or Utterback Marketing Services Inc. assume no responsibility for any errors or omissions.
Wheat Varieties and Agronomy 2011
By Dr. Emerson Nafziger, Department of Crop Sciences, University of IL

For the most part, Illinois wheat producers had a good year. Agronomist Emerson Nafziger said wheat growers here have been paying more attention to their crop than in the past and it shows. Yields averaged 61 bushels per acre, even though the crop got off to an unusually dry start. While the 2010 crop year saw the lowest acreage in recorded history (350,000) largely due to wet conditions during planting time, conditions were much different last fall. Acreage rebounded to about 750,000 in 2011. “It was probably the first time in my 30 years at the U of I that fall wheat stands struggled because it was too dry,” Nafziger said. “That almost never happens.” Heavy rainfall in many areas of southern Illinois during the spring in 2011 resulted in soaked fields. But despite the rainfall, foliar diseases were relatively light. “We weren’t getting a lot of rain right at the time of flowering, so there wasn’t as much Fusarium head blight as we had expected earlier,” Nafziger said. 
The state average yield of 61 bushels per acre is up from 56 bushels the previous year. Crop quality was also good in most areas. “There were consistently high test weights in most areas,” Nafziger said. U of I research has shown a correlation between Fusarium head blight resistance and test weights. Nafziger said crop scientists are not certain why it exists. “Basically, the better resistance to Fusarium head blight a variety has, the better the test weight,” he said. “That might be in the selection for better test weight in some of the newer FHB-resistant varieties, or it might be that less infection improves test weight.” 
Despite problems with the 2010 crop, wheat yields have generally been moving upward in Illinois by about a half-bushel per acre per year over the past 20 years. “That’s not bad,” he said. “That’s probably a little more than soybeans on a percentage basis. Wheat is a success story. A lot of that comes from better varieties and some also from better management.” The consistent use of seed-applied insecticides, which help prevent aphids from transmitting barley yellow dwarf into the field, may be one reason yields are improving, even in years when disease pressure isn’t strong. U of I crop researchers have seen yield increases of as much as 6 to 10 bushels per acre, even where barley yellow dwarf symptoms weren’t seen. Nafziger noted that in the future wheat producers will have a difficult time even finding seed that is not treated with insecticide. “I’d emphasize you have to get good seed placement, no matter what you do,” he said. “If you can’t get good seed placement, do something different. That’s the critical thing.”
Though most of the wheat crop in southern Illinois is followed by double crop soybeans, farmers in counties in the central part of the state tried some in 2011 due to the high price of soybeans. “We’ve seen more wheat double-cropped with soybeans in central Illinois,” he said. “But it’s not working very well this year due to dry weather after planting. The average height (of soybeans in late August) was maybe 8-12 inches. It’s not on track to make high yields.”
Management of Head Scab with Genetic Resistance and Fungicides
By Fred Kolb, Dept. of Crop Sciences, University of Illinois

One of the major objectives in the U of I wheat breeding program is the development of adapted scab resistant varieties with high yield potential combined with all of the other traits needed for acceptance of a variety by producers and end users. An experiment conducted to study the combination of resistant varieties and fungicides to minimize damage due to head scab, also known as Fusarium head blight, was summarized. The primary method used for evaluation of head scab resistance is a misted, inoculated field nursery where all of the wheat breeding lines and current wheat varieties are evaluated each year. Data are collected on several parameters of head scab resistance including percentage of Fusarium damaged kernels and deoxynivalenol (DON) level. Deoxynivalenol is the toxin produced by the Fusarium fungus. Selection for head scab resistance each year has resulted in breeding lines with improved resistance, and some of these lines have been commercialized. 
The experiment to evaluate genetic resistance and fungicides included 12 varieties differing in head scab resistance and several fungicide treatments. The results of this experiment show that planting a head scab resistant variety is very important in minimizing damage due to head scab. Based on the results of these experiments, Prosaro® and Caramba® were the most effective fungicides in reducing field symptoms due to head scab, the percentage of Fusarium damaged kernels and the DON level. Under high disease pressure, combining the use of head scab resistant varieties with the application of either Prosaro® or Caramba® was the best way to reduce Fusarium damaged kernels and DON to the lowest levels.
How can wheat producers minimize the risk due to head scab? Begin by planting scab resistant varieties. Head scab resistant or moderately resistant varieties are available. Information on head scab resistance of current varieties is available on many state variety-testing web sites and in reports showing results from state variety trials. Wheat producers should also plant several varieties differing in maturity. Wheat is most susceptible to head scab during and immediately following flowering so planting several varieties that flower a few days apart reduces the risk of scab infection. This is because if the rainy, high relative humidity conditions that favor infection occur when one variety flowers, a second variety may escape the infection because it flowers during a period of drier weather when environmental conditions do not favor infection. A head scab forecasting tool, based on weather conditions, is available for assessing when an increased risk of head scab is present. The website for the Head Scab Forecasting Tool is http://www.wheatscab.psu.edu/. If there is increased risk of infection with head scab due to environmental conditions, producers should apply either Prosaro®, Caramba®, or Folicur® at early flowering (when the first anthers are observed in the middle of the heads). Results for head scab resistance of entries in the Illinois Wheat Variety Trial are available at http://vt.cropsci.Illinois.edu/wheat.html. 
For further information about suppression of head scab, wheat producers can also visit the Scab Smart Web Page at http://www.ag.ndsu.edu.
Wheat Crop Insurance Update 

By Doug Yoder, Sr. Director of Affi liate and Risk Management, IL Farm Bureau 

With changes in federal farm policy come changes in crop insurance, but so far those changes are positive ones, according to Doug Yoder, who laid out the basics of crop protection at the Illinois Wheat Forum. “It seems like with each debate on the federal safety net, crop insurance comes in a little more solid,” Yoder said. “I think crop insurance is on very solid footing, although there could still be some cuts to crop insurance funding.” The USDA has simplified crop insurance by combining a number of policies into a more streamlined “combo policy.” Reception has been largely positive by agents and farmers alike. “I have to tip my hat; they did this very well,” Yoder said. “I’ve heard very few problems with farmers figuring out this new combo policy. It’s pretty straightforward.” 
One change unrelated to the combo plan is a ceiling on harvest prices of 200% of the original expected price. For example, if wheat has a $6 pre-season price, the harvest price could not exceed $12 even if the actual Chicago Board of Trade futures price exceeds that at harvest time. In the past, certain policies had a cents/ bushel limit rather than a percentage limit and other policies had no limit at all. Most years the change will likely have little relevance, as the 200% increase has never been reached historically. 
Illinois wheat growers have increasingly adopted crop insurance for their revenue protection. Coverage has risen from 23% of acreage in 2005 to 48% this year. While wheat insurance usage has not reached the same level as insured corn and soybeans in the state, there has been a noticeable increase in usage for wheat acreage. “In the past 10 years or so, revenue protection has really become more attractive to Illinois farmers,” Yoder said. 
Farmers have indicated for years that they would like to be rewarded for good performance in the form of refunds. But such a proposal died in a congressional committee. Regardless of how insurance may change, there is a bigger-than-ever need for crop protection because of a combination of high commodity prices and increasing input costs, according to Yoder. “That changes how farmers need to look at crop insurance,” he said. “What you are planting is inherently more valuable right off the bat. You are putting more money into the dirt than ever before. You have a bigger risk financially. With that comes the obligation to make sure you’re protected.” 
Meanwhile, the future of government farm programs is unclear as Congress wrangles with a bloated debt during an election cycle that could lead to drastic changes. The future of federal farm subsidies overall is unknown and could be a target of politicians wielding budget knives. Another consideration involves conservation compliance that is currently tied to all farm program benefits but not to crop insurance. Yoder stated that numerous groups will be working to tie conservation compliance to crop insurance in the next farm bill. 
Nitrogen Sources and Inhibitors for Wheat 

By Dr. Steve Ebelhar, Dixon Springs Ag Center, University of Illinois 
When it comes to fertilizer application to wheat, all signs point to March. That was the message Dr. Ebelhar brought to the Wheat Forum. Ebelhar provided growers with data gleaned from fertility trials at three Illinois locations. With nitrogen prices climbing over the past few years, precision applications are vital. Many producers who put their nitrogen on too early could be throwing money away. “All our research points to putting nitrogen on at growth stage 5, which is in March for those of us in southern Illinois,” he said. “We see a lot of problems with early nitrogen application in that we run the risk of loss of a lot of that nitrogen. Also, if we get the plant growing too fast early in the spring and we get a late freeze, we tend to see some yield losses with that.”
U of I researchers compiled 10 site-years of fertility studies at research centers located in Perry, Brownstown and Dixon Springs. Early applications can be ineffective, and split nitrogen applications don’t often fair much better. “We are often wasting money making another trip across the field,” Ebelhar said. “Only about 15% of your nitrogen is taken up before jointing. If you put nitrogen on early, you have a time period where the nitrogen just sits there and can be lost.” He added that growers who choose a split application should put most of their nitrogen on at growth stage 5. “We are losing too much nitrogen when we apply at growth stage 3, especially if we are not using protection in the form of a nitrogen stabilizer,” he said. “This loss of nitrogen is leading to lower yields. But there are some products out there now that are going to help protect that nitrogen.” Products such as ESN, which utilizes a polymer coating that results in slow N release, and Agrotain, which protects urea and UAN from volatilization losses, are helpful. “We do get a yield boost across the 16 site-years by using those products,” Ebelhar said. “Does that compare with our March application? It comes pretty close. There is not a huge amount of difference. I still recommend we put N on in March if at all possible.”
Weather conditions - generally rainy springs in southern Illinois - can make a March application impossible in some years. But even if the ideal application date is missed, most of the potential yield is still possible. An application even 3 weeks later than the optimum time results in 90-95% of potential yield. Earlier applications can yield 85% of potential. “Don’t panic if you miss the growth stage 5 timing,” Ebelhar said. “We have 3 weeks when we can get that nitrogen on and get at least 90% yield returns.” 
Environmental groups and government agencies have expressed concern about overuse of chemical fertilizers. That is another reason producers should strive for efficiency. “If EPA or someone looks at this and says, ‘You are only getting 30% of your nitrogen in grain, what is going on out here?’ Then the challenge for us is, how do we improve upon this in the future?” Ebelhar said. “Certainly, I am hoping that wheat breeders will take this under advisement. There are ways to improve wheat uptake so that it utilizes the nitrogen more efficiently. We can do our part by, first of all, putting it on in a more timely manner.”
Weed Management is Important in Wheat and in the Overall Cropping System
By Dr. Jim Martin, Extension Weed Scientist, Univ. of KY Research and Education Center

Weed infestation can be a tricky problem in wheat, and the decision on whether to spray in the fall or wait until spring is a difficult one. Though every farm has its own unique circumstances, Dr. Martin’s research has shown relatively little value in a fall or spring herbicide application in conventional tilled fields without a history of intensive weed pressure. Martin said, “University trials showed henbit did not impact wheat yield in 7 of 9 studies.” He stressed, however, that producers with severe weed problems could stand a pass across their fields in the fall. “The rest of the story is, if you’ve got a healthy infestation of chickweed or a weedy grass such as ryegrass or cheat, then it warrants treatment,” he said. “Maybe you had better treat it in the fall.” No-till wheat may be more vulnerable than conventional till wheat to weed competition and may warrant a fall burndown herbicide treatment prior to planting, or a fall post-emergence application about 4-6 weeks after planting. “As with many challenges, problems are naturally minimized if producers attain a good healthy stand in the fall,” Martin said. 
“In Kentucky,” Martin said, “marestail is one of the more challenging species in wheat fields.” Fall spraying likely will not affect it. “This is the weed that is causing so many problems,” he said. “In Kentucky, most of the marestail we are dealing with is spring emergence. Most comes up in spring.” For growers in Kentucky as well as Illinois, Italian ryegrass has been one of the most troublesome weeds. One reason is because it is planted in many areas abutting wheat fields. “Where do we plant ryegrass? In waterways, and edges of fields,” Martin said. “If a guy goes out there with a combine, makes one pass, and keeps going across that waterway, he has done a pretty decent job of scattering that ryegrass. That’s a significant problem on some farms.” The weed responds as well to nitrogen as wheat does, Martin added. “It has a similar growth pattern as wheat,” he said. “When you go out to harvest, it (the combine) does a marvelous job of scattering that ryegrass all over.” He said that, “fall spraying may help, but it will take time before its effectiveness is evident. In the fall, if you pull the trigger, you can go back a few weeks later and you won’t see anything happening. This is not going to work. It may take the biggest part of the winter before those plants show any kinds of symptoms.” 
A common rotation in Kentucky involves wheat followed by double crop soybeans the first season followed by corn the second season. Martin pointed out that this rotation system contributes to overall weed management. For example, the use of either a spring burndown herbicide treatment or preplant tillage in corn breaks the life cycle of such cool-season annual weeds such as common chickweed, henbit, purple deadnettle, or Italian ryegrass before they mature. A competitive wheat stand prevents or delays emergence of such annual weeds as common ragweed and horseweed. In addition to glyphosate, other herbicide chemistries, such as atrazine in corn and thifensulfuron in wheat, are used in the two-year rotation. These herbicides may limit development of certain weeds that can overlap in the transition between crops.
