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As wheat planting season approaches, we evaluate expected returns for crop rotations that include 
wheat.  Given current 2021 grain bids, a combination of wheat and double-crop-soybeans is projected 
more profitable than either corn or stand-alone-soybeans in southern Illinois. Wheat alone is not more 
profitable than either corn or stand-alone soybeans. In central Illinois, stand-alone soybeans are projected 
more profitable than wheat-double-crop-soybeans. 

Current 2021 Commodity Bids in Historical Perspective 

Current bids for 2021 delivery in southern Illinois are: 

 Wheat: $5.40 per bushel 

 Corn: $3.45 per bushel 

 Soybeans: $9.15 per bushel 

Currently, the wheat-to-corn price ratio is 1.56 ($5.40 wheat price / $3.45 corn price). Historically, the 
wheat-to-corn price ratio has averaged 1.34 from 1992 to the present (see Figure 1).  Wheat prices now 
are relatively more favorable than corn prices from a historical perspective. 

The current wheat-to-soybean price ratio equals .62 ($5.40 wheat price / $9.15 soybean price). Historical 
the wheat-to-soybean ratio averaged .53 from 1992 to the present (see Figure 2).  Current bids place the 
wheat-to-soybean price ratio well above these historical averages, again suggesting that wheat prices are 
relatively high compared to soybean prices. 
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Southern Illinois Budgets 

Table 1 shows 2021 crop budgets for Southern Illinois. These are adaptations of budgets published in the 
2021 Illinois Crop Budgets, with commodity prices being the only values that have been changed. 
Commodity prices are set at current cash bids for 2021 delivery. Operator and land returns give the return 
to each crop and represent a return to both the farmer and landowner. If the farmland is cash rented, the 
cash rent would need to be subtracted from the operator and land return to arrive at farmer return.  
Property tax and mortgage interest would be subtracted from operator and land returns to arrive at farmer 
return for owned farmland. 

The operator and land return for stand-alone wheat without double-crop soybeans is $17 per acre. This 
return is based on a 68 bushel per acre yield, which also happens to be the average estimated yield for 
Illinois in 2020. The $17 operator and land return is below the $110 return for corn with a 187 bushel per 
acre yield. The wheat yield would have to average over 85 bushels per acre for the stand-alone wheat 
return to exceed corn return. The $17 return also is below the $132 operator and land return for 
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soybeans. For stand-alone wheat returns to exceed soybean returns, wheat yields would have to be 
above 89 bushels per acre. 

Table 1 also shows double-crop soybean returns. Yields are at 43 bushels per acre, based on trend 
yields from Illinois FBFM farms raising double-crop soybeans. Wheat combined with double-crop 
soybeans has an expected return of $179 per acre, higher than returns for both corn ($110 per acre) and 
soybeans ($132 per acre). 

 

Operator and land returns for southern Illinois from 2014 to 2019 averaged $103 per acre for corn, $181 
per acre for soybeans, and $157 wheat-double-crop soybeans. On average, wheat-double-crop-soybeans 
have been more profitable than corn in recent years, but less profitable than soybeans. Current 2021 bids 
cause wheat-double-crop soybeans to be more profitable than soybeans and corn. 

Corn- Soybeans- Double- Wheat

after- after- Crop and DC

Soybeans Corn Wheat Soybeans Soybeans
1

Yield per acre 187 53 68 43

Price per bu $3.50 $9.30 $5.40 $9.30

Crop revenue $655 $493 $367 $400 $767

ARC/PLC 20 20 20 0 20

Other gov't payments 0 0 0 0 0

Crop insurance proceeds 0 0 0 0 0

Gross revenue $675 $513 $387 $400 $787

Fertilizers $118 $40 $102 $28 $130

Pesticides 78 50 29 40 $69

Seed 106 64 41 48 $89

Drying 7 0 1 0 $1

Storage 7 5 1 1 $2

Crop insurance 18 14 8 4 $12

Total direct costs $334 $173 $182 $121 $303

Machine hire/lease $14 $12 $14 $11 $25

Utilities 7 7 7 5 $12

Machine repair 28 27 35 22 $57

Fuel and oil 18 17 16 14 $30

Light vehicle 2 1 2 2 $4

Mach. depreciation 68 66 48 27 $75

Total power costs $137 $130 $122 $81 $203

Hired labor $26 $22 $15 $14 $29

Building repair and rent 6 4 6 6 $12

Building depreciation 18 10 8 5 $13

Insurance 12 12 9 0 $9

Misc 9 9 7 0 $7

Interest (non-land) 23 21 21 11 $32

Total overhead costs $94 $78 $66 $36 $102

Total non-land costs $565 $381 $370 $238 $608

Operator and land return $110 $132 $17 $162 $179

1
 Sum of wheat and double-crop soybeans budgets.

Source: 2020 Illinois Crop Budgets

Table 1.  2021 Crop Budgets, Southern Illinois
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Central Illinois Budgets 

Table 2 shows budgets for low-productivity farmland in central Illinois. Yields are at trend-levels for corn 
(208 bushels per acre) and soybeans (61 bushels per acre). Stand-alone wheat with a yield of 80 bushels 
per acre has a $118 per acre returns, below both the returns for corn ($178 per acre) and soybeans 
($243 per acre). For stand-alone wheat to have higher return than corn, wheat yield would have to 
exceed 91 bushels per acre. Stand-alone wheat would have to yield above 103 bushels per acres before 
stand-alone wheat is more profitable than soybeans. 

 

The $195 per acre operator and land return for wheat-double-crop-soybeans is above the corn return 
($178 per acre) but below the soybean return ($243 per acre). Unlike southern Illinois, soybeans are 

Double- Wheat

Crop and DC

Corn Soybeans Wheat Soybeans Soybeans
1

Yield per acre 208 61 80 43

Price per bu $3.50 $9.15 $5.40 $9.15

Crop revenue $728 $558 $432 $393 $825

ARC/PLC 25 25 25 0 25

Other gov't payments 0 0 0 0 0

Crop insurance proceeds 0 0 0 0 0

Gross revenue $753 $583 $457 $393 $850

Fertilizers $134 $39 $105 $107 $212

Pesticides 75 47 29 37 $66

Seed 119 62 41 50 $91

Drying 15 1 1 0 $1

Storage 11 4 1 1 $2

Crop insurance 20 14 8 5 $13

Total direct costs $374 $167 $185 $200 $385

Machine hire/lease $12 $11 $13 $10 $23

Utilities 6 5 5 5 $10

Machine repair 25 21 19 19 $38

Fuel and oil 15 12 11 11 $22

Light vehicle 2 1 1 1 $2

Mach. depreciation 62 55 45 35 $80

Total power costs $122 $105 $94 $81 $175

Hired labor $18 $17 $14 $14 $28

Building repair and rent 6 3 1 6 $7

Building depreciation 13 10 8 8 $16

Insurance 10 10 8 0 $8

Misc 9 9 8 0 $8

Interest (non-land) 23 19 21 7 $28

Total overhead costs $79 $68 $60 $35 $95

Total non-land costs $575 $340 $339 $316 $655

Operator and land return $178 $243 $118 $77 $195

1
 Sum of wheat and double-crop soybeans budgets.

Source: 2020 Illinois Crop Budgets

Table 2.  2021 Crop Budgets, Central Illinois -- Low Productivity Farmland
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projected to be more profitable than wheat-double-crop-soybeans because of the higher relative soybean 
yields in central Illinois. 

Table 3 shows for high-productivity farmland in central Illinois. Stand-alone wheat has a $112 per acre 
return, less than half the $237 per acre return for corn with a yield of 220 bushels per acre.  Wheat yield 
would have to exceed 108 bushels per acre before wheat is more profitable than corn. The $297 per acre 
return for soybeans is $185 higher than stand-alone wheat.  Wheat yield would have to be higher than 
119 bushels per acre before wheat is more profitable than soybeans. 

 

Double- Wheat

Crop and DC

Corn Soybeans Wheat Soybeans Soybeans
1

Yield per acre 220 68 85 43

Price per bu $3.50 $9.15 $5.40 $9.15

Crop revenue $770 $622 $459 $393 $852

ARC/PLC 35 35 35 0 35

Other gov't payments 0 0 0 0 0

Crop insurance proceeds 0 0 0 0 0

Gross revenue $805 $657 $494 $393 $887

Fertilizers $128 $38 $109 $28 $137

Pesticides 75 45 27 40 67

Seed 116 74 50 48 98

Drying 15 0 1 0 1

Storage 15 8 1 1 2

Crop insurance 21 14 9 4 13

Total direct costs $370 $179 $197 $121 $318

Machine hire/lease $16 $14 $18 $11 $29

Utilities 5 5 7 5 12

Machine repair 24 21 33 25 58

Fuel and oil 14 12 20 22 42

Light vehicle 1 1 2 2 4

Mach. depreciation 62 55 49 27 76

Total power costs $122 $108 $129 $92 $221

Hired labor $18 $17 $18 $14 $32

Building repair and rent 6 5 3 6 $9

Building depreciation 11 10 7 5 $12

Insurance 9 11 5 0 $5

Misc 9 9 9 0 $9

Interest (non-land) 23 21 14 11 $25

Total overhead costs $76 $73 $56 $36 $92

Total non-land costs $568 $360 $382 $249 $631

Operator and land return $237 $297 $112 $144 $256

1
 Sum of wheat and double-crop soybeans budgets.

Source: 2020 Illinois Crop Budgets

Table 3.  2021 Crop Budgets, Central Illinois -- High Productivity Farmland



6 farmdoc daily   September 8, 2020 

Wheat-double-crop-soybeans has an operator and land return of $256 per acre, above the $237 per acre 
corn return but lower than the $297 per acre soybean return.  Ironically, wheat-double-crop-soybeans is 
competitive with corn in the heart of the corn-belt. 

Why High Relative Wheat Prices? 

From a peak of 568 million bushels in 2013, soft red winter wheat production has declined most years 
(see Figure 3). The U.S. Department of Agriculture estimates 2020 U.S. production at 276 million 
bushels. This value is up from the 2019 value of 239 million bushels, but still below the 2015 through 
2019 average of 304 million bushels. Milling demand for soft red winter wheat is offsetting reduced 
acreage and largely driving the relatively stable prices. As a result, any increases in production could 
quickly meet soft red winter wheat milling needs, leading to lower wheat prices relative to corn and 
soybean prices. 

 

At the same time, COVID-19 social distancing measures have had less impact on wheat prices than on 
corn prices, with corn prices heavily impacted by a reduction in fuel and ethanol. Soybean prices have 
been supported recently on positive movement in export sales. As a result, soybeans are more profitable 
than corn across all regions using current prices for fall 2021 delivery. In the southern region, a 
combination of wheat and double-crop soybeans is expected to provide an additional layer of return 
above soybeans. In other regions, the wheat and soybean combination results in lower returns than 
stand-alone soybeans, although still above corn. Notably, a wheat and double-crop soybean combination 
may provide value to a farm in other ways, such as for agronomic benefits or if straw is needed for 
livestock. And farms may realize greater profits than stand-alone soybeans if a higher yield is achieved on 
the double-crop soybeans than 43 bushels per acre used in the budgets.  

Commentary 

Wheat-double-crop-soybeans is projected to be more profitable than either corn or stand-alone soybeans 
in southern Illinois, mainly because wheat prices have held relatively firm compared to corn prices. Wheat 
is projected to be less profitable than corn or stand-alone soybeans in central Illinois, but more profitable 
than corn when paired with double-crop soybeans. 

If wheat is planted, pricing some of the expected 2021 production may be warranted. Wheat prices have 
been relatively stable so far in 2020, unlike those for corn. Any acreage increase in soft-red winter wheat 
acres could cause milling needs to be met, leaving excess wheat to compete with corn in the feed grain 
market and leading to declining wheat prices. At that point, the relative feed values would dictate the 
spreads between corn and wheat prices. 


