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Acreage decisions in Illinois are coming into focus for the 2021 planting year. Corn, soybeans, and wheat 
are the predominant crops in Illinois. Historic acreages in Illinois suggests that an increase in soybean 
acres will come with a reduction in corn acres, and vice versa. Northern Illinois tends to have a higher 
proportion of its acres in corn than southern Illinois.  These historic differences across regions likely will 
persist into the future. 

Acreage Shifts in Illinois Over Time 

Illinois acres planted to corn, soybeans, and wheat have remained relatively stable since the 1995 Farm 
Bill passed, eliminating planting and set-aside requirements. Between 1996 and 2020, total acres in corn, 
soybeans, and wheat have varied in a relatively narrow 700,000-acre range from 22.0 million to 22.7 
million acres, except for 2019. In 2019, total acres were lower at 21.1 million because of many prevent 
plant acres. Over the past ten years, acres in these three crops averaged 97.6% of all field crops planted 
in Illinois, illustrating that acreage shifts are primarily between corn, soybeans, and — to a much lesser 
extent — wheat. 

Planted acres to corn and soybeans equaled one another in 1998 (see Figure 1). Over the next several 
years, corn acres grew while soybean acres declined, reaching a peak difference of 4.9 million acres in 
2007. Corn exceeded soybean acres by large margins from 2007 to 2012, the period in which corn use in 
ethanol grew. From 2013 to 2020, soybeans exceeded corn in profitability, influencing the shift from corn 
to soybeans. In 2018, corn acres were 11.0 million acres, and soybean acres were 10.8 million acres, 
almost equal. In 2020, corn acres were 11.4 million and soybean acres were 10.3 million. 
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Acreage Shifts Across Illinois 

Acres devoted to corn, soybeans, and wheat vary across the state, as illustrated in Figure 2. The map in 
Figure 2 divides Illinois into four regions:  

1. The north region includes two Crop Reporting Districts (CRDs) in northern Illinois named the 
Northwest and Northeast districts,  

2. The north-central region includes three CRDs in central Illinois (West, Central, and East),  

3. The south-central includes two CRDs in the middle part of the state (West southwest and East 
southeast), and  

4. The south region consists of the two southern-most CRDs (Southwest, Southeast).  

Percent of total acres planted to corn is the highest in the northern region and lowest in the more 
southern areas. The north region had 60% of acres in corn in 2019, the north-central had 52%, south-
central had 48%, and the south had 33% (see Figure 2).  

As a result, a larger share of acres is planted to soybeans in more southern regions. Soybeans 
constituted 39% of acres in the north region, 47% in the north-central region, 49% in the south-central 
region, and 55% in the south region. 

The percentage of wheat acres also increased for the more southern regions. The north and north-central 
regions had a very small proportion of their acres in wheat (1%). The south-central had 3% in wheat, and 
the south had 12% in wheat. 
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Over time, the relationship of crop acreage in the four regions has remained relatively stable (see Figure 
3). The north region has always had the highest percentage of acres in corn, the north-central region the 
second most, the south-central the third most, and the south the least. Changes in any given year are 
roughly proportional across the regions. 
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Over time, acres in wheat have declined, reaching what appears to be a relatively stable level of between 
500,000 to 700,000 in acres in Illinois. The proportion of acres in wheat in the north and north-central 
regions have been relatively low (see Figure 4). From 1990 to 2006, the proportion of wheat acres 
declined in both the south-central and south regions.  

 

Summary  

Acreage history suggests that total corn, soybeans, and wheat acres in Illinois will total in the range of 20 
to 20.7 million acres in 2021.  Current economic conditions would suggest a shift from corn to soybeans.  
If this does occur, one would expect all areas of the state to make roughly the same proportional change.  
Historic relationships likely will persist and northern Illinois will grow more corn than soybeans while 
southern Illinois will grow more soybeans than corn.  

 


