
Spring Weather Outlook and Projected Crop Returns for 2021 
As we get closer to officially celebrating National Ag Day and Week, (March 23 and March 21-
27 respectively) I would encourage you to Thank your fellow Farmer Friends and Families as 
they prepare for planting season.  Planting season can be a stressful period for several reasons, 
weather probably being the number one stressor. We don’t always know what Mother Nature has 
in store for us and the past couple of years have certainly challenged a timely planting season.   
According to The National Weather service, after a dry start to winter, the weather pattern has 
gotten more active. Even though the La Nina pattern in the Pacific Ocean is weakening the effect 
will likely continue through spring. This favors a normal to wetter than normal pattern for Ohio. 
The western corn and soybean belt will likely continue with the normal to drier than normal 
pattern through spring. 
The greatest chances for wetness appear to favor the southern half of Ohio with closer to normal 
conditions in northern Ohio. A positive to this scenario is the spring temperatures continue to 
favor warmer than normal overall. 
Another factor that is on the minds of farmers is profitability. The profit margin outlook for corn, 
soybeans and wheat is relatively positive as planting season approaches. According to Barry 
Ward, Ohio State Univ. Production Business Management specialist and John Barker, OSU 
Extension ANR Educator in Knox County, prices of all three of our main commodity crops have 
moved higher since last summer and forward prices for this fall are currently at levels high 
enough to project positive returns for 2021 crop production. However, recent increases in 
fertilizer prices have negatively affected projected returns. Higher crop insurance costs as well as 
moderately higher energy costs relative to last year will also add to overall costs for 2021. 
Production costs for Ohio field crops are forecast to be modestly higher compared to last year 
with higher fertilizer, fuel and crop insurance expenses. Variable costs for corn in Ohio for 2021 
are projected to range from $386 to $470 per acre depending on land productivity. Variable costs 
for 2021 Ohio soybeans are projected to range from $216 to $242 per acre. Wheat variable 
expenses for 2021 are projected to range from $166 to $198 per acre. 
 
Ward and Barker note returns (excluding government payments) will likely be higher for many 
producers depending on price movement throughout the rest of the growing year. Grain prices 
currently used as assumptions in the 2021 crop enterprise budgets are $4.30/bushel for corn, 
$11.55/bushel for soybeans and $6.25/bushel for wheat. Projected returns above variable costs 
(contribution margin) range from $216 to $434 per acre for corn and $284 to $509 per acre for 
soybeans. Projected returns above variable costs for wheat range from $193 to $342 per acre. As 
a reminder, fixed costs (overhead) must be paid from these returns above variable costs. Fixed 
costs include machinery ownership costs, land costs including rent and payment for owner 
operator labor and management including other unpaid family labor. 
They also point out that fertilizer prices continue to increase.  If you have not checked fertilizer 
prices lately, be prepared for some sticker shock. Producers with some fertilizer purchased and 
stored or pre-priced prior to recent price increases will likely see a healthier bottom line this 
upcoming crop year. 
Those with little or no fertilizer pre-purchased and stored or pre-priced may want to consider 
using P and K buildup to furnish crop needs this year in anticipation of possibly lower prices in 
the future.  Now may be a good time review your fertilizer plans as you are considering how to 
best utilize your financial resources in 2021. 
 



Barker and Ward suggest producers use realistic yield goals.  Yield goals vary by field.  Each 
field has unique characteristics that can impact yield. 
Utilize crop removal rates to determine crop nutrient needs.  Crop removal rates can be found in 
the new Tri-State Fertilizer Recommendations for Corn, Soybeans, Wheat, and 
Alfalfa (Tables 15 and 16), available through local Extension Offices across the state. 
Start with a recent soil test.  If your soil test levels are in the maintenance range or higher, 2021 
may be a good year to “borrow” from your soil nutrient bank. 
As an example, a 150-bushel corn crop will remove about 55 pounds of P2O5 per acre in the 
harvested grain.  This would result in a reduction in the soil test level of approximately 3 ppm. 
Current budget analyses indicate favorable returns for soybeans compared to corn, but crop price 
change and harvest yields may change this outcome. These projections are based on OSU 
Extension Ohio Crop Enterprise Budgets. Newly updated Enterprise Budgets for 2021 have been 
completed and posted to the Farm Office website: https://farmoffice.osu.edu/farm-mgt-
tools/farm-budgets,  another great resource is our C.O.R.N. newsletter that is a summary of crop 
observations, related information, and appropriate recommendations throughout the growing and 
harvest season for Ohio crop producers and industry. You can find this information at 
https://agcrops.osu.edu/newsletter/corn-newsletter. 
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