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 Corn exporter supplies have been decimated by weather and post-disease demand from 

China. 

 Consequently, corn demand is being rationed, and consumers may face procurement 

challenges for another two years at least. 

 Rabobank’s higher price forecast for CBOT Corn is justified by extreme and enduring 

supply risks.  

House of Husks  

Corn buyers are facing a period of global scarcity that would have seemed dystopic just over a 

year ago, when plentiful harvests looked set to accumulate amid global Covid-19 lockdowns. 

Instead, major corn exporter silos lay perilously bare today, with stocks-to-use (STU) at 7%, the 

lowest level in 25 years and equivalent to just 3.5 weeks of demand. The counter-cyclical 

sequence of events – price-constrained planted acreage, weather phenomena, and a post-disease 

import demand surge (230mmt, +13% YOY) led by China – has left the global feed grain market 

bereft of any buffer and traditional hand-to-mouth buyers reeling from higher prices. 

Kernel of Truth 

At the center of the global corn shortage – and so much else – are the US and China. With its 

massive corn holdings, the US is typically the global reservoir of feed grains, exporting one-third 

of the world’s internationally traded coarse feed grain and holding two-thirds of exporter 

stockpiles. During the summer of 2020, US corn exporters started receiving unexpected export 

demand, which ultimately rose by 78% YOY and – combined with low plantings and wind-

damaged yields – pushed US STU levels to quarter-century lows of 6%. The purchases came 

principally from China (26mmt global imports, +342% YOY), which transformed overnight from a 

modest feed grain buyer into the world’s premier importer. Over the last year China has 

singlehandedly raised global corn trade volumes by over 10%. China’s recovery from two disease 

events – African swine fever (ASF) and Covid-19 – accelerated a long-standing structural deficit in 

corn not accurately reflected in the USDA’s large China corn stockpiles. In rebuilding its decimated 

hog herd, China rationed domestic corn, reallocated record quantities of domestic wheat and rice 

stocks to feed, and imported 46mmt of feed grains. Many international buyers watched from 

the sidelines as US corn ending stockpiles were drawn down 42% in 2020/21. Interestingly, 

that’s almost the exact rise in CBOT Corn active contract seen during the period – up 43% to 

USD 5.42/bu. The CBOT Corn price rise is a mirror image of the US corn stockpile decline. 

Grasping at Straw 
Feed grain consumers should not expect a near-term easing of supply risks. The 2021/22 northern 

hemisphere corn harvest that starts next week would typically herald greater availability and 

affordability for consumers. This year, however, the resupply will fall woefully short – and CBOT 

Corn prices will remain elevated. Indeed, Rabobank sees higher price risk next year before the 

gradual supply reflation arrives in summer 2023. 
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Stalks and Bonds 

US 2021/22 corn production has been hobbled by arable acreage limits (+2% YOY), crop 

competition (CBOT Soy is up 40% YOY), expanding drought (presently 37% of corn acreage), and 

the resulting erosion in crop conditions (60% Good-Excellent, 5% below the five-year average). 

Complicating matters further is Brazil’s recent safrinha harvest failure, its ongoing dryness, and the 

specter of La Niña’s return that will leave it unable to shoulder its typical 20% share of world corn 

exports. With the Brazilian pressure release valve unavailable, improvements in Ukraine 2021/22 

production (+9mmt YOY) and a deluge of French feed wheat will not provide sufficient relief to 

feed grain markets. Moreover, a CBOT Wheat-Corn spread of USD 2.00/bu, the highest since 

January, does not herald a large demand switch from corn to wheat. US 2021/22 corn export sales 

will see little relief (2021/22 is already one-third committed before the start of the season, vs. a 

five-year average of 17%), and its ending stockpiles will remain grounded near 1bn bu. A modest 

increase in US ending stockpiles isn’t foreseen until 2023 at the earliest, and these could easily be 

25% below the 2013-2020 average of 1.9bn bu. Much depends on Brazil’s ability to deliver a 

production rebound in 2022 – both for the domestic demand crop in February and the export-

bound safrinha crop in June. An equally important question is whether China’s feed grain import 

dominance will continue. Despite increased domestic production incentives and historic feed 

switches, Rabobank expects China’s import demand will remain strong over the coming years. 

Figure 1: After years of declining demand, US corn producers were unprepared for China's shopping 

spree 

 

Source: USDA, Rabobank 2021 

Oh, Shucks 

Exporter corn STU won’t experience any improvement in 2021/22 due to the lackluster harvest in 

the US and Brazil’s tentative recovery from crop failure. By 2022/23, farmers’ herculean efforts 

should improve exporters’ STU, though not enough to deliver a return to the seven-year historic 

average (12%) that comforted consumers and kept CBOT Corn prices largely confined below USD 

4.00/bu. The new price curve that has formed for CBOT Corn above USD 5.00/bu befits the lower 

supply outlook over the next two years. Corn consumers have more pain ahead and may not be 

fully assuaged until the 2023/24 summer harvest. 
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Figure 2: Major corn exporters’ STU will languish at 25-year lows below 7% until 2022/23, lifting 

CBOT price risks considerably above historical levels 

 
Source: USDA, Rabobank 2021 

Corn Buyers Face Years of Supply Challenges 

In practice, the pain (price) of the world’s primary feed grain, corn – as well as alternatives like 

feed wheat, barley, and sorghum – has risen to levels that induces demand rationing among 

consumers. Coarse feed grain import demand (2021/22 seen flat to 1% lower YOY) isn’t being 

destroyed altogether, but deferred to a later date. As availability grows (and prices weaken) over 

time, absent consumers will return to meet it. That is why there have been very few large breaks in 

the one-year CBOT Corn bull market. Over the last three months, hedge funds sold half of their 

record accumulated length, which certainly eased prices from eight-year highs; for the most part, 

however, consumers have been accepting fund (and farmer) sales with both hands. As crops 

deteriorate, hedge funds are re-entering on the realization that this harvest won’t be a panacea. 

Arable acreage inelasticity, weather adversity, and irrepressible demand make today’s corn market 

a challenge for consumers and farmers alike. CBOT Corn’s price curve appears to have settled in 

its new range of USD 5.00 to USD 6.00/bu through July 2023, reflecting at least a couple of years 

of farmers’ inability to satisfy consumers and a gradual recovery from an historic imbalance. 

Rabobank’s forecast is for CBOT prices to trade in the upper half of that range over the next year. 
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Non Independent Research 

This document is issued by Coöperatieve Rabobank U.A. incorporated in the Netherlands, trading as “Rabobank” 

(“Rabobank”) a cooperative with excluded liability.  The liability of its members is limited.  Authorised by De 

Nederlandsche Bank in the Netherlands and regulated by the Authoriteit Financiële Markten. Rabobank London 

Branch (RL) is authorised by De Nederlandsche Bank, the Netherlands and the Prudential Regulation Authority, 

and subject to regulation by the Financial Conduct Authority and limited regulation by the Prudential Regulation 

Authority. Further details are available on request. RL is registered in England and Wales under Company no. FC 

11780 and under Branch No. BR002630.  This document is directed exclusively to Eligible Counterparties and 

Professional Clients.  It is not directed at Retail Clients.  

This document does not purport to be impartial research and has not been prepared in accordance with legal 

requirements designed to promote the independence of Investment Research and is not subject to any 

prohibition on dealing ahead of the dissemination of Investment Research. This document does NOT purport to 

be an impartial assessment of the value or prospects of its subject matter and it must not be relied upon by any 

recipient as an impartial assessment of the value or prospects of its subject matter.  No reliance may be placed by 

a recipient on any representations or statements made outside this document (oral or written) by any person 

which state or imply (or may be reasonably viewed as stating or implying) any such impartiality. 

This document is for information purposes only and is not, and should not be construed as, an offer or a 

commitment by RL or any of its affiliates to enter into a transaction.  This document does not constitute 

investment advice and nor is any information provided intended to offer sufficient information such that is 

should be relied upon for the purposes of making a decision in relation to whether to acquire any financial 

products.  The information and opinions contained in this document have been compiled or arrived at from 

sources believed to be reliable, but no representation or warranty, express or implied, is made as to their 

accuracy, completeness or correctness. 

The information contained in this document is not to be relied upon by the recipient as authoritative or taken in 

substitution for the exercise of judgement by any recipient.  Any opinions, forecasts or estimates herein 

constitute a judgement of RL as at the date of this document, and there can be no assurance that future results 

or events will be consistent with any such opinions, forecasts or estimates.  All opinions expressed in this 

document are subject to change without notice.   

To the extent permitted by law, neither RL, nor other legal entities in the group to which it belongs accept any 

liability whatsoever for any direct or consequential loss howsoever arising from any use of this document or its 

contents or otherwise arising in connection therewith. 

Insofar as permitted by applicable laws and regulations, RL or other legal entities in the group to which it 

belongs, their directors, officers and/or employees may have had or have a long or short position or act as a 

market maker and may have traded or acted as principal in the securities described within this document (or 

related investments) or may otherwise have conflicting interests.  This may include hedging transactions carried 

out by RL or other legal entities in the group, and such hedging transactions may affect the value and/or liquidity 

of the securities described in this document.  Further it may have or have had a relationship with or may provide 

or have provided corporate finance or other services to companies whose securities (or related investments) are 

described in this document.  Further, internal and external publications may have been issued prior to this 

publication where strategies may conflict according to market conditions at the time of each publication. 

This document may not be reproduced, distributed or published, in whole or in part, for any purpose, except with 

the prior written consent of RL.  By accepting this document you agree to be bound by the foregoing restrictions. 

The distribution of this document in other jurisdictions may be restricted by law and recipients of this document 

should inform themselves about, and observe any such restrictions.  

A summary of the methodology can be found on our website. 

© Rabobank London, Thames Court, One Queenhithe, London EC4V 3RL     +44(0) 207 809 3000 
 

http://far.rabobank.com/
https://research.rabobank.com/markets/en/aboutus/rm/index.html

