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Soybean Prices Rally With Prospect of More Export 
Sales 
Robust performance by soybean processors led USDA to raise its forecast of the 2018/19 crush this 

month by 10 million bushels to a record 2.1 billion, up from 2.055 billion in 2017/18. The higher soybean 

crush forecast trims the outlook for season-ending stocks to 900 million bushels. The 2018/19 price 

forecasts for soybeans, soybean meal, and soybean oil are unchanged this month. 

Global soybean production for 2018/19 is forecast at 360.1 million metric tons—down 917,000 tons 

from the previous forecast. Based on lower crop yields, USDA’s forecast of Brazil’s 2018/19 soybean 

production is trimmed by 500,000 tons this month to 116.5 million. 
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Domestic Outlook 
Favorable Price Margins Boost Domestic Soybean Crushing 

The cumulative U.S. soybean crush for September 2018-January 2019 was 897.6 million 

bushels—up 6 percent from last year’s record pace. Cash margins for processors remain quite 

healthy, but have narrowed some after recent strengthening in the costs they pay for soybeans. 

Meanwhile, prices are steady for soybean meal and moderately higher for soybean oil. The 

robust performance by processors led USDA to raise its forecast of the 2018/19 crush this 

month by 10 million bushels to a record 2.1 billion, up from 2.055 billion in 2017/18.  

 
Below-average extraction rates for soybean meal this season are also contributing to a faster 

processing rate. As a consequence, 2018/19 soybean meal output is forecast unchanged even 

with this month’s stronger crush outlook. Domestic disappearance of soybean meal is seen 

100,000 short tons higher this month (to 35.95 million tons) based on brisk import demand—

particularly from India. 

For soybean oil, higher output is expected to be matched by additional domestic consumption. 

The year-over-year increase in total soybean oil use for October 2018-December 2019 is 11 

percent. The gain is especially acute for the domestic biodiesel market. U.S. production of 

biodiesel for October-December 2018 expanded 12 percent compared to a year earlier, 

although a higher feedstock share for soybean oil swelled its use by 23 percent. This year, 

alternative feedstocks are generally more costly than soybean oil. The wider substitution of 
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soybean oil prompted USDA to raise its 2018/19 forecast use in biodiesel this month by 200 

million pounds to 8.2 billion. Soybean oil prices—which strengthened from 28.4 cents in January 

to 29.6 cents per pound in February—have been propped up by the higher use. The season-

average price for soybean oil in 2018/19 is unchanged, though, at 28.5-31.5 cents per pound. 

Resumption of U.S. Soybean Sales to China Buoys Prices 

In February, U.S. export inspections of soybeans stabilized at 161 million bushels compared to 

164 million in January. Nearly half of the February shipments were to China. Between 

December 2018 and February 2019, U.S. sales to China resumed after a 6-month stoppage. As 

of February 28, U.S. export sales commitments of soybeans to China totaled 9.4 million metric 

tons. On November 29, sales to China totaled only 515,000 tons. The U.S. market is drawing 

support from the possibility of further Chinese sales amid ongoing bilateral government 

discussions. Crop losses in Brazil are also stimulating more interest in U.S. soybean supplies. 

Nevertheless, USDA’s forecast of 2018/19 soybean exports is unchanged at 1.875 billion 

bushels. The outlook for season-ending stocks is trimmed to 900 million bushels based solely 

on a change in the soybean crush forecast. 

Export market developments are reflected in a modest rally for soybean prices. Since 

November, prices paid by Decatur, Illinois soybean processors have edged up from $8.46 per 

bushel to a February average of $8.84 per bushel. Likewise, the U.S. Gulf price strengthened to 

$9.42 per bushel in February from the November average of $8.99. More time is needed to 

determine whether a higher price level can be sustained. Later this month, U.S. farmers are 

likely to influence the price trend when their 2019 planting intentions are known. USDA left its 

2018/19 price forecasts for soybeans and soybean meal unchanged this month. 
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International Outlook 
Smaller Brazil Soybean Crop May Limit Export Gains 

Global soybean production for 2018/19 is forecast at 360.1 million metric tons—down 917,000 

tons from the previous forecast. Crop estimates are lowered this month for Brazil, Paraguay, 

and South Africa. 

USDA’s forecast of Brazil’s 2018/19 soybean production is trimmed by 500,000 tons this month 

to 116.5 million. Crop yields have been curtailed this year by an extended dry spell in south 

central Brazil. However, for some of the later sown regions, crop conditions stabilized in 

February with the return of rainfall. An improved outlook for Rio Grande do Sul partly offsets 

expected reductions in other drought-affected States. 

By early March, farmers had harvested 45 percent of Brazil’s soybean crop, which is well ahead 

of the 31 percent harvested a year ago. The expeditious new-crop harvest has begun to quicken 

Brazil’s export shipments. January-February 2019 exports totaled 8.2 million tons compared to 

4.4 million a year earlier. The year-over-year gains are mostly related to China. Despite this 

typical seasonal upswing, the pace of soybean exports from Brazil may slow sooner in 2018/19 

than it did in 2017/18 due to a tighter supply. USDA forecasts an increase for 2018/19 exports to 

79.5 million tons from 76.2 million in 2017/18. However, the expected gain has already 

transpired in the first half of the marketing year. Cumulative shipments for October 2018-

February 2019 are 11.3 million tons ahead of the 2017/18 level. Thus, USDA’s forecast implies 

a slower pace of trade over the March-September period. U.S. exports are still quite 

competitively priced with Brazil’s new-crop supplies. This month’s crop reduction is likely to 

further tighten the outlook for leftover stocks in Brazil this September. 
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For Paraguay, the 2018/19 soybean crop is forecast down 500,000 tons this month to 9 million. 

However, new-crop supplies are seen virtually unchanged this month as the smaller crop is 

offset by upward revisions for 2017/18 production (to 10.3 million tons) and carryover stocks. 

Poor Margins Slow Soybean Crushing in China 

In China, a recent plunge in the values of soybean meal and soybean oil has weakened 

demand by soybean processors. Prices for both commodities have fallen toward 10-year lows. 

For the first time in 12 years, feed demand for soybean meal in China is expected to decline. 

The country’s hog breeding herd, in particular, has shrunk after efforts to control a widespread 

outbreak of African swine fever. USDA lowered its forecast of China’s 2018/19 soybean crush 

by 1 million tons this month to 88 million. Some improvement in crushing is anticipated, though, 

in the second half of 2018/19. A decline in soybean use is expected to culminate in a smaller 

reduction for season-ending stocks. 

Higher Indian Rapeseed Yields Seen Boosting Output 

Global rapeseed production for 2018/19 is forecast up 535,000 tons this month to 70.9 million. 

The gains were based on increases for India and Kazakhstan, which more than offset crop 

reductions for Australia and Belarus. 

In India, production of rapeseed for 2018/19 is expected to expand to a near-record 6.6 million 

tons compared to last month’s forecast at 6 million. The increase is based on a higher expected 
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yield. Indian crops have benefited from moderate temperatures during reproduction. Although 

moisture for rapeseed is almost exclusively provided by irrigation in India, soil moisture reserves 

were supplemented in January and February by unseasonably prolific (but timely) rain showers. 

Harvesting of the Indian crop will proceed throughout March and April. Nearly all of the 

additional crop production in India will be used to expand the crush to 5.6 million tons, boosting 

domestic consumption of vegetable oil. 
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