Sunflower today versus the past
Looking back over the past 20 years a lot has changed for sunflower growers.  Back then basically there were 3 types of sunflowers grown; Confection (edible), oilseed and bird food (striped and black oil).  Today there are many more opportunities for growers to capture.  Marketing may require more expertise today however more potential profit is a key difference from the past.

Growers have the option today to grow XL or XT, which are extra long seed types and are grown today for premium export markets.  While there are still traditional confections grown as in the past, most of the seeds grown today are bred to produce larger and longer seeds in order to participate in export markets.  Domestically in-shell markets still represent around 40% of the confections produced.  Confection contracts generally are based on 70-80% of seeds that stay over a 20/64 round hole sieve and offer a straight price contract based on those percentages.  In addition today’s growers have the option to raise high oleic confections and to market hulling confections although the majority of this market has been converted to con-oil (oilseed parent crossed with a confection type) to produce a larger seed than conventional oilseeds types for premium kernel markets.  Oilseed hulling types have also been selected for their hulling efficiencies and are widely grown throughout the region.  Hulling types are generally graded over an 8/64 slotted screen with con-oils needing to be at an 80-90% level and oilseed hullers at 60-70%.  Oilseed types are also specifically bred for oil production and include mid oleic (Nusun) and high oleic.  Most processors of oilseed sunflower for crushing continue to offer 2:1 premiums for oil percentage over 40% oil.  Most sunflower contract now include an “Act of God Clause” to protect growers from catastrophic plus growers now have the opportunity to guarantee income with revenue assurance (RA) crop insurance options.  The addition of herbicide and disease tolerant hybrids has provided growers with needed tools to help with production management.  These technologies also allow sunflowers to be competitive to other competing crops that also have added technology.  
In the past couple of years growers have planted more confection sunflowers due to larger market premiums. The spread in pricing normally has been around $.05 per pound over oilseed sunflower however today that spread is around $.10 per pound.  Confection sunflower hybrids have increased significantly in yield per acre and are more uniform than hybrids in the past.  Anyone that is considering planting confections or edible types need to keep in mind that there are quality specifications that need to be met and require more management in order to capture a premium price.  The biggest change for growers when dealing with processors today is that processors have been more willing to work with growers even if some of the specification far below contracted levels.  It is still very important to remember that the best quality seeds will be a premium crop and premium growers will be more likely to be contacted first when new contracts are offered the following year.  Control of insects is the most important aspect for confection growers.  It is recommended to scout and spray according to economic thresholds established.  Recommendations by confection processors are to spray early to control insects like sunflower moth, banded moth and red seed weevil followed by a second application 7-10 days later.  Many of the processors today also offer additional premiums to growers with low insect damage and larger seed size.  An application of a fungicide for disease control with the first application of insecticide has also been recommended.  Uniform and accurate stand establishment at lower populations is extremely important in order to produce large seed sizes required for contracts.  Many of the processors today also offer additional premiums to growers with low insect damage and larger seed size.  With new offerings of seed applied fungicides and insecticides, plant stands have been improved in all sunflowers by reducing stand losses to wireworms and early seedling diseases.  As with other sunflowers a good rotation plays into the success of the crop and reduces the potential for disease.
Con-oil and oilseed de-hull types are gaining substantial interest with growers today due to very high yielding hybrids offered today and growers are receiving premiums of $.02 to $.05 per pound over oilseed sunflowers going to the crush plants.  Con-oils are generally striped and will look like a small seeded confection. Oilseed hullers are generally black like other oilseeds however as is the case with con-oils the kernel is easily separated from the shell.  These types require additions management such as insect control and disease management versus oilseeds however the premiums paid more than offset any potential cost.  In addition plant populations need to be slightly lower than oilseeds in order to produce larger seed.
Markets for oilseed sunflower have been converted to NuSun (mid oleic) types.  In the past North American producers were at the mercy of international markets and in order to be competitive exports needed export enhancement programs to compete against other lower cost alternatives.  Converting to NuSun has allowed oilseed crushing plants to market oil domestically and the oil has been deemed at one of the healthiest oils for frying markets.  NuSun oil does not require hydrogenation which adds to health benefits and allows NuSun to be more competitive to “cheaper” oil competitors.  Many in the sunflower industry believe that NuSun has added $.02-$.03 per pound value to prices today versus oilseed types raised prior to the introduction of NuSun sunflowers.  Another oilseed type, high oleic sunflower has offered premiums over the NuSun market.  Prices have generally been around $.02 per pound higher than NuSun markets. High oleic oil is used for premium food markets due to added stability and other healthy attributes.  All oilseed sunflowers including hulling types additionally can be marketed to bird food markets.  Con-oil types can have some opportunities to be sold into bird food markets depending on whether the buyer will accept a striped seed.  

In closing the above mentioned markets offer many options and premium returns per acre for sunflower growers.  With increased market prices for all commodities, sunflower has increase as well to compete with other commodities.  Today sunflower prices range from $.25-nearly $.40 per pound.  Growers need to remember that sunflowers in most cases have returned the highest profit per acre versus other crops and with by exploring higher profit potential market options, growers can reach new levels of profitability for their farming operation.  If you are a grower that plants sunflowers today, you already know this and sunflowers will continue to be part of your product plans however if you are a former grower of sunflower, maybe you should take another look and see for yourself what crop carries the load year in and year out.
Kevin Wall
Product/Processor Lead 
Seeds 2000

