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Market News  

Russian ports and railways start to feel strain of giant harvest 
Bloomberg, 30 August 2017 

Russia’s massive grains harvest is starting to put a strain on the country’s ability to ship out 
and store crops. 
Grains output is set to surpass a Soviet-era record and exports in the season that began in 
July may be the biggest since the USSR collapsed a quarter of a century ago. With more 
crops than ever before needing to be taken from fields to as far away as Indonesia, there 
are signs of rail-car and storage shortages in some places and concerns shipments will reach 
their limit. 
So much is leaving Black Sea ports that some trucks have to wait three or four days before 
being told they can deliver grain into port silos, according to Maksim Fisik, who runs trader 
Petrokhleb-Kuban in the southern city of Krasnodar. While it’s not uncommon for that to 
happen at this time of year, it shows ports are “choking” under the volume, he said. 
While farmers typically sell the bulk of supplies in the first few months of the season, they’re 
stepping up the pace this year as local prices fall just as storage space runs out in some 
areas. Russia, which is expected to reclaim its ranking as the top wheat exporter, will 
probably ship out 44 million metric tons of grains this season, according to SovEcon. That’s 
the maximum the country can export, including from ports in neighboring Latvia, the 
consultant said. 
“If crop estimates continue to rise, that won’t lead to higher export forecasts,” Andrey Sizov 
Jr., managing director at SovEcon in Moscow, said by phone. “It simply wouldn’t be possible 
to ship out that much.” 
Not everyone sees Russia reaching its export capacity. Consultant ProZerno estimates the 
nation can ship out as much as 52 million tons a year, more than the 48 million tons of 
grains it sees being sent abroad this season. 
Still, at 5.5 million tons by Aug. 23, this season’s grain exports are up 22 percent from a year 
earlier, according to the Agriculture Ministry. 
To cope with the booming export industry, some of Russia’s biggest ports are planning to 
boost capacity. Novorossiysk Commercial Sea Port and United Grain Co., which own the two 
largest Black Sea grain terminals, didn’t respond to requests for comment. 
There are also bottlenecks for traders farther away from the Black Sea who rely more on 
railways than trucks to transport crops. Some merchants in central Russia can’t find enough 
cars to take supplies, UkrAgroConsult said in a report Monday, and Russian Grain Union Vice 
President Alexander Korbut said demand for rail cars significantly exceeds supply. 
But that’s probably due to a seasonal peak in exports, and there are enough cars to handle 
the expected record volume if shipments are spread out more evenly during the season, 
Rusagrotrans, one of Russia’s top grain carriers, said by email. Farmers typically sell most of 
their crops in the three months from July to raise cash for the new season, repay loans and 
avoid storage fees. 
This year, however, some southern growers are struggling to sell low-quality wheat to free 
up room for corn, which started being harvested earlier this month, Petrokhleb-Kuban’s 
Fisik said. There aren’t enough silos to hold grain in some Volga and central areas, according 
to SovEcon and UkrAgroConsult. 



“We’ll just barely pass through this season,” according to SovEcon’s Sizov, who said monthly 
exports may reach a record of as much as 5 million tons this season. “That will give an 
impetus for new investment in the infrastructure of the grain market.”. 

back to top  

South Africa's crop committee raises record maize estimate by 2.7% 
Engineering News, 29 August 2017 

 

South Africa will harvest 16.413-million tonnes of maize this season, the biggest crop on 

record after improved weather conditions across the maize belt boosted yields, the 

government's Crop Estimates Committee (CEC) said on Tuesday. 

The estimate is up 2.7% from the CEC's July forecast of 15.969-million tonnes. The previous 

record harvest of 14.656-million tonnes was set in 1981. 

The CEC estimate came in above a forecast by analysts and traders who pegged this year's 

crop at 16.135-million tonnes-million tonnes. 

The harvest will comprise 9.653-million tonnes of white maize, the regional staple used for 

human consumption, and 6.759-million tonnes of yellow, the bulk of which is used in animal 

feed, the CEC's seventh production forecast of the season said. 

The 2017 harvest will be more than double the previous season, which was only 7.78-million 

tonnes following an El Nino-triggered drought that impacted yields, pushed up food prices 

and fueled inflation. 

The Johannesburg stock exchange's white maize futures contract due in December has 

fallen 65% from its peak of R5 376/t hit in January last year to close at R1 858/t on Tuesday, 

helping to dampen inflation and food prices. 
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Cargill Invests in Predictive Ag ‘Data Refinery’ Descartes Labs’ $30m Series B 
AgFunder, 24 August 2017 

 

Big data analysis platform Descartes Labs has raised an oversubscribed $30 million Series B 

round led by new investor March Capital, a Californian venture capital firm. Agriculture 

commodities giant Cargill also invested in the startup for the first time alongside existing 

investors Crosslink Capital and agtech specific VC Cultivian Sandbox. Cargill was already a 

customer of Descartes Labs before investing. 

This marks a massive jump in funding for the startup, which raised a $5 million Series A 

round in 2015 led by Cultivian, and a $3 million seed round in 2014 led by Crosslink. 

Descartes Labs gathers and processes large amounts of imagery — largely from satellites — 

and other data to make predictions about crop yields. The company started building its 

predictive capacity using satellite imagery and weather data to predict corn crops in 2014 

and has now built what it deems a “cloud-based supercomputer.” In 2016, Decartes added 

soybean forecasting to its weekly production forecasts and now is broadening the 

application of the platform beyond agriculture. 



Andy Ziolkowski of Cultivian Sandbox told AgFunderNews that through working with 

customers like Cargill, the company has learned from its customers how its capabilities can 

be most useful to growers. 

“Descartes’ platform has really been refined to address the needs of the people they have 

been talking to and working with. If you are selling to a farmer, they need actionable 

information.” 

Descartes refers to its platform as a “data refinery” both cleaning and processing data into 

usable, actionable information using computing capabilities the company claims have only 

been available to governments in the past. 

“Much like Google has created a data refinery for web data and GE has created a data 

refinery for industrial data with Predix, Descartes Labs is focusing on a data refinery about 

the physical world, starting with satellite imagery,” reads a Medium post published by 

Descartes Labs earlier today. The company writes that the platform may have applications 

far beyond agriculture, such as in shipping & logistics, forestry, energy infrastructure, and 

human activity. Apart from various types of remote sensing data and weather information, 

the platform can now digest data from drones, IoT, and geo-located social media. 

Ziolkowski of Cultivian said the agricultural applications for Descartes’s capabilities are wide 

reaching and expansion could come in many forms, from selling predictions directly to 

consumers, adding geospatial analysis into existing farm management tools, or providing 

predictive information regarding inputs to the customers of large strategic ag companies as 

a value-added service. 

Ziolkowski confirmed that despite Descartes’s wide ranging capabilities, agriculture will 

remain its primary focus. The Descartes team has grown from 15 to 40 in the last two years 

and more hiring is forthcoming, he added. 

In March, the company unveiled an open “GeoVisual Search” tool for the entire world (“a 

demo, not a product yet,” said the company). The tool can search for visual elements and 

find things like wind turbines, solar farms, and football fields.  

Also in March, Descartes announced that it had won a $1.5 million, three-year contractwith 

the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA), the US Defense Department’s 

emerging technology department, to create crop failure warning alerts based on satellite 

imagery derived indicators for the Middle East & North Africa region.  

Descartes realized that the infrastructure it uses to generate its model around corn yield 

predictions was it’s greatest asset after customers requested models for other crops, 

according to its Medium post today. 

Descartes’s technology was first developed at Los Alamos National Laboratory in New 

Mexico where the team spent years developing artificial intelligence technology and 

working on global events like hurricanes and wildfires. 

Several Descartes competitors also working the agriculture space among others, have raised 

funding this year. 

Orbital Insight, the frontrunner in terms of funding, raised a $50 million Series C Round in 

May bringing its fundraising total to $78.7 million. Astro Digital raised a $16.65 Series A 

round in March. TellusLabs, raised a $3.1 million seed round in January. 

Ziolkowski said that further competition may come from more established entities. “You 
could argue that Google and some of the satellite companies themselves will be 
competitors. A lot of people want to move more into software,” he said..  
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Canada cuts wheat crop hopes - upbeat on durum, oat prices 
Agrimoney, 23 August 2017 

 

Canada cut its forecasts for canola and wheat production - particularly of durum, for which 

it raised price expectations - while flagging a "bullish outlook" for oat futures, thanks to 

near-record-low North American supplies. 

Canada's farm ministry, AAFC - citing "drought-like dry conditions in some parts" of the 

important Prairies growing region, downgraded by 1.1m tonnes to a five-year low of 27.3m 

tonnes its forecast for the domestic all-wheat harvest. 

The revision reflected in particular weaker expectations for output of durum, the type of 

wheat used in making pasta, and for production hopes were cut by 700,000 tonnes to 5.0m 

tonnes, which would also represent a five-year low. 

"Durum crop conditions have deteriorated since the July report due to low precipitation," 

said the ministry, whose comments follow weak ratings from ag officials in Saskatchewan, 

the top growing province. 

"Low precipitation in the durum-growing areas" will see the durum yield come in at a 

"lower-than-trend" 2.42 tonnes per hectare, a cut of 0.34 tonnes per hectare on last 

month's forecast. 

The downgrade comes at a time of softer expectations for output in some other major 

growers too, including the US, where dryness has also been an issue for the main producing 

regions, in the northern Plains. 

Indeed, the ministry raised by 200,000 tonnes to 4.90m tonnes its forecast for Canadian 

durum exports in 2017-18 despite the weakened expectations for the domestic harvest. 

"Exports are forecast to rise 9% due to less competition in world markets from the European 

Union and the US because of lower production, and assuming a return to normal quality for 

the Canadian durum crop", after rain damage to last year's harvest. 

The prospect of weaker output, and growing export demand, spells support for durum 

prices, with the AAFC raising its forecast for average values of the grain in Saskatchewan in 

2017-18 at Can$270-300 a tonne, from a previous estimate of Can$260-290 a tonne. 

Prices averaged Can$275 a tonne in 2016-17, on an August-to-July basis 

By contrast, against a backdrop of falling global prices of other wheat classes, undermined 

by a series of upgrades to Russia's harvest, the ministry trimmed to Can$260-290 a tonne, 

from Can$270-300 a tonne, its forecast for non-durum wheat prices in Saskatchewan in 

2017-18. 

Even so, "the lower US and Canadian wheat supply" overall will mean higher prices than the 

Can$235 a tonne achieved last season. 

The ministry forecast an improvement this season in oat prices, to Can$2.20-2.50 a tonne as 

measured by Chicago futures, from the Can$209 a tonne recorded in 2016-17, thanks again 

to a mix of weakened production expectations, but resilient export prospects. 

AAFC, while cutting its forecast for domestic oats output by 198,000 tonnes to 3.30m 

tonnes, kept its export expectations at an elevated 2.53m tonnes. 

"Exports of oat grain and product exports to the US are forecast to increase by a total of 2% 

close to a 10-year high." 



Flagging a downgrade earlier this month by the US to its own crop hopes, the AAFC said that 

North American supplies of the grain overall are expected to fall "near record lows". 

"For 2017-18 crop year, the price outlook for the US oat futures remains bullish." 
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China July ethanol exports jump six-fold on cheap corn 
Reuters, 23 August 2017 

 

China ethanol exports surged six-fold in July from a year ago as producers took advantage of 

cheaper corn to boost output following a change in government policy, customs data 

showed on Wednesday. 

Exports jumped to 19,814 cubic meters in July from 3,297 a year ago, the highest monthly 

volume since China ramped up exports at the start of the year, according to data from the 

General Administration of Customs. 

Shipments were up 8 percent from last month’s 18,324 cubic meters, the data showed. 

China has been encouraging processors to use up the country’s vast but aging corn 

stockpiles. In a five-year government plan released late last year, Beijing said it would 

double ethanol output to 4 million tonnes by 2020. 

Saudi Arabia remained the top buyer of the fuel in July, accounting for more than 65 percent 

of cargoes. 

In the first seven months of the year, ethanol shipments jumped to 97,131 cubic meters, 

five times of the levels from a year ago, the customs data showed. <ETH/CN> 

However, imports for the January to July period slumped more than 99 percent to 2,792 

cubic meters, after Beijing hiked taxes on the product at the end of 2016. July’s ethanol 

imports were just 288 cubic meters. 

Imports of distillers grains, a byproduct of ethanol production used as an animal feed 

ingredient, fell 94.5 percent to 20,818 tonnes during July, according to the data. 
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Wheat suppliers shun Bangladesh amid port congestion 

Journal of Commerce, 18 August 2017 

 

Bangladesh’s bid to import wheat amid a food crisis caused by a devastating flood is getting 

a weak response from suppliers due to persistent and paralyzing congestion in the port of 

Chittagong. 

Government wheat imports are mainly in bulk bags, but the private sector imports wheat in 

bulk and containers, according to port spokesperson Zafar Alam. 

The latest tender for importing 50,000 metric tons (55,115.5 tons) of milling wheat received 

only one bid on Thursday, the last day for the submission of quotes. Singapore-based 

Agrocorp International quoted $249.38 per metric ton on a cost insurance freight (CIF) liner 

out basis for supplying the wheat. Because CIF means the supplier must cover the shipping, 

insurance, and discharge costs, the suppliers are at risk of incurring losses if the cargo 

cannot be offloaded in a timely manner. 

On another tender on July 26, only three traders responded. Traders cited the port 

congestion as one of the major reasons behind their unwillingness to supply wheat to 

Bangladesh. 



There were 12 vessels waiting to enter the port Friday morning, Golam Sarwar, director of 

traffic at the port told JOC.com. 

“Three vessels could take berth in the jetties by evening and nine were waiting,” he said. 

Nine more vessels are due to arrive at the port’s outer anchorage on Saturday, according to 

local shipping agents. 

Truck wait times improved Friday as drivers took off to observe prayer in the majority-

Muslim nation, but those gains will likely be short lived. 

“Today [Aug. 18] the congestion is less, but I think tomorrow or the day after tomorrow the 

congestion will go up as in the past,” said Firoz Mia, owner of RSF, a freight forwarder and 

customs clearance agent. 

The usual waiting time for trucks in the past couple of months has been three to four days, 
he said. This leads to demurrage charges for shippers, he noted. 
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New Brazil ethanol policy should boost demand, M&A 
Business Insider, 11 August 2017 

 

An overhaul of Brazil's biofuels policy in coming days, aimed at cutting the country's carbon 

emissions, should boost demand for cleaner fuels, stabilize the volatile industry and 

accelerate a recent wave of mergers and acquisitions in the sector. 

The new federal program, called RenovaBio, will give fuel distributors targets to cut 

emissions, which will force them to gradually increase biofuels volumes, according to 

policymakers, executives and analysts following discussions of the new law. 

President Michel Temer will soon announce the program via presidential decree, the 

Agriculture Ministry said this week, and the law could go into effect next year as soon as 

new regulations are established. 

RenovaBio could be a lifeline to Brazilian ethanol producers who have struggled in recent 

years to compete with cheap gasoline. It could also bolster sugar prices by encouraging mills 

to produce more ethanol and less sweetener. 

"Our company sees this program very positively," said Rui Chammas, chief executive of 

Biosev SA (BSEV3.SA), the Brazilian sugar and ethanol unit of commodities trader Louis 

Dreyfus. "It could mark a relevant change in how ethanol is valued, recognizing positive 

aspects such as the low carbon footprint." 

Ethanol production stagnated in recent years, as Brazil's government, in a failed effort to 

fight inflation, held down fuel prices which led cane mills to produce more sugar instead. 

Brazil's ethanol industry complained that unpredictable fuel pricing policy distorted 

markets, discouraged investment and forced dozens of mills into bankruptcy. Cane industry 

group Unica said 80 plants have been idled in Brazil's center-south region since 2010, or a 

fifth of all mills. 

Heavily indebted sugar and ethanol firms have been forced to sell assets to rivals with 

stronger capital structures, such as Glencore Plc (GLEN.L) and Raízen Energia SA, a 50-50 

joint venture between Cosan SA Industria e Comercio (CSAN3.SA) and Royal Dutch Shell Plc 

(RDSa.L). 



Plinio Nastari, a sugar and ethanol analyst at the Datagro consultancy and advisor to Brazil's 

National Energy Policy Council, said investments may pick up as RenovaBio gives a better 

sense of the industry's potential through 2030. 

"Investors will have an idea of future size of this market to better plan their strategies," he 

said. 

Nastari estimated the new policy could result in domestic demand for as much as 40 billion 

liters of ethanol by 2030, up sharply from just over 26 billion liters in 2016. 

According to preliminary information from the Energy Ministry, RenovaBio will force fuel 

distributors to show they are cutting carbon emissions based on certificates issued by 

biofuel producers. The certificates will estimate the emissions cut compared to equivalent 

petroleum products. 

The new policy provides distributors to buy and sell the certificates on a secondary market 

to meet emissions targets that will grow stricter, tracking Brazil's commitments within the 

Paris climate agreement. 

"This program promises to boost investments in the current period of crisis," said Marcelo 

Moreira, a senior researcher at agricultural trade think-tank Agroicone. "It is likely to spur 

(M&A) movements in the sector." 

Elizabeth Farina, head of cane industry group Unica, expects the policy shift to mark a return 

of more vigorous investments in the sector. 

"New capital will be needed to expand production capacity and increase area under 
cultivation," she said. 
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China promotes livestock farming in northeast to digest corn stocks 
Western Producer, 10 August 2017 

 

China wants to turn its grain basket in the northeast into a national meat and dairy 

production base, said the agriculture ministry on Thursday, as part of a broader plan to 

create stronger demand for the region's main crops. 

Heilongjiang, Jilin, Liaoning and Inner Mongolia account for around a quarter of China's total 

grain output, but most of it has to be shipped to feed mills further south to supply the 

country's hog and poultry farms. 

Also, after years of subsidising corn planting, Beijing has been saddled with huge state 

stocks, estimated at more than 200 million tonnes - more than a year's worth of 

consumption - and efforts to digest the reserves have had limited success. 

"Accelerating the development of modern animal husbandry in the main producing areas of 

northeastern China is an urgent need to digest corn stocks and optimize the agricultural 

structure," said the ministry in new guidelines on its website. 

Bringing more pig, beef and dairy farms further north would also help reduce the impact of 

farm pollution in more populated regions along the coast, another major priority for the 

agriculture sector. 

The ministry did not offer details on how it will get farmers to expand production in the 

northeast but said it wants the region to produce 15 percent of China's meat and 40 percent 

of its milk by 2020. 



Liaoning, Jilin and Heilongjiang together accounted for about 17 percent of China's dairy 

cattle, 15 percent of its beef cattle and 8 percent of its hog herd in 2015, according to 

official data. 

By 2025, the livestock sector in the northeast should be fully modernised, and become 

China's "national meat, egg and milk supply base" as well as a production centre for green 

products. 

To supply the farms, the region should develop its feed processing sector and large-scale 

production of forage crops like silage corn and alfalfa, the agriculture ministry said. 

The policy would also boost farm incomes in the region, where economic growth lags much 
of the rest of the country, it said. 
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European Commission implements import duty on maize, sorghum and rye 
Black Sea Grain, 9 August 2017 

 

In light of an ample supply and low prices for maize, the automatic mechanism calculating 

import duties was triggered, setting as of Aug. 8 an import duty on maize, sorghum and rye 

at €5.16 per tonne, the European Commission said. The Commission said this will ensure 

that European producers are not put at a disadvantage in the current market conditions. 

Published on Aug. 8, in the Official Journal, the decision is based on Regulation (E.U.) No 

642/2010 regarding cereal sector import duties, which provides that the import duty on 

maize, sorghum and rye should be calculated according to the difference between a 

reference E.U. price and the U.S. maize price. 

It comes in response to the situation on the maize world market where a record global 

maize harvest is expected in 2016-17, resulting in ample supply and low prices. 

The latest forecast from the International Grains Council (IGC) estimates the 2016-17 global 

maize production at a record-high 1.072 billion tonnes, and carryover of world maize stocks 

at the end of the 2016-17 marketing year at 232 million tonnes also a record. Cumulative 

carry overs in the four major exporters (Argentina, Brazil, Ukraine and the U.S.) are forecast 

at a record 78 million tonnes. 

The Commission said import duties should be fixed for the period from Aug. 8 and should 

apply until new import duties are fixed and enter into force. The individual tariff quotas are 

not affected by the Aug. 8 measure to set that the import duty on maize, sorghum and rye, 

it said. 
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Iconic Vietnamese sandwich helps drive demand for Australian wheat 
The Australian, 8 August 2017 

 

The iconic Vietnamese sandwich, banh mi, is helping drive demand for Australian wheat in 

the Asian nation. 

Banh mi is a baguette-style sandwich commonly filled with chicken or pork as well as pate, 

coriander, cucumber, pickled carrot and chilli. 

Demand for more westernised foods, such as breads and sandwiches, has seen Vietnam 

grow to become Australia's second largest export wheat destination. 



Ten years ago, just 380,000 tonne of wheat was sent to Vietnam, compared to 1.5 million 

tonne now. 

Roslyn Jettner, from the Australian Export Grains Innovation Centre, said Vietnam was a 

very important trading partner. 

"It's our second biggest market in both volume and also value," she said. 

"Of course, proximity to market — being able to access wheat directly from Australian ports 

in a very short period of time, so proximity is number one. 

"But also, we're looking at attributes like low moisture of the grain which we have in 

Australia, the white bran or the white colour of the grain. 

"We also have very high milling yields and that's principally because of the white bran as 

well, plus really good functionality of our wheat." 

Ms Jettner said much of the increase in demand over the last decade had been due to 

changing diet preferences. 

"In a lot of South-East Asian markets there has been an increase in consumption of wheat-

based products," she said. 

"Vietnam, like a number of other countries in the region, is primarily a rice eating nation but 

as people get more experienced in western style diets, we are seeing an increase in wheat-

based products such as instant noodles and bread-style products. 

However Ms Jettner said the Australian grains industry now had to focus on maintaining its 

market share. 

"You need to know what your customer is using your product for," she said. 

"So, why are they using Australian wheat, what are they using it for, what is the quality that 

is required to maintain their use in that and make sure we are competitive against other 

origins that may be coming into the market? 

"There's no use producing a product that the market doesn't want; you need to ensure that 

they do want it, it's meeting their requirements and it's competitive. 

"There's an indication of all South-East Asian markets growing in their wheat imports [and] I 

think Vietnam is a very strong wheat importing nation that we need to keep an eye on. 

"But I think also, it's not just about growing the market, it's also containing the market so 

that they have a preference for Australian wheat over alternate origins". 
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Reports  

International Trade by Commodity Statistics, OECD 

This report covers a wide range of statistics on international trade of OECD countries and 
provides detailed data in value by commodity and by partner country.  
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Commodity Price Data - World Bank   

Food Price Monitoring and Analysis (FPMA) - FAO 

GIEWS Country Briefs - FAO  
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The main purpose of the MNR is to provide links between 

the FAO Secretariat and the Members of the 

Intergovernmental Group (IGG) on Grains, as well as the 

general public.  

To unsubscribe, send an email to:   

mailto:MNR-L-signoff-request@LISTSERV.FAO.ORG  

  

The MNRs are sent electronically on 

the last working day of the month 

except in July and December.  

  

Useful links  

Previous issues of the MNR  
FAO World Food Situation 

FAO Grains website   

 

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 

www.fao.org/economic/est  
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http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/templates/est/COMM_MARKETS_MONITORING/Oilcrops/Documents/MPPU_Aug_17.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/sites/jrcsh/files/jrc-mars-bulletin-vol25-no8.pdf
http://www.fao.org/economic/est/publications/rice-publications/the-fao-rice-price-update/en/
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https://cropmonitor.org/index.php/2017/08/02/crop-monitor-for-early-warning-july-2017/
http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/790991501702837052/CMO-Pink-Sheet-August-2017.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/a-i7668e.pdf
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