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Fall harvest a crop farmer’s ‘paycheck’
By Joanie Stiers

“Who pays you?” 

This inquiry from 10 years ago sticks in my mind like a lone horseweed in a soybean field. My college friend posed the question from the rear of the four-wheeler as we cruised the farm. She had experienced the pig barn, crop planting progress and even morel mushroom hunting on her first visit to a family farm. Perhaps she thought that the farm seemed too much fun to make a living.


“We sell our harvest from the land,” I said. “Except the mushrooms. We just fry and eat those.” 


Harvest time generally is known as a crop farmer’s “paycheck,” a reason the fall season remains their most anticipated of the year. You’ve heard the sayings: Reap what you sow; fruits of your labor. This fall, Illinois farmers will gather the corn and soybean crop that covers 58 percent of the state’s land area. All of them hope for a large paycheck, though in reality, 2009 profit margins are tight.


Farmers have no Friday paydays, unless they eat a weekly nutty, caramel candy bar. And really, the reference to a “harvest paycheck” is somewhat misleading. A crop farmer’s income may surge at harvest, but it also flows (or trickles) in the month’s following. Farmers sell some crop to grain elevators or processors at harvest time, but much is stored and sold in the coming months when farmers anticipate improved prices.

It seems hard work and dedication would equate to larger paychecks. In reality, uncontrollable forces constantly affect a farmer’s profit. Weather ranks No. 1. Drought, floods, untimely rains, frost, wind and temperature all contribute to a crop’s production. Meanwhile, other factors like global competition, policies and the value of the dollar influence what a farmer earns per bushel. That’s a lot to think about from the cab of a harvesting combine.

So farmers listen to the radio or subscribe to text messaging market updates to learn daily price movements and make quick crop sales decisions from the cab. The paycheck needs to cover all the farm’s operating costs, such as land, seed, fertilizer, fuel, equipment and herbicides. Ideally, bountiful years reinvest in the farm and provide for education and retirement accounts. And families with no off-farm income need enough to pay for groceries, the electric bill and some rainy night getaways. 

