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Agricultural Outlook in Minnesota for 1931 
This report represents, in the main, conclusions of the United States 

Bureau of Agricultural Economics assisted by representatives of the 
state agricultural colleges as to probable tendencies in agriculture and 
some suggestions as to ways in which Minnesota farmers may better 
adapt production to probable demands. 

GENERAL SITUATION 

A group of difficult problems face the farmer today. A serious business 
depression is in progress, with widespread unemployment and lack of business 
activity, both at home and broad, causing a serious decrease in consumption of 
farm products. The changes in prices have up to the present resulted in lower
ing the articles that farmers sell more than those they buy. A lower general price 
level prevails, with debts and taxes still at the level of the days of higher prices. 

Just what business activity and prices in general will follow in 1931 and 
in the years to come is a matter of much discussion. The best information avail
able indicates, however, that there may be some improvement in business condi
tions during the latter half of 1931, with consequent improvement in demand for 
certain farm products. The long time outlook is that agricultural prices cannot 
be expected to return to the level that prevailed during the years 1924-28. 

The prices of articles that farmers buy were reported in November to be 
49 per cent above the 1910-14 level while the prices of agricultural commodities 
was only 3 per cent above the pre-war level. This discrepancy is the widest 
of recent years. l t is likely that there will be a general tendency for the prices 
of articles that farmers buy to come down during the years that follow. 

Since farming is apparently in a period of low prices, it is evident that great 
attention must be paid to methods of lowering costs. Testing of cows for butter
fat production, so they may be fed according to their capacity to produce, and 
so that unprofitable cows may be discarded; feeding and handling of hogs so that 
every bushel of grain will produce the largest possible quantity of pork; control 
of diseases, pests, and weeds; use of adapted varieties of crops and proper 
breeding and selection of livestock; efficient use of labor, one's own time as 
well as that of hired help; these and other methods of reducing the cost of pro
duction will be of increasing importance. 

FARM CREDIT 
The outlook for farm mortgage credit does not hold much promise of im

provement during 193r. Whereas ample funds are available for adequately se
cured loans in most localities, lending agencies are extremely cautious in extending 
credit. The decline in land values and the poor income returns of 1930 are 
making it difficult to obtain new loans. A few of the insurance companies have 
withdrawn from the farm mortgage field. Most of the joint stock land banks 
are temporarily inactive, or have greatly restricted their operations. No appre
ciable change in interest rates is anticipated in view of the conditions. 

DAIRY OUTLOOK 
The number of milk cows in the United States on January 1, 1931, was 

22,975,000. This was an increase of 2.3 per cent during 1930. It is encouraging 
that during the year there was no material increase in the number of dairy 
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heifers one to two years old, and that the number of dairy heifers under one 
year, decreased 8 per cent. However, the number of yearling heifers is still 
sufficiently large to cause a further increase in dairy cow numbers in 1931 unless 
there is a greater slaughter of dairy cows and heifers than in 1930. 

In spite of the increase in dairy cow numbers, the production of butter in 
1930, due largely to the drouth, decreased 3.7 per cent compared to 1929. During 
the same period retail prices decreased 15 per cent. Therefore, the 1930 decline 
in prices, as with most other agricultural products, was due to lessened demand, 
and to the general decline in the price level of all commodities. 

The total butter· in storage January r, 193 l, was 63,349,000 pounds, compared 
to 81,935,000 a year previous. Thus storage stocks are about 23 per cent below 
the high figure of a year previous. However, they are 22 per cent above the 
five-year average. 

At present comparative price levels at home and abroad there does not seem 
to be any prospect of substantial imports of butter. 

However, in spite of the l~w price, dairy products are still selling relatively 
well compared to feed grains. Furthermore, the price of butter should show 
some improvement at any time that there is a material increase in business 
activity. It is probable that during the next five years the price of butter will 
compare favorably with that of other farm products. 

More attention to providing a plentiful supply of pasture, of clover and 
alfalfa hay, and more attention to testing and culling is particularly in order. 
The present time also presents an opportunity to secure sires of high producing 
ancestry at a low figure. 

BEEF CATTLE 

Cattle numbers continue to increase, the increase in 1930 being the third 
annual increase since cattle numbers reached the low point of the production 
cycle in 1928. The total number on January I, 1931, was 58,955,000 compared 
to 55,681,000 in 1928. However, the inspected slaughter during 1930 was slightly 
less than the low figures for either 1929 or 1928. This makes it clear that the 
recent decline in prices was caused by poor business conditions. About half of 
the total increase in cattle population since 1928 has been in beef cattle, the balance 
in dairy cows. The movement to market in 1931 probably will be larger than 
last year, but the increase will be in unfinished cattle marketed during the last 
half of the year. The number of cattle on feed January l, 1931, was estimated 
to be about IO per cent under the figure for a year previous. The number is 
the smallest of any year since 1921 and probably the smallest since 1916. Con
sumer demand for beef probably will remain near present levels until there is a 
marked improvement in business conditions. 

Conditions on large farms in southern and western Minnesota are favorable 
for economical beef production as a long time proposition. An increasing acre
age of alfalfa and sweet clover favor more attention to beef production. 

The tendency seems to be more and more toward baby beef production, 
especially for those who raise their own calves. Present prices of fat cattle 
are relatively more favorable than the price of butterfat, hogs, wool, and eggs. 
However, those who may be planning to expand beef herds should not expect 
this advantage to be maintained for a period of years. 
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HOGS 
Hog producers have felt the pinch of lower prices for hogs from the 1930 

crop, but notwithstanding the low prices, returns from hogs have compared favor
ably with other farm enterprises. The number on hand January 1, 1931, was 
52,323,000, a decrease of nearly a million in the last year. Except for 1926, this 
is the smallest number since 1914. 

Prospects for 1931 indicate a smaller spring pig crop than in 1930. The 
number of brood sows to farrow this spring is somewhat larger than that of last 
year. This is especially true in the South, where the low price of cotton is causing 
increased interest by farmers in the subject of raising their own food. However, 
the average number of pigs raised per litter in 1930 was 6.o compared to 5.6 as 
an average for the previous five years so that fewer pigs are likely to be raised 
even with a slight increase in the number of sows. The prospect for another 
small spring pig crop, with the possibility of some improvement in business 
conditions in the fall, indicates that hogs are in a more favorable position than 
most other agricultural products. Storage stocks of both pork and lard were 
low on January l, pork 16 per cent below January l, 1930, and lard 38 per cent 
below. Off-setting these conditions, however, are the weak consumer demand in 
this country and the large supplies of hogs in Germany, Denmark, and other 
countries of Europe, together with poor business conditions in Europe. 

In spite of a short corn crop in many states, feed has been cheap and hog 
marketings from January to April, 1931, will contain more than the usual per
centage of the 1930 spring pig crop. 

Over a period of years, hogs fed balanced rations and handled so as to keep 
disease and parasite losses down to a low level have furnished a much better 
market for the surplus feed grains of south"rn and western Minnesota than the 
elevator. It is likely that this will continue to be the case during the next 
few years. 

SHEEP 
Sheep growers in Minnesota, as elsewhere, experienced a drastic drop in 

the value of their flocks during 1930 and in the prices received for lambs. How
ever, over a period of years, sheep are well adapted to conditions on many Minne
sota farms, particularly in the northern half of the state and in southeast 
Minnesota. Those who have small flocks should stay with them and plan to 
be in the business when prices are better. This will be easier to do in the case 
of Minnesota farmers than in the case of those on the western ranges as Minne
sota flocks are usually a minor item in the total farm business. 

The number of sheep and lambs on farms and ranges of the United States 
was 51,900,000 on January l, 1931, compared to 50,503,000 on January 1, 1930, 
and 36,200,000 in 1923. During recent years, the number of sheep on Minnesota 
farms has about doubled. From 1923 to 1931, the number increased from 400,000 
to 995,000. During 1930, the national flock was still increasing. It is likely that 
there will be a decided reduction in numbers during 1931 and 1932. Lamb prices 
are not likely to be better in 1931 than 1930. 

Farmers who can use sheep advantageously are likely to find that they can 
purchase breeding flocks at sacrifice prices during the next year or two. 

Wool prices are being depressed by the recent world-wide expansion in the 
sheep business, by the use of substitutes, and by the business depression. Stocks 
of wool are considerably greater in the United States than a year ago. The 
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United States Department of Agriculture reports that there has been a slight 
reduction in sheep numbers in Australia and South America from recent high 
figures. Wool prices feel the effect. of a business depression more than many 
other commodities, due to the fact that when people are out of work or on part 
time employment, they find that they can reduce expenditures for clothing more 
readily than those for food and rent. It may be that supplies of clothes on 
dealers' shelves are less than a year ago. Any increased industrial activity should 
have a favorable effect on the wool market. 

HORSES 

The big question is, "How many horses will be needed during the next five 
years?" On January 1, 1931, the number of horses and mules in the United 
States was 17,900,oco, a decline of over 800,000 or 4 per cent in the last year. 
This compares with 24,700,000 in 1921 or a reduction of 28 per cent. Horses 
and mules have declined at an average rate of 680,000 per year during the last 
ten years. But in spite of the drastic reduction in numbers, horses are still a 
drug on the market. The Department of Agriculture estimates that the number 
of colts raised, if continued, is sufficient to give a total horse and mule popula
tion of only 10,000,000 in 1940. It seems likely that more corn cultivating will 
be done with motors in the future than has been done in the past. This will 
decrease the need for horses. The extent to which the combine method of har
vesting will be used in the corn belt is still uncertain. If the combine should 
be found generally adapted to the corn belt practically no horses would be 
needed in harvesting, and there would be a further decided reduction in the 
number needed. There is likely to be a continued large use of mules in the cotton 
belt. It is probable that present low prices of feed will to some extent stimulate 
interest in horses. The safe plan is for those in surplus feed sections who figure 
that they will need horses in the future to raise their own replacements. 

POULTRY AND EGGS 

Although the number of layers and the production of eggs in 1931 promises 
to be somewhat less than in 1930, the prices of eggs during the first half of the 
year will be lower than for the same period in 1930. The demand for eggs for 
storage this spring is likely to be weak, in view of the losses to storage operators 
during the past year. Also a decrease in egg requirements from hatcheries and 
a weaker demand from breaking plants may be expected. Improvement in the 
price trend for eggs may be expected, however, for the last half of the year. 
In view of the prospective smaller number of pullets whilch will be raised this 
year egg production will probably be lighter next fall and winter. As storage 
stocks 'this year will also be lighter than in 1930, egg prices in the fall and 
early winter should show at least the normal fall seasonal rise, although they 
will not reach the high peaks of recent years. 

With a short supply of poultry in storage at the beginning of 1931, and with 
the likelihood that market receipts of poultry for the coming spring and summer 
will be less than a year ago, poultry prices for the first half of 1931 should con
tinue relatively good compared to other farm products. Lighter marketings in 
the fall of 1931 as a result of a smaller number of chickens which will be raised 
this year, supported by a rising level of egg prices, should give additional im
provement in the 1931 poultry markets. 
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TURKEYS 
Fewer turkeys were raised in the United States in 1930 than in 1929, but 

notwithstanding this· fact, the tendency in recent years has been toward more 
turkeys. Modern methods of production make it possible for the careful grower 
to produce turkeys at a profit even if prices are somewhat lower than formerly, 
and the lower prices make it possible for more turkeys to be consumed. 

The advantage which turkeys now appear to have over most farm .Products 
may result in an increase in the number of turkeys raised in 193!. For those 
growers who are able and willing to follow the exacting requirements of modern 
methods of producing turkeys, a fair chance of profit is offered; but the raising 
of turkeys under the careless system of letting them roam may bring only a 
series of disappointments and losses. 

WHEAT 
Another year of low wheat prices is in prospect for 1931. For several years 

world wheat production has increased faster than consumption and burdensome 
stocks have accumulated, but in spite of this, there is no indication now that 
there will be any material change in the world acreage of wheat to be harvested 
in 193!. 

The high prices received throughout the world for the crops of 1924 and 
1925, the general lowering of costs through improved machinery and methods 
of production and the setting up of tariffs and milling restrictions in several 
European countries to encourage domestic production, have all contributed to 
this continued increase in acreage. The present low prices have helped to check 
this expanding acreage, though Russia may continue to increase her acreage still 
further. About a quarter of the wheat acreage of the world is now found in 
Russia. Conditions in the United States this winter are generally favorable to 
winter wheat seedings but the crop still has its critical period ahead of it. A 
reduction of 3.7 per cent in acreage is reported from the hard winter wheat states, 
compared to last year. 

Wheat ··prices in th¢ United States are now about 30 to 35 cents per bushel 
above export parity. If wheat prices in the United States are to be on a normal 
export basis next summer, this would mean that world prices would have to 
rise about 30 to 35 cents per bushel in order for United States prices to remain 
at their present levels. 

The shortage of corn and other feeds due to the drouth of 1930 has encour
aged the feeding of large quantities of wheat this winter. With a normal corn 
crop in 1931, it is not to be expected that as much wheat will be fed in 1931-32. 

FLAX 
Average yields of flax seed on an acreage as large as seeded in 1930 would. 

produce a crop about equal to domestic requirements. For two years the aver
age flax yields of the United States have been exceptionally low, while the 
acreage has been increasing, and the demand, due to business conditions, has 
been decreasing. 

Any increase in acreage or better than average yields would tend to reduce 
the margin between domestic prices and world prices. The record acreage of 
4,400,000 acres seeded in 1930 seems, therefore, to be the maximum acreage war
ranted by the prospective demand for flax products. When domestic require-
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ments for flax return to the level of the 43,000,000 bushels utilized during the 
1924-28 crop seasons, a further increase in flax acreage could be made without 
reducing the margin between domestic prices and world prices. While flax grown 
on weed-free lands may continue to give higher returns than wheat and other 
small grains, lower returns may be expected than prevailed in the last few years. 

BARLEY 
Until the 1931 corn crop is harvested, the 

usual, and some increase in price may occur. 
in acreage in recent years and the total crop 
largest in recent years. 

use of barley will be heavier than 
There has been a large increase 

harvested in 1930 was the second 

Barley acreage is increasing in Minnesota and perhaps should increase still 
further. On heavy soils that are in a good state of fertility barley is likely to 
give more pounds of feed per acre than oats, and considerably more than wheat. 
While cash returns from the sale of barley may be low, the feed returns per 
acre are usually high compared to other small grains. 

POTATOES 
Increased supplies of potatoes in prospect in the 1031 crop year will probably 

more than offset any improvement in demand, if growers respond, as they usually 
do, to potato prices, or, if they plant the increasecl acreage now re•ported as in
tended. \liTith average weather conditions cluring 1931, potato growers are likely 
to receive lower prices for the 1931 crop than were received for the 1930 crop. 

The present intention of growers indicates an increase of six per cent in 
acreage, and a normal yield per acre would give a total of 421,000,000 bushels. 
Such a yield would mean ruinously low prices. 

The acreage of potatoes harvested in 1930 was only a little more than one 
per cent greater than the acreage harvested in 1929. As in 1929, yields were 
greatly reduced by adverse weather conditions. Only a moderate crop was har
vested, the total being estimated at 361,000,000 bushels, compared with 359,000,000 
in 1929 and 465,000,000 in 1928. The increase in acreage occurred in the 13 
southern states. In the rest of the country, after allowing for acreage not har
vested on account of the October freeze, the 1930 acreage was practically equal 
to that of 1929. 

According to reports by growers, the average price being received on Decem
ber first last was about two-thirds that being received December l, 1929, though 
the two crops were of about the same size. The difference in price represents 
chiefly the reduced purchasing of consumers and the lower general level of food 
prices. It may be desirable to curtail acreage, especially where the crop is raised 
with considerable cash outlays for labor and fertilizer. 

HAY AND PASTURE 
Narrow profit margins in agriculture suggest that the cost of operating the 

whole farm may be reduced by having a larger acreage in pasture. The pasture 
acreage should be planned on the basis of a dry season, as it is more economical 
to have a little pasture go to waste in a favorable season than to have a shortage 
in a dry year. Sweet clover, in spite of some difficulty with bloat, has demon
strated its superiority as a pasture crap in the high lime sections of Central 
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and Western Minnesota. A liberal acreage of sweet clover is also of great 
assistance in controlling weeds. 

A liberal supply of alfalfa or clover hay is a big factor in the economical 
handling ·of cattle and sh~ep, As is the case with pasture, it is better to have 
a surplus in.a wet year' thart"to run the risk of shortage in a dry year. Liberal . . ... * .h 
seeding o.f alfalfa and clo~er ':i& favored by low seed prices. 

Where stands of clover or. ·alfalfa were lost or reduced by the dry weather 
of 1930, oats cut green for hay offer a cheap and practical substitute, especially 
in the northern half of the state. 

In southern Minnesota, soybeans drilled in rows so that they can be cultivated 
with a· corn plow can be used to provide legume hay where alfalfa and clover 
seedings ha v:~ failed . ., -· -

In the section south of a line through St. Paul and Montevideo, Sudan- grass 
seeded broadcast makes a good emergency hay crop, especially in good corn years. 
It also makes a good mid-summer pasture if it gets about a foot high before the 
cattle are turned in. Sudan grass and soybeans are both warm weather crops. 
They should be planted just after corn planting. Fodder corn is an old standby 
as an emergency forage crop. It is easy to raise, seed is cheap, and it makes 
good forage during early winter. 

CORN 
Corn yields in Minnesota averaged much better in 1930 than for the country 

as a whole. The extremely short corn crop in many sections of the United 
States has meant a restricted feeding program, but figures indicate that about 
the usual proportion-though not the usual amount-was still on hand January 
first. However, it is probable that there will be some improvement in corn prices 
before the 1931 crop becomes available. 

For 1931 it is expected that there will be some increase in the United States 
acreage over 1930. With normal yields a large crop would be harvested. In that 
case prices might be lower than for the 1930 crop. 

For Minnesota, corn remains our greatest crop. In sections well suited to 
corn, it is usually wise to plant as large an acreage as can be well handled with 
available labor. The good fall weather of 1930 should not tempt growers to 
experiment with late maturing corn. Both experiments and experience of farm
ers have emphasized the value of early maturing varieties. Late maturing varie
ties often give greater quanties of corn at picking time but it is seldom that the 
actual dry matter in the corn is greater than with the safer, early maturing 
varieties. Phosphate fertilizer is profitable in many localities in hastening ma
turity and increasing yields. 

OATS 

In spite of the relatively low price that has been brought about by the gaso
line age, oats continue to be the leading small grain crop in Minnesota. There 
seems to be no reason to expect a better demand in the future but a reasonabie 
acreage is justified as a feed crop. 
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