Sunflower commodity prices
are making farmers smile
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It’s hard to keep from smiling when
you're driving past a field of golden
sunflowers in full bloom during the late
summer months.

Wall Drug billboards, old red barns
and shiny grain bins are no match for
the attention of motorists along 1-90
when the sunflowers are bursting forth
in all their spectacular yellow splendor
stretching far into the horizon.

The subject of many aerial and
terrestrial photographers across the
region, sunflowers have a special appeal
as they grow tall in the field and seem
to greet the day leaning forward with
a positive energy that exudes joy and
optimism.

The current sunflower commodity
market certainly has given farmers a
reason to smile. South Dakota farmers
raised nearly 600,000 acres and more
than 1 billion pounds of sunflowers

last year, ranking second only to North
Dakota for sunflower production. In
fact, for the past decade the Dakotas
and Minnesota have alternated the top
three spots in their friendly competition
depending largely on the vagaries of
weather patterns. At least 75 percent

of the U.S. commercial sunflower
production has taken place in those
three states.

About 1,000 of those South Dakota
acres were grown by Brad Schecher,

a fourth generation farmer who also
rotates wheat, corn, flax and soybean
crops on his 3,500-acre spread located
near Bison in the northwestern part of
the state, one of the hot-bed regions for
sunflowers.

Schecher took over the family farm
from his father nearly 10 years ago and
said the military conflict in Ukraine and
other economic factors have converged
to form a “perfect storm” that has
constricted international supplies and
created a favorable environment for the

current global sunflower oil market.
Commodity prices have broken all-time
records by soaring 60 percent compared
to a year ago.

“It’s as good as any of the 10 years
I’ve been involved in it,” Schecher said.
“Ukraine was the largest producer of
sunflowers and the largest exporter
of sunflower oil on the world market
with about 50 percent of the overall
market, but a lot of their crop has been
destroyed or confiscated by the Russian
military. That’s one of the things that
have driven prices up, and it’s been good
for the farmers.”

High prices and high returns are
keeping Schecher interested in raising
sunflowers, but sometimes he has his
doubts. Especially when he gets tired
of fighting the fires, a battle that all
sunflower farmers are bound to face at
some point.

Schecher said that for all the eye
appeal sunflowers hold, it’s not always
easy to bring in the crop. He explained
that reaping the high-yield, high-oleic
variety that he grows for the sunoil
market can cause fires to break out
during the combining process in the
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Brad Schecher farms roughly 1,000 acres of sunflowers near Bison. Photo by Brooke Schecher

fall. The elevated oil content of the
plant - ranging anywhere from 38 to

44 percent - along with the dust that’s
created during combining can result in
a combustible mixture that is sometimes
ignited by the presence of static
electricity.

To make sure he’s prepared, Schecher
keeps a battery-operated leaf blower
aboard the combine at all times.

“I have to keep blowing the combine
off when I get to the end of the field
to keep a fire from breaking out,” he
said. “You can see the accumulated
piles of dust start glowing red-hot, and
you can usually smell it and get it put
out before it gets out of control. Its a
hazard that you just have to contend
with. Sometimes it can happen two or
three times a day, especially when it’s dry
conditions.”

Other farmers, such as Lance
Hourigan of Lemmon, S.D., have
addressed this common problem by
investing in after-market solutions.
Hourigan reached northward across
the state border and recruited Stelter
Repair out of New Leipzig, N.D.,
to manufacture an air tower to help

Estimated number
of sunflower acres

600,000

planted in South
Dakota in 2021

reduce the risk of fire during harvest
time. Resembling a chimney, the device
draws in air from above the combine
where there is much less dust and debris
billowing from the threshing process,
and blows the air over the engine to help
it stay cool and clean.

While Schecher focuses on the high-
oleic variety that represents about 80
percent of the market, there are other
varieties grown for silage, birdfeed and
other uses. Confection sunflowers,
grown mostly in the eastern part of
the state, are those found bagged up
on convenience store shelves, the kind
loaded with an assortment of flavors and

seasonings and meant for chewing.

While sunflowers are native to the
continent, their history in North
America can be traced to American
Indian tribes in present-day Arizona
and New Mexico. Archaeologists have
found that these tribes domesticated the
crop as early as 3000 B.C. The seed was
ground or pounded into flour for cakes,
mush or bread. Some tribes mixed the
meal with vegetables such as beans and
squash. The seed was cracked and eaten
for snacking, while the oil was squeezed
from the seed and used in making bread.

Non-food uses included purple dye
for textiles, body painting and other
decorations. Parts of the plant were used
to treat snakebites. The oil was used on
the skin and hair, and the dried stalk
was used as a building material.

Today, agricultural scientists are
exploring new uses for the plant while
also figuring out how to provide
protection from wireworms and other
threats. Meanwhile, bullish farmers are
keeping their eye on the global markets
while exuding the same sense of sunny
optimism associated with the sunflowers
they work so hard to raise.




