
S O Y B E A N S :  
T h e  " C i n d e r e l l a "  C r o p

Soybeans, a comparative newcomer, might well be 
called the United States’ “ Cinderella” crop. From 
relative obscurity prior to W orld War II when they 
were grown primarily as a forage and green-manure 
crop, soybeans have become the nation’s second most 
important income earner among all cash crops, out
ranked only by corn. Today soybeans are grown 
chiefly for the production of beans. The 1966 crop 
returned a handsome $2.5 billion in cash income to 
the nation’s farmers compared with a mere $42.2 
million in 1940.

The crop has also become one of this country’s 
leading farm exports. From less than half a mil
lion bushels in 1940, shipments abroad in 1966 
totaled 261.6 million bushels. Soybeans and soy
bean products, in fact, have been the top dollar 
earner among United States agricultural exports for 
the past several years. Before World War II, the 
United States was a net importer of oilseeds. But 
the dramatic expansion in soybean acreage and pro
duction that began during the war and has continued 
since has propelled this nation into a position of 
world leadership in oilseed production and trade. 
The United States in 1966, in fact, produced one- 
fourth of the world’s output of oilseeds, oils, and 
fats and supplied 30% of world exports of these 
products. Its position in soybeans is even more 
dominant. Now the world’s chief producer and ex
porter of soybeans, the United States accounts for 
about three-fourths of the world’s production and 
around 90% of all soybeans moving in world trade.

Production Expands The nation’s 1967 crop of 
soybeans totaled 972.7 million bushels and was pro
duced on 39.7 million acres. Production, which has 
risen 75% since 1960, is now nearly 12^  times the 
output in 1940, while acreage harvested is 8 ^  times

the prewar level. Heaviest concentration of acreage 
is in the Corn Belt, but other important acreages are 
in the Mississippi Delta, Lake States, and the 
Atlantic Coast States. The Fifth District states, 
among this latter group, harvested 2.7 million acres 
of soybeans in 1967 and produced a crop of 64.2 
million bushels, nearly 7%  of the national total. 
District expansion of soybean acreage and production 
during the war years was not as rapid as that in the 
nation as a whole. Since 1950, however, both 
acreage and production have increased at a faster 
rate in the District than in the nation. As a result, 
District soybean acreage in 1967 was 10 times larger 
than in 1940 and production was 19 times greater. 
With these increases, soybeans have emerged as a 
major source of crop income in the District as well 
as in the nation. The 1966 crop, in fact, brought 
District farmers a record $133.4 million in cash in
come, second only to that from tobacco. Soybeans 
were harvested for beans on 18% of all farms in 
the District and in the nation in 1964 compared with 
around 4%  in the prewar period, according to the 
Census of Agriculture.

Demand Grows Despite the tremendous ex
pansion in soybean production and the high level of 
farm prices for soybeans, demand has kept pace with 
output. Since 1941, the average price received by 
farmers has been above the support price in all but 
four seasons. The crop continues to be produced 
without acreage allotment controls. Yet there has 
never been a serious surplus of soybeans. At 91 
million bushels at the beginning of the 1967 market
ing year, the carry-over is currently the highest 
on record.

The United States is still its own best customer 
for soybeans and soybean products despite the tre
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mendous growth in foreign demand. Domestic 
crushings currently use 60% of the annual crop of 
beans, while domestic consumption accounts for 80% 
of the yearly output of both soybean oil and meal. 
Here at home crushings of beans for oil and meal 
have continued to move upward, advancing to a new 
record level of 551.3 million bushels in 1966. This 
was 2y2 times 1953 crushings and more than 8 1/ 2 

times the 1940 figure. As crushings have increased, 
so also has the production of soybean oil and meal. 
Substantial increases in domestic use have ac
companied the larger output, however. Utilization of 
both products has doubled since the early Fifties.

The biggest growth in demand for soybeans and 
soybean products has been in the export market. The 
real growth in this market has come since the early 
Fifties. United States shipments abroad as beans, 
which totaled a record 261.6 million bushels in 1966, 
accounted for about 30% of production contrasted 
with 15% of the crop in 1953 when exports were 
only 40.1 million bushels. Exports of soybean oil 
have increased even more rapidly— from 77 million 
pounds, only 3%  of production, in 1953 to 1,062 mil
lion pounds, or about 20% of total output, in 1966. 
Soybean meal exports have soared even more during 
this same period, rising from 73,000 tons, or 1 % of 
total output, to 2.7 million tons, or 20% of produc
tion. The main foreign customers are Japan, the 
Netherlands, West Germany, Canada, and more 
recently Spain. Japan, where soybeans are used 
widely for food, is the largest single foreign outlet.

Technology Creates Many Uses Modern tech
nology, which has created such a wide variety of 
uses for soybean oil and meal, has been a veritable 
fairy godmother to the soybean. As older uses have 
expanded and new uses have been developed, the de
mand for soybeans has grown. Today many food and 
industrial products are made from both the oil and

the meal. Ninety per cent of the soybean oil used 
in the United States goes into the manufacture of 
food products, mainly shortening, margarine, and 
cooking and salad oils. Soybean oil, in fact, com
prises around three-fourths of all vegetable oils used 
in the production of each of these products. Paints 
and varnishes, resins and plastics, other drying oil 
products, linoleum and oil cloth, soap, and fatty acids 
are among the many industrial products made from 
soybean oil. Most soybean meal (estimates of United 
States use run as high as 95% ) is used in the 
preparation of high-protein feeds for livestock and 
poultry. Soy flour and grits used in such things as 
breakfast cereals, bakery goods, macaroni, noodles, 
pancake mixes, and candies are but some of the food 
uses of the meal. Industrial uses include such items 
as fertilizer, cold water paints, adhesives, paper 
sizings, various coatings, emulsifiers, and sprays.

Competition Increasing W hat of the future? 
Looking to the time when the supply of soybeans 
may catch up with demand, the nation’s farmers may 
do well to watch several related factors, just as 
Cinderella had to watch the clock. For example, 
competition from other oilseeds, fats, and oils is 
growing in world markets. Competition from syn
thetic urea as a source of protein for livestock feed 
is increasing. With these developments, United 
States soybean oil and meal may well need to be
come more price competitive. These prospects point 
to the need for a breakthrough in yields per acre so 
that costs of production can be reduced. Nationally, 
the average yield has been on a plateau of about 25 
bushels per acre for the past decade. Fifth District 
yields average somewhat lower. Crop scientists say 
that the know-how for achieving higher yields has 
already been developed. Wide-scale application of 
this know-how is all that is needed.

Sada L. Clarke
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