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Table 1: UK Barley
production — Source
DEFRA (Department of
Environment, Food and
Rural Affairs).

CROP REPORTS

One for the record books

The European barley crop of 2007

Once in a generation it
seems a major market
shift takes place. This
happened - so I'm told -
in 1972, | remember in
1984 a more modest
market rise but the 2007
harvest is certainly one
for the records. And it’s
not over yet! Not only has
this been a season of high
price volatility - mainly
upwards - but it has also
been one of the most
stretched-out, extending
the pain for buyers and
traders everywhere.
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he seeds were sown three years

ago which allowed the market
to develop in the way it has in the
last twelve months. Low prices for
malt and for malting barley forced
maltsters to reduce capacity through
plant closure and farmers
everywhere to exit the growing of
malting barley in droves. During the
same period overall cereal
production also fell and
consumption began to exceed
production.

Couple this with falling stocks
and trouble was certain; the only
question was when. I must admit
that in my mind the 2008 harvest
was the likely candidate to produce
an explosive situation. However
Mother Nature decided to play her
part in bringing forward the long
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overdue market correction
through low yields in
many countries as well as
a much lower quality.

This is a dangerous
combination — see Table
1. But no buyer of grain,
or barley, or malt, should
have been caught totally
unaware as the market
movement had been flagged
for some time. Some refused to
listen, some simply pushed their
heads into the sand. Furthermore no
one anywhere could claim they were
not aware of growing demand and
market sentiment surrounding bio-
fuel crops and the competition for
acreage.

Itis impossible to separate the
overall global cereal market
situation when trying to understand
what has happened to malting barley
prices. But I will keep this brief -
poor yields, low stocks leads to high
demand for virtually every
agricultural crop. Add the bio-fuel
situation and the mixture was
undoubtedly explosive with the UK
as a microcosm of the overall global
picture.

Maltsters in the UK had accepted
that prices would have to be paid for
malting barley which recognised its
need to compete with other crops, in
particular feed wheat and oilseed
rape. Therefore it was relatively easy
to see where prices should be in
comparison to wheat; this pointed to
a level for malting barley of around
£120-£160/tonne. Maltsters were
comfortable with this range but as
prices began to move rapidly higher
and top £200/tonne and then
accelerated to levels near £250/tonne
in the UK (and even higher in
Europe) everything became slightly
unreal bordering on surreal!

Indeed from a practical point of
view the steeply rising market made
itimpossible to find a level at which
to purchase. For most of August
maltsters could only stop and stare at
the hourly rising price levels. A brave
buyer can usually buy well in a rising
market - simply bid ahead of the
market. On this occasion the rate of
rise made this impossible as there
was never an opportunity to put a peg
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in the board. All we could do was
concentrate on taking in our pre-
harvest contracts. And in the UK we
needed to concentrate, as up to 20%
of the expected winter crop was lost
— was never there — because of poor
yields following a long dry period in
March and April. This loss of yield
was worse in Norfolk, Suffolk and
Lincolnshire but all three counties
produced grain of good quality with
both grain size and nitrogen levels
acceptable. See Tables 2 and 3,
which show the results of the survey
carried out by the Home Grown
Cereals Authority (HGCA). These
tables illustrate the higher grain
moisture content seen in the 2007
crop as harvest rains fell at just the
wrong time, such a shame as early
harvested crops were so dry and
sound.

Additionally, the survey shows that
Pearl and Flagon were very different
varieties. Flagon performed
admirably with a high level of
acceptance in terms of nitrogen and
Pearl illustrated why it is such a good
variety with excellent grain size.
Regionally, only the North suffered
from higher winter barley nitrogen
levels, but even so, the general
quality was good.

There was a similar dichotomy
with the spring crop. Optic, in its last
significant year was superb while
Cocktail, always seen as a
transitional variety, was ordinary,
with a tendency to high screening
levels. Fortunately, newcomer,
Tipple — or NFC Tipple to give it its
full name — was superb and will
come to dominate the next few years.
Parts of East Anglia suffered high
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losses in all varieties due to rainfall
in mid August but in general, spring
barleys had a good year.

Just imagine that you went on
holiday on July 2nd and returned on
September 10th. When you left grain
prices were around £107/t for feed
wheat and £104/t for feed barley. On
your return these had transformed
into £175/t and £176/t respectively.
What on earth happened!

Well, have a look at the graph in
Table 4. For months the price of
feed wheat had moved in a small

band of between £90 and £100/t
delivered UK port — in this case
Ipswich. May saw a lift into the
£100 to £110 bracket as concerns
began to develop that maybe the
global wheat crop was not going to
be very high yielding, based on the
results expected from France in
particular.

Then in early July there was the
realisation that indeed the crop was
poor and the projection was for
consumption to exceed production
yet again and that all stocks had

virtually disappeared. Prices
rocketed. As time went on bad news
came in from virtually every corner
of the world and virtually every
crop. The die was cast.

The global position gave direction
to the market and local conditions
provided the fine tuning, Table 5
shows how the area of barley has
reduced by over 12% since 2004.
Wheat also experienced a fall,
which contributed to pressure on
prices. As demand for feedstock for
biofuels began to dominate the

Fuel for your car?
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