


STILL TRUSTED.
STILL PROVEN.
STILL RUNNING.

Seasons change. The work doesn’t. Genuine John Deere 

parts provide the same quality and reliability as the day your 

equipment was built. When every part does its job season 

after season, you keep running with confidence. 

 

Visit JohnDeere.com/StillRunning or your John Deere dealer.

WITH GENUINE JOHN DEERE PARTS.

Starter Motor 

SE501868

82539-3_8.5069x10.15.indd   1 12/22/25   7:25 AM



CONTENTS
February 2026 	 Volume 6 Issue 4

COVER: This issue of Illinois Field & Bean spotlights the On-Farm Trial Network, highlighting how on-farm research drives real-world results for 
growers. Find key takeaways from 2025 trials and plans for 2026, as well as winter barley and wheat insights. Plus, don't miss out on the project and 
program highlights in the FY25 Year End Report!

6	 The Economics of Soy and Sulfur
	 Sulfur is essential for plant growth, yet it's only just becoming a common  
	 addition to fertilizer management plans. This shift is no coincidence. 

10	 FY25 Year End Report
	 Read more about ISA's project highlights, program developments  
	 and what's ahead.

16	 Supporting Illinois  
	 Crop Management Decisions
	 ISA's On-Farm Trial Network works directly with farmers across the state  
	 to develop research and protocols that address significant production  
	 concerns. 

20	 Let's (Transportation) Go! 
	 Hosted by SSGA and co-sponsored by ISA, Transportation Go! is the  
	 premier conference representing identity preserved, value-added agriculture  
	 supply chain stakeholders.

22	 Why Wheat?
	 Through its ability to suppress pest populations, enhance soil health and  
	 diversify cropping systems, wheat represents a viable and economically  
	 sound cash crop. Here's how it can address many of the challenges  
	 associated with traditional corn–soybean rotations.

26	 Winter Barley
	 Research from Southern Illinois University suggests that winter barley  
	 might suppress weeds with less biomass production than cereal rye.

DEPARTMENTS
4	 FROM THE  
	 BOARDROOM 

5	 CEO'S MESSAGE  

25	 PARTNER PERSPECTIVE  

STILL TRUSTED.
STILL PROVEN.
STILL RUNNING.

Seasons change. The work doesn’t. Genuine John Deere 

parts provide the same quality and reliability as the day your 

equipment was built. When every part does its job season 

after season, you keep running with confidence. 

 

Visit JohnDeere.com/StillRunning or your John Deere dealer.

WITH GENUINE JOHN DEERE PARTS.

Starter Motor 

SE501868

82539-3_8.5069x10.15.indd   1 12/22/25   7:25 AM



4  February 2026

FROM THE BOARDROOM | Funded by the Illinois Soybean Checkoff 

BRADY HOLST | VICE CHAIRMAN AND  
AT-LARGE DIRECTOR |  

ILLINOIS SOYBEAN ASSOCIATION

Imagine a grain system with a rat problem. You can keep patching the holes they chew, or 
you can remove the rats so there is no damage at all. One option requires constant mainte-
nance. The other solves the source of the problem. That is the idea behind a new direction 
in soybean cyst nematode (SCN) research. Instead of only improving soybean resistance, 
researchers are looking for traits inside SCN that can be edited to reduce or eliminate their 
effect on the crop.

Illinois Soybean Association (ISA) created the Adopt-a-Researcher Project to keep farmer 
priorities at the center of research. Each Soybean Production Committee member is paired 
with a project. Committee members are then provided with all progress reports and final 
reports related to their adopted project. The farmers are encouraged to send questions and 
start discussions with the researchers related to the research being done. 

The program connects checkoff-funded work to what farmers see in the field. This ap-
proach helps bridge the gap between researchers and farmers.

SCN is still the top yield robber in soybeans, and SCN research is just one of the many 
studies being funded by ISA. A national survey and soil tests from the SCN Coalition and 
university partners estimate about 93 million bushels are lost to the pest each year in the U.S. 
Resistance sources such as PI 88788 work, but SCN adapts quickly.

We often think of genetic editing as improving soybean plants. This work flips the focus. Re-
searchers are identifying SCN genes that control feeding, reproduction and pest interaction with 
the root. Tools such as CRISPR could edit those traits so a less harmful SCN becomes the domi-
nant trait.

If successful, farmers could one day seed fields with beneficial SCN that outcompetes 
harmful SCN. Possible edits include traits that keep SCN from feeding on soybeans; traits that 
strengthen plant resistance by finding SCN with genes that respond more strongly to plant 
resistance; or gene drives that create only male offspring. Only females damage soybeans, so 
the population would fall over time.

Regulation will matter. Editing 
a pest is different from editing a 
crop, and the process might take 
longer. But the result could be 
a more durable tool that is not 
tied to yearly chemistry deci-
sions. Farmers want long-lasting 
solutions to yield loss. This could 
be one such unlock or one such 
pathway or one such approach.

This project shows how farm-
er-driven research can move new 
ideas forward. SCN has stolen yield 
for decades. New genetic tools 
might help us reclaim some of it.
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Farming is a business. And like any business, farmers rely on 
vital information that becomes reflected in their decisions and 
best practices. While we’re still in the thick of winter, it's the ideal 
time to gather insights and plan for the season ahead.

The Illinois Soybean Association's (ISA's) On-Farm Trial Net-
work is one of the tools designed to help you do exactly that. 
With real data from fields across Illinois, the program provides 
practical, local information to guide your decisions for the 2026 
crop year.

This issue of Illinois Field & Bean takes a closer look at how 
farmer-led, in-field research is delivering results that matter. From 
input trials to disease management strategies, this work is rooted 
in Illinois soil, funded by Illinois' Soy Checkoff, and focused on 
helping you make better-informed choices.

The On-Farm Trial Network starts with a simple idea: research 
should be useful. It should focus on questions farmers are already 
asking and provide results that fit your farm. Farmers in the net-
work test practices side by side on their own acres, with support 
from ISA’s agronomy team. The goals are to compare options, 
measure results and learn what pencils out. That approach keeps 
the research grounded and relevant.

Trying New Things with Confidence
Whether they are evaluating nutrient applications or manage-

ment practices, trials allow farmers to test ideas at field scale to 
evaluate what works and what doesn't.

Recent sulfur trials highlighted in this issue are a good exam-
ple. The data coming from those fields are helping clarify when 
sulfur makes sense, where it fits and how it affects overall eco-
nomics. Other trials are pointing to new questions that will guide 
future research. Each season adds another layer of understand-
ing. That steady, data-driven process helps reduce uncertainty 
and supports better long-term decisions.

ISA is expanding the On-Farm Trial Network in 2026 because 
farmers continue to see value in local, applied research. Partici-
pation is open to operations of all sizes. Enrollment is open  
for a limited time, find more information on FieldAdvisor.org. 
What matters most is having a question worth testing and  
the interest to learn from the results. If you’re curious about  
participating, reach out to Abigail Peterson, CCA and ISA  
Director of Agronomy, at abigail.peterson@ilsoy.org. The 

 process is straightforward, and the support is there from start to 
finish.

Your Checkoff Dollars at Work
The On-Farm Trial Network is funded by your soybean check-

off. That funding model matters because it means the research 
agenda is set by farmers. The focus stays on agronomic perfor-
mance, economics and risk management. 

Return on investment is a common commitment throughout 
our checkoff programs. We work hard to ensure that your trusted 
investment is used to develop new markets, provide timely infor-
mation and deliver insights to support you every step of the way, 
from planting to marketing. Those are the kinds of returns that 
show up season after season.

The FY25 Year End Report included in this issue provides a 
broader look at how your checkoff investments are being used 
across research, markets and policy education. Transparency and 
accountability are central to how ISA operates, and this report 
reflects that commitment.

As you plan for the season ahead, take time to explore the 
research in this issue and the annual report. If you’re interested in 
joining the On-Farm Trial Network or learning more about what’s 
coming in 2026, reach out. The more farmers who participate, the 
more value it brings to every acre in Illinois.

Why On-Farm  
Research Matters

JOHN LUMPE | CEO |  
ILLINOIS SOYBEAN ASSOCIATION
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By Darby Danzl, Regional Technical 
Agronomist, Illinois Soybean  
Association 

Sulfur has officially joined 
the conversation when we 
are discussing which mac-

ronutrients need to be applied to 
our corn and soybean acres to 
meet plant demand and support 
optimal growth. Historically, nitro-
gen, phosphorus and potassium 
were the only nutrients required in 
quantities large enough to justify 
supplemental applications, as 
Illinois soils were typically able to 
supply the other major macronu-
trients, such as calcium and mag-
nesium. Sulfur, while essential for 
plant growth, is only just becom-
ing a common addition to fertilizer 
management plans, and this shift 
to sulfur is no coincidence.  

Prior to the 1970 Clean Air Act, 
coal-fired power plants, smelters, 
diesel engines and other indus-
trial processes released large 
amounts of sulfur dioxide into the 
atmosphere. Once airborne, sulfur 
dioxide would react with water, 
oxygen and other compounds and 
then return to the surface through 
wet deposition as acid rain or dry 
deposition as particulate mat-
ter. Although harmful to many 
ecosystems, this atmospheric 
deposition of sulfate unintention-
ally supplied the Corn Belt with 
an estimated 10 to 30 pounds of 
sulfur per acre annually, which 
historically prevented the need for 
intentional sulfur applications. 

Since the Clean Air Act began 
regulating sulfur dioxide emis-
sions, they have been reduced 
by over 95%, according to recent 

data from the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency. As a result, 
the atmospheric supply of sulfur 
has declined dramatically and is 
now estimated at only about 1.5 
pounds of sulfur per acre per year. 

This current sulfur supply is 
well below crop requirements 
based on research conducted 
in the early 2010s by Dr. Ross 
Bender at the University of Illinois 
Urbana-Champaign. His work 
showed that a corn crop yielding 
230 bushels will require about 23 
pounds of sulfur per acre, and a 
soybean crop yielding 60 bushels 
will uptake around 17 pounds of 
sulfur per acre. The same re-
search also showed that roughly 
60% of the total sulfur taken up 
by both corn and soybeans is 
removed from the field with the 
harvested grain. Therefore, in the 
absence of atmospheric sulfur 
inputs, farm soils can no lon-
ger keep pace with the nutrient 
demands of these increasingly 
productive crops. As a result, 
many high-yielding cropping 
systems are now believed to be 
sulfur deficient for both corn and 
soybeans.

This shift in natural sulfur 
supply has prompted researchers 
and farmers to question if sulfur 
might be a key factor limiting yield 
potential in Illinois, particularly for 
corn, which has a relatively higher 
sulfur requirement compared to 
other row crops given corn's rel-
atively high yield levels achieved 
in the Midwest. Research con-
ducted at the University of Illinois, 
Iowa State University and Purdue 
University has shown that sulfur 
applications can significantly 
increase corn yields, prompting 

many farmers to incorporate sul-
fur into their nutrient management 
programs.

Although sulfur responses in 
corn appear to provide a relatively 
consistent return on investment, 
soybean responses to sulfur are 
not as clear. However, Shaun 
Casteel, Ph.D., Professor of Agron-
omy at Purdue University, has 
observed promising soybean yield 
responses to sulfur applications in 
Indiana research trials. Casteel’s 
research has shown an average 
soybean yield gain of 8 to 10 
bushels per acre following sulfur 
applications, with some respons-
es exceeding 20 bushels. Seeing 
these numbers has led many 
farmers to wonder if they should 
be supplying their soybeans with 
sulfur as well.

In response to this curiosity, the 
Soybean Production team at the 
Illinois Soybean Association initi-
ated sulfur research ahead of soy-
beans through our On-Farm Trial 
Network (OFTN). Unlike tradition-
al university research conducted 
in small, replicated plots at re-
search centers, the OFTN recruits 
farmers from across the state to 
conduct replicated strip trials in 
their own fields. In 2025, this sulfur 
study enrolled 16 farmers state-
wide to evaluate two treatments: 
sulfur applied at 30 pounds per 
acre and an untreated control. 
This sulfur rate is notably high-
er than the estimated soybean 
requirement of 17 pounds per acre 
for a 60-bushel crop; however, 
current soybean yields are often 
higher than 60 bushels per acre, 
so this rate was selected to ensure 
sulfur would not be limiting in the 
treated strips.

One of the strengths of the 
OFTN is allowing farmers flexibil-
ity to adapt trials to their research 
interests and management 
systems. Participants were given 
the option to apply sulfur as either 
a dry broadcast application of 
ammonium sulfate (AMS) or a 
liquid application of ammonium 
thiosulfate (ATS), both applied 
preplant. Since both of these 
commonly used sulfur sources 
also supply nitrogen, farmers 
chose whether or not to apply an 
equivalent amount of nitrogen to 
the control strips to isolate sulfur 
effects. Most participating farmers 
selected ATS as their sulfur source 
and opted not to add nitrogen to 
the control treatments.

The team is still in the process 
of analyzing the overall results 
from soil and tissue samples as 
well as yield data from all trials. It 
plans to present key takeaways 
in spring 2026. In the meantime, 
we can still look at the preliminary 
results from individual locations 
from an economic perspective. 
Applying an additional nutrient to 
your field, especially if it requires 
an additional equipment pass, 
has obvious implications in terms 
of cost. Therefore, many farm-
ers want to understand not only 
the yield response to sulfur but 
also the overall return on these 
applications. At the end of the 
day, farming is a business, and to 
justify the cost, sulfur applications 
need to pay.

For this preliminary econom-
ic evaluation, only factors that 
differed between treatments were 
considered, including soybean 
yield, the price of grain at the time 
of harvest, sulfur product cost 
and application cost. Soybeans in 
October 2025 were $10 per bush-
el, ATS was priced at $320 per 
ton and the estimated cost of the 
sprayer application was $6.50 per 
acre (Table 1). All other manage-
ment practices were consistent 

(See The Economics of  
Soy and Sulfur, page 8)

The Economics of Soy and Sulfur
Funded by the Illinois Soybean Checkoff 

Table 1.
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across treatments and therefore 
excluded from this analysis.

Yield results from one OFTN 
research site in Vermilion 
County showed a numerical 
increase in soybean yield of 2.5 
bushels per acre, or about 3.2%, 
in response to the ATS applica-
tion. Using the values previously 
described to estimate economic 
return, this yield increase was 
enough for the farmer to rough-
ly break even, with the added 
revenue nearly covering the 
cost of the sulfur application 
itself (Table 1). Although this was 
not a large economic win, the 
response suggests sulfur might 
have contributed positively un-
der these conditions.

One factor in this equation to 
call out is application cost, as 
farmers might not necessarily 
make a separate pass to apply 
ATS in the spring. Many al-
ready apply preplant burndown 

herbicides, in which case ATS 
can be included in that appli-
cation at no additional cost, 
effectively providing a “free ride.” 
Additionally, ATS can be applied 
at planting with a 0x2 surface 
dribble or incorporated with a 
2x2 band. Either way, removing 
the application cost from this 
equation would result in a mod-
est economic return from the 
ATS application in the Vermilion 
County example.

This “free ride with your 
herbicide” approach can offer 
additional benefits in cover-crop 
systems, as ATS often increases 
leaf burn on green tissue, which 
improves burndown effectiveness. 
In addition, the nitrogen supplied 
by ATS might help stimulate 
microbial activity, accelerating 
residue breakdown and nutrient 
release in situations where nutri-
ent immobilization or availability 
are concerns.

There are, however, important 
caveats to the “free ride” ap-
proach, as ATS is not compatible 
with all herbicides and might salt 
out in certain tank mixes. A jar 

test should always be conduct-
ed before attempting any ATS 
and herbicide mixture to avoid 
compatibility issues. Further-
more, due to its potential to 
cause significant burn on green 
tissue, ATS should not be applied 
after crop emergence, nor should 
it be applied directly in-furrow, 
as it can cause seedling toxicity. 
Understanding these limitations 
is key to determining when and 
how ATS can be incorporated 
into a spring application program 
and avoid the cost of an addition-
al application. 

Part of making this decision 
also involves considering sulfur 
application costs, which can vary 
significantly from year to year. 
For the Vermilion County farmer, 
ATS prices increased from $320 
per ton in the fall of 2024 to $400 
per ton in the fall of 2025. At this 
higher price point, the sulfur appli-
cation would not have been eco-
nomical given the yield response 
observed in 2025.

For growers interested in trying 
sulfur ahead of soybeans, keep in 
mind that a 30-pound-per-acre 

rate is not necessarily required to 
induce a yield response. In this 
case, sulfur cost the Vermilion 
County farmer approximately 
$0.62 per pound of sulfur, resulting 
in a per-acre cost of about $18.60. 
Further economic improvements 
and reduced financial risk could 
be achieved by reducing the 
application rate to match expect-
ed yields (0.28 pounds of sulfur 
per bushel) while considering soil 
sulfur availability, or by integrating 
sulfur applications into an existing 
field pass to avoid redundancy.

Overall, this represents  
only one site-year of data  
from a single Illinois farm  
and should not be interpreted 
as a definitive recommendation. 
However, it reinforces the im-
portance of evaluating sulfur not 
only from a yield standpoint but 
also through an economic lens. 
Although sulfur applications might 
not result in dramatic 20-bush-
el yield increases in every field, 
smaller consistent responses can 
still pay when costs are managed 
and applications are integrated 
into existing field operations.  
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As growers continue to push the envelope to increase yields and improve 

ROI on soybean acres, a shift is underway in how the crop is managed, 

particularly with crop nutrition. The quest for higher yields is no longer just 

about nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium. It’s about a balanced crop 

nutrition program that includes often-overlooked secondary nutrients like 

calcium. While calcium often gets overlooked as a primary contributor to 

yield, it is necessary for developing a healthy and productive soybean crop.

The Role of Calcium in Soybeans 
Calcium is an important player in numerous physiological processes within 

the soybean plant. Calcium helps soybeans form healthy nodules on their 

roots, which are needed to turn atmospheric nitrogen into a form the plants 

can use. It helps facilitate cell division and elongation to ensure proper 

growth from the root to the top of the plant. Calcium also contributes to 

cell wall strength, which is essential for the plant’s structural integrity 

and its ability to withstand environmental stress. Beyond its structural 

contributions, adequate calcium levels help the plant manage abiotic stress 

and improve disease resistance. In addition, calcium helps promote better 

soil structure, which drives nutrient availability and uptake, and increased 

microbial activity to foster an environment for vigorous plant growth.  

Addressing the Calcium Needs of Soybeans 
Today’s high-yielding soybeans require more calcium than ever before. 

However, even when soil tests indicate high calcium levels, it does not 

guarantee optimal plant availability of the essential nutrient. Therefore, it is 

often necessary to provide soybeans with a supplemental calcium source 

to meet the crop’s nutrient needs. Supplemental calcium sources can also 

vary in plant availability. Choosing a plant-available calcium source helps 

ensure nutrient uptake is maximized during crucial periods of growth and 

development, in turn delivering a stronger ROI on the fertilizer application. 

Get More from Every Acre with SUL4R-PLUS  
Modern high-yielding soybean varieties demand more calcium than 

ever before. However, even when soil tests indicate high calcium levels, 

the nutrient isn’t always readily available to plants. In many cases, less 

than five percent of the calcium measured in a standard soil test is plant 

available. This knowledge is important because soluble (plant-available) 

calcium is often a very small percentage of the overall total calcium 

reported on a soil test. Field test results illustrated in Figure 1 show soluble 

calcium only ranged between 1% and 2%.

Secure SUL4R-PLUS from HELM 
HELM, a trusted leader in agricultural logistics and distribution, is the 

exclusive distribution partner of SUL4R-PLUS to ensure efficient delivery 

to growers across North America. Together, HELM and SUL4R-PLUS are 

committed to offering innovative solutions that boost productivity and 

contribute to soil health and sustainability.   

To secure your SUL4R-PLUS for the upcoming growing season, contact 

your local retailer.   

Discover more about SUL4R-PLUS at sul4r-plus.com. 

With a controlled-release, water-soluble formulation, SUL4R-PLUS provides 

immediate availability and season-long uptake of calcium and sulfur 

to help crops maximize yield potential. Recent trial data demonstrates 

SUL4R-PLUS can increase soybean yields up to 12.2 bu/ac, depending on 

application rate, compared to the untreated check (Figure 2). 

Calcium Clarified: 
Why Calcium is Vital for Your Soybeans 
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Supporting Illinois Crop  
Management Decisions
By Deanna Burkhart, Agronomic Services Manager, Illinois Soybean Association

The Illinois Soybean As-
sociation (ISA) Soybean 
Production Committee has 

several priorities to keep in mind 
when selecting project proposals 
for checkoff funding. These priori-
ties include strengthening agro-
nomic research and education 
programs by building partner-
ships, establishing research that 
addresses regional production 
opportunities and challenges, 
continuing the expansion of ISA’s 
agronomic network with ongoing 
outreach, as well as demonstrat-
ing soybean system agronomics 
focused on soil and water quality, 

resource resiliency and land 
stewardship. Projects range in 
scope but tend to focus in on 
one thing – supporting Illinois 
soybean farmers. 

One project that aims to work 
directly with Illinois soybean 
farmers is the On-Farm Trial 
Network (OFTN). The OFTN is 
managed by the Soybean Pro-
duction department at ISA and 
is a checkoff-funded program 
that coordinates field-scale trial 
opportunities with Illinois farm-
ers. These on-farm trials provide 
farmers with an avenue to direct-
ly generate practical results while 

participating in the research 
process. Farmers can evalu-
ate new products, practices or 
management strategies in their 
own fields while contributing to 
regional and statewide results.

This program strives to provide 
valuable results from across the 
network to all Illinois farmers, 
aiming to inform future manage-
ment decisions and recommen-
dations. The OFTN team at ISA 
has been working with research-
ers, agronomists and farmers to 
develop protocols that address 
significant production concerns. 
Illinois farmers are invited to help 

guide future research by sharing 
their concerns through the Grow-
ing Concerns Survey found on 
FieldAdvisor.org by navigating 
to the Discover tab and select-
ing Research. By contributing to 
the survey, you have the chance 
to put Illinois at an advantage 
when it comes to production 
improvements. Responses will 
be reviewed and taken into 
consideration as we plan fu-
ture checkoff-funded research. 
Survey responses also contribute 
beyond the checkoff by enabling 
university researchers to better 
understand emerging production 
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challenges and prioritize research 
needs.

An example of how farmer 
responses can influence today’s 
research can be found in the 
OFTN protocols. Many are curi-
ous to learn what rates, sources 
and timing of sulfur fertilization 
on soybeans might be beneficial 
to yield. This was interesting to 
discuss with farmers across the 
state and was implemented into 
one of the first OFTN Action 
Trial protocols. Data analysis for 
the 2025 OFTN trials is being 
finalized and will be shared soon. 
Look for reports summarizing 
yield responses and addition-
al results from the 2025 Sulfur 
Fertilization in Soybeans, ROI 
of Soybean Insecticides and 
Legacy Soil Health trials. Results 
will be posted on FieldAdvisor.
org and presented at ISA Agron-
omy events. We look forward to 
another year of the OFTN.

In 2026, OFTN trials are 
planned to be implemented on 
over 30 fields across Illinois, pro-
viding a diverse set of research 
sites that reflect the state’s differ-
ent soils, climates and manage-
ment systems. These trials are 
designed to generate practical, 
locally relevant data that farmers 
can use with confidence when 
making management decisions 
on their own operations. Most 
protocols are available to farm-
ers statewide. However, we are 
specifically targeting southern 
Illinois farmers for the 2026 
double-crop soybean population 
study. Results will help guide 
future double-crop management 
research. 

OFTN trial protocols address a 
range of timely and high-impact 
topics, including soil health im-
provement strategies, weed sup-
pression practices, double-crop 
planting population optimization, 
and integrated pest and nutrient 
management. Each protocol is 
developed to be compatible with 
normal field operations, produc-
ing practical results.

We are seeking to enroll 
farmers in both OFTN Action and 
Legacy Trials, in which farmers 
will have the opportunity to con-

tribute valuable data, gain first-
hand insights and help strength-
en farmer-driven research that 
supports more productive, profit-
able and sustainable agriculture 
across Illinois. 

Action Trials allow farmers 
to test specific practices or 
products in a single season and 
quickly evaluate outcomes. Last 
year, the OFTN coordinated 
two types of Action Trials, one 
looking at sulfur rates and the 
other insecticide application on 
soybeans. Similar protocols will 
be offered this growing season, 
plus more! 2026 Action Trials will 
consist of the following protocols:

• Cover-Crop Biomass &  
	 Weed Suppression 

• Double-Crop Soybean  
	 Management – Planting  
	 Population

• Insecticide Seed Treatments  
	 in Conservation Systems

• ROI of Soybean Foliar  
	 Insecticides

• Sulfur 2.0
Legacy trials are longer-term 

strip trials designed to evaluate 
the soil health impacts of cover 
crops and tillage over multiple 
years. Find more information on 
trial opportunities at https://
fieldadvisor.org/on-farm-trial-
network/. 

Illinois farmers considering 
hosting a trial in partnership 
with the OFTN can expect one-
on-one engagement with ISA 
agronomists and administrators 
to support the implementation 
and execution of every trial. Plot 
maps tailored to each field are 
provided to the farmer through 
the program. Scouting visits, 
soil testing and other sampling 
needs will be coordinated by 
the OFTN team. All sampling re-
sults are shared with the farmer. 
The focus on data quality within 
OFTN trials requires the use of 
a calibrated yield monitor and 
field management collection 
throughout the season. All trial 
opportunities require a mini-
mum field size of 40 acres, and 

(See Supporting Illinois 
Crop Management Decisions, page 18)
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additional requirements vary by 
protocol.

Farmer enrollment for 2026 
Action Trials will wrap up soon. 
If you would like to find out more 
information about hosting a trial 
on your farm, complete the OFTN 
Interest Form by clicking “Learn 
More” at https://fieldadvisor.
org/on-farm-trial-network/ or 
contact Deanna Burkhart, ISA 
Agronomic Services Manager, at 
deanna.burkhart@ilsoy.org or 
309-307-9366. 

Additionally, ISA manages 
two demonstration field sites as 
part of the OFTN. One is the ISA 
Agronomy Farm, located south 
of Heyworth, and the second is 
located at the Farm Progress 
Show site in Decatur. These 
locations are home to in-field 
demonstrations of various trials 

across soybean, corn, wheat 
and cover-crop plots. Part of 
this year’s plot rotation at the 
ISA Agronomy Farm includes 
mini-demonstrations of some 
OFTN Action Trials. Winter Bar-
ley and cereal rye were planted 
Nov. 7, 2025, as a demonstration 
of the Cover-Crop Biomass and 
Weed Suppression protocol. The 
establishment and growth of the 
cover crops will be documented 
and biomass sampled before 
soybeans are planted this spring. 
Wheat was planted on Oct. 22, 
2025, and double-crop soybeans 
will follow. This plot will be a 
smaller version of the Dou-
ble-Crop Soybean Management 
– Planting Population study. The 
ISA Agronomy Farm will con-
tinue to be rotated to new trials, 
providing visual demonstrations 
of how management practices 
can affect crop production, both 
positively and negatively. ISA 
will host spring and summer 
events at our demonstration 
sites. Stay informed about up-
coming events on FieldAdvisor.

org. If you are interested in a 
tour of the farm or have ques-
tions, contact the ISA office for 
more information.

We hope you decide to 
join us in the effort to support 
Illinois crop management  

decisions by sharing your pro-
duction concerns, attending an 
ISA Agronomy event, visiting 
the ISA Agronomy Farm, find-
ing information on FieldAdvi-
sor.org or hosting an on-farm 
trial with ISA’s OFTN.

Supporting Illinois 
Crop Management 
Decisions
(continued from page 7)

Illinois farmers considering partnership with the OFTN to host a trial can expect 
one-on-one engagement with ISA, which helps producers with the implementation 
and execution of every trial.
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T ransportation challenges 
are a perennial issue for 
farmers: You can't go over 

them, go under them or avoid 
them. 

The agriculture industry 
must put its collective heads 
together and confront these 
complex issues. The Special-
ty Soya and Grains Alliance 
(SSGA) is ready for a robust 
conversation to address big 
ideas that move transportation 
forward on the pathway toward 
diversifying demand for U.S. 
agriculture.    

Save the date for Transpor-
tation Go! scheduled April 8-9, 
2026 in Chicago at the Inter-

Continental Hotel Magnificent 
Mile, where supply chain stake-
holders will gather to discuss 
immediate and long-range 
issues and seek solutions 
and opportunities to industry 
obstacles.

“We need to find new mar-
kets beyond our No. 1 buyer 
of soybeans, China, and find 
other options and keep up 
with our competition,” said 
Bryan Severs, Chair of the 
Illinois Soybean Association 
(ISA). “The Specialty Soya and 
Grains Alliance can help us 
do that with their identity-pre-
served soybeans and programs 
like Transportation Go!”  

Hosted by SSGA, the business 
alliance of U.S. identity-preserved 
agriculture, Transportation Go! 
is the premier conference rep-
resenting identity-preserved, 
value-added agriculture supply 
chain stakeholders. 

“We are so excited to host this 
year’s Transportation Go! con-
ference in Chicago, an integral 
transportation hub in our indus-
try,” said Severs, who also serves 
as SSGA Chair. “Every year, 
this conference sparks valuable 
conversations that make an 
impact. If you have a stake in the 
agriculture supply chain, make 
sure you mark your calendars for 
this event.” 

In 2026, Transportation Go! is 
being held in Illinois for the first 
time and is sponsored by ISA 
and the Illinois Department of 
Agriculture. Severs, who grows 
non-GMO soybeans in Vermilion 
County, said his home state is the 
ideal location to host an agricul-
tural transportation summit, given 
its proximity to railways, rivers and 
the Great Lakes. 

“We need to concentrate more 
on the Great Lakes because 
that’s a competitive advantage 
for Illinois,” Severs said. “Ev-
eryone knows about our rivers 
and getting it down to the Gulf, 
but moving it north and go-
ing through the Great Lakes is 

Let’s (Transportation) Go!
ISA to co-sponsor annual conference that gets agriculture moving
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another avenue we need to keep 
working on.”

Illinois exports about 60% of its 
soybeans – typically to markets in 
Southeast Asia, Mexico and the 
European Union – often ranking 
as the nation’s top soybean-ex-
porting state. 

“We have a big advantage 
in transportation here in Illinois 
and a great opportunity to move 
things,” Severs said. “We can 
move our products from our 
farmers to get them to our ports 
and send them to international 
markets.” 

During the conference, orga-
nizers will steer the conversa-
tion through highly interactive 
panels and keynote speakers. 
The list of confirmed speakers 
includes: 

• Dwight Robinson, CEO of  
	 L.A. Grain

• Andy Banfield, Iowa  
	 Interstate rail

• Sten Konst, Spliethoff Group
• Brian Oszakiewski, Executive  

	 Director of American  
	 Great Lakes Port Association

Additional invitations have 
been extended to representatives 
from the Port of Los Angeles; 
Great Lakes St. Lawrence Sea-
way Development Corporation; 
Federal Maritime Commission; 
and more.

“We’re working hard behind the 
scenes to ensure that the confer-
ence agenda continues to be ro-
bust, bringing in the minds that at-
tendees want to hear from most,” 
said Gary Williams, SSGA Director 
of Transportation and Regulatory 
Affairs. “The value-added agricul-
ture supply chain has distinctive 
needs and unique problems that 
Transportation Go! is designed to 
work through by bringing together 
key players in the industry.” 

Severs said he’s excited for 
conversations that tackle not just 
immediate transportation issues 
but long-term goals. 

“We want to be thinking 20 
years down the road,” Severs said. 
“We’re going to keep growing and 
raising more soybeans. We’ve got 
to find a way to not just get them 
down the road but down through 

the waterways. That’s a vision we 
have – we’re planning for 2040, 
2050, so (ISA) thinks there’s a lot 
of value in supporting that.” 

Transportation Go! registration 
and additional information are 
now available at transportation-
go.com/. SSGA’s annual meeting 
will be held at the same location 
on April 7, during which board of 
director elections will take place 

and the annual SSGA Alliance 
Honors will be presented. 

“I look forward to this confer-
ence every year, and this year is 
no different,” Severs said. “Before 
you know it, April will be here, so 
pencil in Transportation Go! and 
get ready for two days of putting 
our heads together, brainstorming 
solutions and opportunities for the 
industry.”

TRANSPORTATION
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By Abigail Peterson, CCA, Director  
of Agronomy, Illinois Soybean  
Association

PP lanting winter wheat on 
ground in Bureau County 
represented a notable 

departure from the long-stand-
ing corn-soybean rotation that 
has traditionally defined much 
of north-central Illinois agricul-
ture. Incorporating wheat into 
this system was not something 
I initially expected to see widely 
considered by local producers, yet 
this field—quite literally in my own 
backyard—served as a real-world 
example of how rotations can 
evolve to meet agronomic and 
economic goals.

The wheat was planted on 
Sept. 30, 2024, and as spring 
arrived, the crop greened up 
quickly, becoming a visible and 
consistent presence in the land-
scape. From early spring growth 
through harvest on July 4, 2025, 
the wheat stood out, not only as a 
break from the typical rotation but 

also as a reminder of the potential 
value that small grains can bring 
to Illinois cropping systems.

From planting to harvest, there 
were many compelling reasons 
why wheat appeared to be a 
sound agronomic choice. The 
crop offered opportunities for im-
proved soil cover, enhanced sys-
tem diversity and the potential for 
subsequent double-crop soybean 
production. At the same time, 
integrating wheat introduced new 
logistical considerations. Timing of 
planting and harvest, equipment 
availability, input management 
and marketing strategies all 
required thoughtful planning and 
adjustment compared to the more 
familiar corn-and-soybean cycle.

As the season progressed, 
several key questions naturally 
emerged: Was the decision to 
plant wheat worth the invest-
ment? Did the crop provide a pos-
itive return on investment when 
yields and costs were evaluated? 
And perhaps most importantly, 
does wheat deserve a place in 

future cropping plans? These are 
critical questions for any producer 
considering diversification.

The experience provided 
valuable insight into both the 
opportunities and challenges 
associated with integrating wheat 
into a traditional two-crop system. 
As yields came in and the year 
drew to a close, the field offered 
more than just grain—it provided 
perspective on the role wheat can 
play in building resilient, profitable 
and diversified farming operations 
in north-central Illinois.

The Illinois Soybean Associ-
ation (ISA) has a longstanding 
commitment to funding impactful 
research that advances wheat 
production and double-cropping 
systems across the state. Over 
the years, ISA-supported studies 
have delivered valuable insights 
for farmers seeking to improve 
productivity, manage pests and 
diversify crop rotations.

One particularly compelling 
area of research has examined the 
role of double-cropping soybeans 

following winter wheat as a 
strategy for suppressing soybean 
cyst nematode (SCN) populations. 
Research conducted by Southern 
Illinois University demonstrated 
that soybeans double-cropped 
after wheat resulted in a 30% re-
duction in SCN counts compared 
to fallow systems. These findings 
highlight the potential of wheat-
based rotations to mitigate one of 
the most persistent yield-limiting 
pests in soybean production. 
Additional details on this research 
can be found in the Crop Protec-
tion Network article authored by 
Leo Rocha referenced below.

Given the limited number of 
effective tools available to manage 
SCN, incorporating wheat into 
crop rotations offers a practical 
and biologically sound approach 
to introducing diversity into the 
production system. Beyond pest 
suppression, ISA-funded research 
continues to gain momentum 
in identifying wheat varieties 
that enable earlier planting of 
double-crop soybeans, thereby 

Why Wheat?
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maximizing the growing season 
and yield potential.

Dr. Jessica Rutkoski’s research 
is focused on helping farmers 
select wheat varieties that deliver 
strong yield performance without 
increasing risk from early jointing 
and subsequent frost events. 
Her work provides critical guid-
ance for balancing early maturity 
with resilience to spring weather 
variability. Comprehensive data 
on commercial wheat varieties 
evaluated through this research 
were published in the University 
of Illinois Official Variety Trial, 
available at vt.cropsci.illinois.
edu. This work is continuing for 
a second year in 2025, further 
strengthening the dataset avail-
able to growers.

By applying Dr. Rutkoski’s 
findings, farmers might be able 
to select wheat varieties that 
allow field access up to one week 
earlier for planting double-crop 
soybeans—an advantage that can 
significantly impact overall system 
productivity. Complementary 
research from the Illinois Nutrient 
Research and Education Coun-
cil has also demonstrated that 
winter wheat and double-crop 
soybean systems provide multiple 
environmental benefits, including 
reduced soil erosion, improved 
soil organic carbon levels, and 
decreased nitrogen loss from 
mineralization.

Collectively, this body of re-
search underscores the value of 
wheat as more than a rotational 
crop. Through its ability to sup-
press pest populations, enhance 
soil health and diversify cropping 
systems, wheat represents a 
viable and economically sound 
cash crop that addresses many 
of the challenges associated with 
traditional corn-soybean rotations.

Although research provides 
valuable guidance and data to 
support decision-making, ac-
tual on-farm field experience is 
ultimately the most effective way 
to determine whether a system 
will perform as intended under 
real-world conditions. Translating 
research findings into practice re-
quires careful observation of how 

management decisions, environ-
mental conditions and logistical 
considerations intersect through-
out the growing season.

Detailed information on crop 
inputs, management practices 
and in-season observations for 
this field can be found on Fiel-
dAdvsior.org. However, for the 
purposes of this article—and to 
remain mindful of time and space 
constraints—I will focus on several 
high-level takeaways that might 
encourage further exploration 
and consideration of the risks 
and rewards associated with this 
production system.

Final yield results were con-
firmed only after scale tickets 
were returned and verified 
to ensure the most accurate 
weights. The winter-wheat crop 
achieved a yield of 120 bushels 
per acre, while the subsequent 
double-crop soybeans produced 
35 bushels per acre. Soybean 
harvest conditions were dry, al-
lowing for timely field operations, 
and harvest across the dou-
ble-cropped fields was complet-
ed on Oct. 26.

These results provide a tan-
gible benchmark for evaluating 
the performance of a wheat–
double-crop soybean system 
within this region. Beyond the 
yield numbers, the experience 
reinforced the importance of 
precise management, adaptabil-
ity and a willingness to evaluate 
both agronomic and economic 
outcomes. Together, the data and 
field observations contribute to a 
clearer understanding of how this 
approach might fit into broader 
cropping strategies and inform 
future decision-making.

Through our work with farm-
ers across Illinois, it is clear that 
there is strong interest in pursuing 
additional research that supports 
greater diversity across agricul-
tural acres. In response, ISA is 
continuing to invest in on-farm 
research initiatives designed to 
evaluate practical, field-scale 
solutions that fit within existing 
production systems while expand-
ing agronomic and economic 
opportunities.

One area of focus moving 
forward is plant population 
management within double-crop 
systems. As part of the ISA 2026 
On-Farm Trial Network, farmers 
will have the opportunity to enroll 
in a population study specifically 
tailored to double-crop soybean 
production. This research aims 
to generate locally relevant data 
that can help refine management 
recommendations and improve 
decision-making under a range 
of field conditions. Protocols, 
eligibility requirements and 
enrollment details are available at 
fieldadvisor.org/on-farm-trial-
network/.

In addition to conducting 
plant-population studies, col-
lecting ongoing feedback from 
farmers has highlighted inter-
est in exploring relay-cropping 
systems and alternative oilseed 
grain rotations. These approach-
es have the potential to further 
diversify cropping systems, 
enhance resource-use efficiency 
and introduce new agronom-
ic and economic possibilities 
beyond traditional rotations. 

Continued collaboration with 
producers is essential to ensuring 
this research remains grounded 
in real-world challenges and 
opportunities.

We encourage farmers to share 
their priorities and research in-
terests by completing the Grow-
ing Concerns Survey found on 
FieldAdvsior.org. Your input helps 
shape future research efforts and 
ensures that ISA-funded projects 
address the questions that matter 
most on the farm. With your par-
ticipation, there is a strong possi-
bility that this season’s research 
could include scouting one of 
your fields as part of our ongoing 
commitment to farmer-driven 
innovation.

References 
Crop Protection Network arti-

cle: Rocha, L. F., Pimentel, M. F., 
Bailey, J., Wyciskalla, T., Davidson, 
D., Fakhoury, A. M., and Bond, J. 
P. 2023. The effect of wheat on 
soybean cyst nematode popula-
tions in double-cropping soy-
bean production. CPN 5010. doi.
org/10.31274/cpn-20230127-0 
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Illinois Soybean Association 
(ISA) partner Rabo AgriFi-
nance has agriculture experts 

located across the nation to con-
nect farmers to the resources and 
knowledge of one of the world’s 
largest and most innovative 
banks: Rabobank. In this Q&A, 
Rabo AgriFinance Managing Di-
rector Chris Olson shares how the 
organization’s focus on ambition, 
innovation and tailored financial 
solutions helps Illinois producers 
manage risk, plan for growth and 
position their operations for the 
future.

Question: Rabo AgriFinance 
emphasizes supporting ambitious, 
innovative producers. How does 
that mission guide the way you 
work with farmers here in Illinois?

Answer: “From that standpoint, 
we’re looking for innovative oper-
ations. Ambition can be defined 
by your farming style and your 
innovativeness: how you’re doing 
things and how you’re raising your 
production methods. Specifically 
in the Midwest, with heavy corn 
and soybean production, the em-
phasis is on making sure we have 
the right products and services to 
help clients through challenging 
times. The most consistent thing 
in agriculture right now is volatility, 
and as a lender, we can help man-
age that. Ambition sometimes 
means growth, and with growth 
comes managing market volatility. 
We try to put banking solutions 
in place that fit the operation, the 
balance sheet and the cash-flow 
forecast, rather than doing things 
just one traditional way.”

Q: How is Rabo AgriFinance 
helping producers navigate tighter 
margins, volatile markets and 
rising operational costs?

A: “Starting last year, we 
worked with our Rabo Re-
search team and looked spe-
cifically at corn and soybean 
production across the Midwest. 
One thing we did was put new 
products in place. We went 
to a higher advance rate, up 
to 75% of appraised value on 
land financing, and stretched 
amortizations out to 35 years. 
There’s going to be more 
cash-flow stress in the farm 
economy, and we felt it was a 
safe investment for us to lean 
into land financing and help 
producers through a challeng-
ing time. These products help 
manage volatility and provide 
more robust cash-flow options 
than traditional financing.”

Q: What kinds of investments 
or strategies are you seeing from 
forward-thinking producers who 
are planning for future genera-
tions?

A: “Margin management and 
using marketing tools. Wheth-
er you’re dealing with $3.50 
corn or $7.50 corn, it all comes 
back to margin management. 
There’s a set of input costs 
every year for every unit of 
production, and it’s about how 
you market that crop to lock in 
a profit. The more innovative 
and ambitious growers tend to 
have strong, consistent mar-
keting plans that help manage 
risk.” 

Q: What advice would you give 
young farmers looking to build a 
strong financial foundation?

A: “It goes back to your mar-
keting plan and budget manage-
ment. Opportunity cost is always 
there, and you’ll second-guess 
decisions, but the key is consis-

tency and understanding this is a 
long play. You’re doing this for 50 
years, not five months. The goal 
is making money or, sometimes, 
minimizing losses. Having a clear 
sense of direction, a business plan 
and the ability to look not just one 
year ahead but three years ahead 
is critical. That preparation helps 
when opportunities come up for 
land or equipment purchases 
and requires discipline in manag-
ing margins, marketing and the 
business.” 

Q: What trends or emerging 
risks should farmers be watching 
closely as they plan for 2026 and 
beyond?

A: “High variability in com-
modity prices has become the 
new normal. Markets used to 
move two or three cents a day, 
now they move 20 or 30 cents. 
Being prepared to make prof-
itable sales when the timing 
is right is key. Another area to 
watch is farm efficiency and 
sustainability programs that 
may offer premiums. Producers 
need to be educated on what’s 
available and ready to act, 
whether that’s adding 25 or 50 
cents a bushel or other value 
opportunities.”

To learn more, visit www.rabo-
bankna.com.

A HOME-GROWN
LEGACY

A legacy of faith. A tradition of farming. A future rooted in both.

Q&A with  
Rabobank's Chris Olson
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By Eduardo Lago & Karla Gage, Southern Illinois University Carbondale

Weeds resistant to herbicides have become a year-round 
management challenge. Although cereal rye has been the gold 
standard cover crop in the Midwest, many farmers view its 
massive winter biomass as an obstacle to sowing the summer 
crop. Research from Southern Illinois University (SIU) indicates 
that switching to winter barley could suppress weeds with less 
biomass than cereal rye.

A field study conducted in Carbondale showed winter barley 
can play a meaningful role in early-season weed suppression 
ahead of soybeans. The research suggests the presence of winter 
barley as a cover crop resulted in a 54% decrease in waterhemp 
plants and a 21% reduction in giant ragweed emergence by the 
time of soybean post application.

The duration of this protection was even more impressive. The winter 
barley effect persisted for 42 days after soybean planting, when estab-
lishment of both waterhemp and giant ragweed remained significantly 
lower in treatments with barley, compared to those without barley.

The Mechanism of Winter Barley: Allelopathy and Biomass
Why is winter barley performing so well? It comes down to its 

function as a physical barrier and chemical defense.
1. The "Living Mulch": Winter barley grows shorter and yields 

less biomass than cereal rye, making it easier to manage at 
termination and planting while still providing enough ground cov-
erage to shade and prevent germination of weed seeds.

2. Natural Weed Killers: Winter barley not only acts as a phys-
ical barrier but is also allelopathic. This means the plant excretes 

natural chemical compounds into the soil that are responsible for 
the inhibition of nearby weed seed germination.

Integrated Weed Management: Better Together
Although winter barley is one of the potential tools in integrated 

weed management, this research demonstrates that winter barley 
performs best when used with other tools. The most notable control 
was achieved when winter barley was applied in conjunction with a 
preemergent herbicide.

For waterhemp, preemergent herbicide use minimized emerg-
ing weeds across all plots, whether winter barley was early 
terminated (seven days before planting), terminated on the day 
of planting soybeans or terminated a week after planting. In 
contrast, earlier terminations without the use of preemergent 
herbicide resulted in higher weed emergence by the time of 
postemergence application. The use of a preemergent herbicide 
provides flexibility and improves weed control when used with 
cover crops.

The Bottom Line for Your Farm
For growers looking to diversify their cover-crop program, 

winter barley offers the weed suppression needed while remain-
ing easier to manage than traditional options such as cereal rye. 
As with other cover crops, winter barley won’t replace herbicides, 
but it can help them work better. And that’s a tool worth having in 
the toolbox.

To keep up to date on our integrated weed-management 
research funded by the Illinois Soybean Checkoff, visit the Re-
search Hub on FieldAdvisor.org. 

Winter Barley
A Natural Way to Suppress Weeds

Funded by the Illinois Soybean Checkoff 
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You must already 
be using ...

Then you should try ...

Would two extra weeks of
 residual protection help?

Brand Herbicides

WANT BETTER
WEED CONTROL?

Your choice of herbicide should be an easy one — especially
with up to two more weeks of residual weed control from Zidua® 

brand herbicides. When you're dealing with a Ziduation in your 
fields, Zidua brand herbicides are here to help you face it.

Make the Lasting Choice

The      symbol is a registered trademark of Kumiai Chemical Industry Co., Ltd.

*Subject to credit approval, terms and conditions. 
For full details, see BASF Grower Finance Program and Terms and Conditions.

Always read and follow label directions. Zidua is a registered trademark of BASF.
©2026 BASF Agricultural Solutions US LLC. All Rights Reserved.
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