
2020, a new year, a new decade 
 

Well, we made it! We have successfully flipped the calendar to a brand new year and decade.  I am sure 
we are all looking forward to what the 2020’s will bring.  Personally, I have never been so happy see a 
year come to an end; in fact, 2019 was the most challenging year I have experienced.  I am jumping 
eagerly into this New Year with some optimism and hoping it will be drastically better than the last.  I 
certainly don’t think I am alone in my thinking, as many in agriculture are bluntly saying so long to the 
most demanding of years.  Who can blame us?  Widespread flooding coupled with a prolonged wet 
spring resulted in approximately 19 million acres that went unplanted.  In addition, the entire Ag 
economy remains lethargic thanks to a multitude of issues: tariffs and trade disputes disrupting farm 
exports; grain surpluses continuing to pressure commodity prices; while profitability remains elusive for 
many grain and livestock producers alike. 
 
To expound further on the current pace of Ag, the USDA is estimating that about 14%, or one in seven 
bushels, of the 2019 U.S. corn and soybean crops will be “carried over” when the 2020 harvest begins.  
While neither amount is historically large, each is large enough, barring no man-made or natural event, 
to keep the lid on both markets.  As a result, those of us in the Ag industry have hunkered down, looking 
to cut expenses and taking necessary actions to safeguard working capital and equity.  Unfortunately, 
our trying times are far from over.  Everyone is looking, maybe even desperately looking for means of 
survival.  When this happens, change in bound to occur, some for the good and some for the bad.  As 
with any era we experience, opportunities still do exist and we must identify them and maximize them.  
 
I would like to offer a peak into several aspects of the future of Ag in addition to suggesting which of 
these progresses could, or most likely will, shape our industry and impact how we operate throughout 
the 2020’s: 
  
Technology 
Precision agriculture and digital farming have proven critical to us in the past and have rapidly changed 
how we farm today.  The next decade will continue to see rapidly changing processes.  They will become 
more affordable and more usable; having more bells and whistles.  The key to our progress will be if we 
can trace back or realize an immediate return on investment.  2020 could be the starting block for the 
fastest technological race if agricultural history. 
 
Automation 
As connectivity, rural broadband accessibility, and technological intelligence gets better and better, 
automation is on track to make revolutions in the next ten years.  We’ve all seen autonomous cars and 
tractors, but the next decade is sure to take automation outside the box. 
 
Size 
The size of everything in the next ten years is certain to change.  As the next decade will more than likely 
see a succession from an older generation of farmers to an eager younger generation.   Many decisions 
on size and type of equipment used, the numbers of acres farmed, and labor demands will all change 
throughout 2020’s.  These changes will be based on the need or opportunity driven from this younger 
generation of decision makers.  The question that remains is, will farms become more apt to 
consolidation thus resulting in them getting larger, or will smaller farms create niche marketing 
opportunities to sell to their end consumers?  Or perhaps we see both?   If farms do get larger, will we 
then see less price volatility due to risk management strategies utilizing precision technologies thus 
resulting in a more global scale of reliable production and does this global production move by 



commodity with more advancement not only domestically, but internationally?   Switching to 
equipment, can we get any larger, or do we see a shift to smaller, with swarm-type fleets beginning to 
take the main stage on the farm in 2020-2030? Will labor pools decrease as the move from rural to 
urban areas continues? Many questions remain unanswered concerning farm size, we will have to see. 
 

Transparency 
We continue to hear about transparency, especially the last few years about things like blockchain, 
consumer demand, and regulation. In the next decade, these terms may become more about what is 
happening as the “norm” and less about buzzwords. With easier data collection on the farm, 
opportunities to sell to specific consumers for food, fiber, or fuel sources may drive increased consumer 
interest. As regulation continues with government interest in topics such as climate change or water 
availability, providing records and the “bread crumb” trail of production could become a necessity for all 
farms to produce and sell in an open market. Having data records readily available for audits, insurance, 
financing, and others, create new opportunities for farms to be better prepared for the tasks ahead. 

Support 
The key component to everything we do in agribusiness and technology is support, and that component 
won’t end in the future. Technology won’t replace good skilled people, but they may see their roles 
advance — farmers, agronomists, sales people, etc. — only help to contribute to make things easier, 
more effective, and more impactful.  New farmers will need help navigating a more complex world and 
the decisions needed.  A new generation of graduates and enthusiasts will come into our world, and we 
will continue to grow and collaborate with them to better our industry for the future. There is nowhere 
more exciting than agriculture right now, and the next 10 years will continue that path. 
 
Cover Crops 
According to the 2017 Census of Agriculture, in just five years, cover crops plantings surged by 50% in 
the heart of the Corn Belt.  In addition, cover crop plantings grew more than 100% from 2012 to 2017.  
That trend is likely to continue as soil health, nutrient management and carbon sequestration efforts 
continue to incentivize the practice. 
 
Microbial Farming  
Farming above ground is starting to get as much attention as what’s happening below ground.  New 
discoveries are finding that microbes, like bacteria, fungi, viruses and protozoa, have real potential for 
major breakthroughs in agriculture. 
 
Hyper-Precision 
Driven by the idea of maximizing profits on every square inch of the operation by only using the exact 
crop resources needed for maximum yield potential.  This would mean every single seed planted at its 
optimum depth, determining exactly how much water the plant really needs and what inputs are 
essential to create increased yields. 
 
In conclusion, both myself and the Vision Ag crew are looking ahead to not only a new year, but a new 
decade of opportunities.  Will the next 10 years be filled with promise or plight? No one knows for 
certain, but we do know: disruptive forces will continue to drive change in 2020 and beyond and we plan 
on being there to not only experience it, but also to take advantage of it and come out stronger than we 
headed in.  Happy New Year!!   

https://www.precisionag.com/market-watch/using-blockchain-to-make-fragmented-food-supply-chains-traceable/
https://www.precisionag.com/digital-farming/fresh-minds-for-fresh-challenges-finding-your-career-path-in-digital-agriculture/
https://www.precisionag.com/vision-conference/a-year-of-ag-company-collaboration-sets-stage-for-the-new-system-of-systems-in-2020/

