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In 2022 and 2023, the river levels on the Mississippi slowed barge freight and, thus, crop exports out of
Kentucky. When river levels decline, barge transportation slows, which causes barge freight rates to increase.
Local commodity basis, defined as the difference between the futures price and the local cash price, is a
function of transportation cost. Thus, higher barge freight rates cause the basis to widen. When the basis
widens, producers selling at the cash price, utilizing hedge-to-arrive (HTA) contracts, or hedging through
futures typically receive lower crop prices than expected. When river levels are normal in Kentucky, the
average October basis is near -$0.20 for corn or -$0.30 for soybeans. This year, producers that had to deliver
when the basis was at its worst could have lost $0.30- $0.60/bushel on corn and $0.50-$0.70/bushel on
soybeans.

As river levels have hit record lows in 2023, it is unsurprising that corn basis dropped lower than last year in
the western regions. Interestingly, the corn basis is better in the central and northern regions than last year,
which could be driven by 2022 barge freight from Cincinnati being two and a half times 2023 prices (USDA-
AMS Grain Transportation Reports, 2023). The USDA only reports soybean basis for three Kentucky regions;
however, soybean basis is better in 2023 than in 2022. Elevators likely have a higher demand for soybeans
when river levels are low because they are higher priced and allow smaller quantities of grain with higher dollar
volume to be shipped downriver. Overall, the impact of river levels on Kentucky basis has been less
detrimental than last year; however, many producers are still taking a large hit to their bottom line.

Looking at risk management strategies, producers should utilize on-farm storage to store corn and soybeans
until river levels are normal. Off-farm storage could also be a viable option; however, less storage supply and
higher storage demand have caused off-farm storage costs to increase. Higher storage cost needs to be
accounted for before making a decision. Last year, the basis improved drastically by mid-November,
surpassing the 2018-2021 average by December/January. We will likely see similar but less drastic patterns
occur this year. Although barge transportation has been less costly, river levels are lower than last year and
could moderate basis recovery.

Typical methods for producers to manage price risk include hedging through futures or HTA Contracts that
minimize price risk but leave the producer susceptible to basis risk. Minimizing price risk is typically the
preferred strategy because the basis is more predictable than price under normal circumstances. However,
river-level issues have caused unpredictable basis patterns. If we continue to experience dry summers,
Kentucky producers without on-farm storage may need to rely on forward or basis contracts that lock basis
before river levels decline. A downfall to these strategies is that they limit where crops can be delivered and
leave the producer susceptible to production risk, which may result in producers taking a lower spot price or
elevator fees.
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Figure 1: Weakest Weekly Average Corn Basis in 2022 Relative to 4-Year-Average (2018-2021)
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Source: DTN (2023)

Figure 2: Weakest Weekly Average Corn Basis in 2023 Relative to 4-Year-Average (2018-2021)

Source: DTN (2023)

Figure 3: Weakest Weekly Average Soybean Basis in 2022 Relative to 4-Year-Average (2018-2021)

Source: DTN (2023)
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Figure 4: Weakest Weekly Average Soybean Basis in 2023 Relative to 4-Year-Average (2018-2021)
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Source: DTN (2023)

Table 1: 2022 and 2023 Weakest Weekly Average Corn Basis Relative to 4-Year-Average by USDA
Region and Corresponding Kentucky Counties

Weakest Weekly Average Weakest Weekly Average

Kentucky Counties in Corn Basis in 2022 Relative = Corn Basis in 2023 Relative
Region Region to 4-Year-Average (2018- to 4-Year-Average (2018-
2021) 2021)
Fulton, Hickman, Carlisle,
Ballard, Graves, McCracken,
Purchase Calloway, Marshall, -$0.49 -$0.55
Livingston, Lyon, Trigg
Caldwell, Crittenden,
Christian, Hopkins, Webster,
Midwestern Union, Henderson, Daviess, -$0.29 -$0.33

McLean, Muhlenberg, Todd,
Logan, Simpson, Ohio,
Hancock

Meade, Breckinridge,
Grayson, Butler, Warren,
Allen, Monroe, Barren,
Edmonson, Hardin, Hart,
Central Metcalfe, Cumberland, -$0.79 -$0.31
Clinton, Russell, Adair,
Green, Taylor, Casey,
Marion, Larue, Nelson,
Bullitt, Jefferson

Oldham, Trimble, Henry,
Carroll, Owen, Gallatin,

Northern | Grant, Boone, Keaton, -$1.53 -$0.58
Campbell, Pendleton,
Bracken
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Table 2: 2022 and 2023 Weakest Weekly Average Soybean Basis Relative to 4-Year-Average by USDA
Region and Corresponding Kentucky Counties

Region

Kentucky Counties in
Region

Weakest Weekly Average
Corn Basis in 2022 Relative
to 4-Year-Average (2018-
2021)

Weakest Weekly Average
Corn Basis in 2023 Relative
to 4-Year-Average (2018-
2021)

Purchase

Fulton, Hickman, Carlisle,
Ballard, Graves, McCracken,
Calloway, Marshall,
Livingston, Lyon, Trigg

-$0.88

-$0.68

Midwestern

Caldwell, Crittenden,
Christian, Hopkins, Webster,
Union, Henderson, Daviess,
McLean, Muhlenberg, Todd,
Logan, Simpson, Ohio,
Hancock

-$1.01

-$0.56

Northern

Oldham, Trimble, Henry,
Carroll, Owen, Gallatin,
Grant, Boone, Keaton,
Campbell, Pendleton,
Bracken

-$0.68

-$0.70
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