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UKkrainian Agriculture

Following the recent Russian invasion, many aspects of Ukraine have been reviewed. Ukraine is
often referenced to Kansas and that section of American Great Plains and I remember this
comparison being made when I was an agronomy student at Kansas State University in the early
1970s. The agricultural importance of Ukraine was impressed upon us as agronomy students
then and it is important today as well. However, colleagues of mine who are from Ukraine and
some who have visited there say that Indiana is probably a better comparison in terms of

landscapes and agroecosystems.

Agriculture is a very important part of Ukrainian history and for many centuries, Ukraine has
been considered as the “breadbasket of Europe”, similar to the Great Plains of North America.
In 2020, Ukraine's agriculture sector generated approximately 9.3% of the nation’s Gross
Domestic Product (GDP). Crop farming, which accounts for 73% of agricultural output,
dominates Ukrainian agriculture, according to the International Trade Administration. The
country's main crops are sunflowers, corn, soybeans, wheat, and barley. In terms of global
exports, Ukraine produces 18% of the world's sunflower seed, safflower, or cottonseed oil
exports; 13% of corn production; 12% of global barley exports; and 8% of wheat and meslin (a

combination of wheat and rye).

Grain exports are a very important part of Ukraine’s economy. It has been projected that this
year Ukraine was poised to export more than three-fourths of its domestic corn and wheat crop.
That compares with one-fifth for the United States. Oilseed exports have become increasingly
important for Ukraine accounting for half of the world’s sunflower oil exports and is the No. 3
international rapeseed exporter. Many global oilseeds, particularly vegetable oils, have hit

record-high prices within the last year and the Ukrainian situation may exacerbate that.



This year, Ukraine has been predicted to account for 12% of global wheat exports, 16% for corn,
18% for barley and 19% for rapeseed, (FAO and Statistics of Ukraine). It is interesting to note
that cotton production has been resumed in parts of southern Ukraine in recent years, but it is

extremely small in terms planted area and productivity.
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Figure 1. Ukraine’s projected share of world exports, 2021-2022.

The weather in Ukraine is suitable for both winter and spring crops. Average annual precipitation
in Ukraine is approximately 600 mm (24 inches). Ukraine receives approximately 350 mm (14
inches) of precipitation during the growing season (April through October). Rainfall amounts are
typically higher in western and central Ukraine and lower in the south and east. The agricultural

areas of Ukraine are located at ~ 48° N (Figure 2).

The total area of Ukraine is over 60M ha (148M acres) with about 42M ha (104M acres) under
agricultural production. Crop production systems in Ukraine include field crop cultivation, grass
farming, vegetables, fruits, and nuts. Sunflowers and sugar beets are the main technical or
industrial, crops. Grain production, particularly winter wheat, is extremely important in the field

crop production systems of Ukraine. Other crops include fodder, vegetable, melon, and potato



crops. Grain crops represent 46.6% of total Ukrainian crop production; industrial crops 11.7%;
potato, vegetables, melon, and gourd, 6.6%; and fodder or forage crops, 35.1%. In the past,
Ukrainian grain production has reached 35-45M t/year. The major grain crops are corn, winter
wheat, followed by barley, maize, rye, and oats. Leguminous plants of high protein content

include peas, beans, fodder lupin, soybeans, and forage crops, (FAO and Statistics of Ukraine).

Ukraine has played a major role in economic and political developments in the region. Ukraine
was one of the naturally richest parts of the Soviet Union and Ukraine served as a major
“breadbasket” for the massive superpower, producing large amounts of small grains and corn for
distribution domestically and abroad. Being such a large producer of food, Ukraine was a prime
target for collectivization under Stalin and possession of the region was the cause for tension
between Stalinist Russia and Nazi Germany during WWII. Stalin imposed a program of food
and crop removal in 1932-1933 from Ukrainian farmers that created a horrible famine and
genocide known as the “Holodomor” that killed approximately 10M Ukrainians. Ukraine had the
largest population and the highest level of economic development of all the agricultural areas

that were collectivized under Stalin.

Former Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev, who led the Soviet Union from 1958 to 1964,
maintained a close relationship with Ukraine. His hometown, Kalinovka, was located seven
miles from the Russian border with Ukraine, and he spent much of his life working in the
Donbas region in the eastern part of the country. After World War II, he was appointed
Secretary of the Communist Party of Ukraine and played a pivotal role in rebuilding Kyiv, which
had been heavily bombed by the Germans. (Clark, 2014).

Agriculture in Ukraine has been changing and evolving since independence from the Soviet
Union was achieved in 1991, following the Soviet Union breakup. This has been a challenge in
all of the former Soviet Union republics in the past 30 years and Ukraine has generally done well
or better than most. State and collective farms were officially dismantled in 2000. Farm property
was divided among the farm workers in the form of land shares and most new shareholders
leased their land back to recently formed private agricultural associations, (International Trade
Administration and Statistics of Ukraine). Recently, Ukraine has produced enough food to feed

400 million people in addition to its own population of 44 million. Ukraine has experienced a



nearly 10X increase in food exports over the past 20 years with more than 40% of Ukraine’s

annual corn and wheat shipments have been directed to the Middle East or Africa.

This is only a very brief review of Ukrainian agriculture. For those of us working in agriculture,
the Ukrainian agricultural capacity is good for us to understand in relation to what is transpiring

today in that nation and the impacts that may have on global markets.
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Figure 2. Environmental zones of Ukraine.




