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Did you know that wheat is grown across 545 million acres of land 

globally? That’s bigger than the landmass of France and Germany combined, or 

almost twice the size of Texas. With this in mind, it comes as no surprise that 

wheat is one of the world’s top-producing commodities, by volume and value. 

With uses ranging from the bread that encases your peanut butter and jelly 

sandwiches to the straw bedding that keeps your livestock warm during cold 

nights, wheat is a very versatile crop. As someone who grew up on a wheat farm, 

I have seen some of this versatility firsthand. Using my prior knowledge in 

combination with further, in-depth research, I can tell you this: of the multitude of 

crops in our world, wheat is definitely one of the most diverse, taking on 

countless genetic variations, serving many different, but crucial purposes, and 

has a very volatile market. To truly grasp the diversity of this staple crop, we will 

first examine key variables in wheat genetics, then explore the uses of wheat as 

a whole, and finally, inspect its constantly evolving market. Let's start with wheat 

genetics 

The main thing that makes wheat such a diverse crop is its genetic 

varieties. More specifically, how many there are, and how they relate and 

contrast with each other. It is a common-known fact in the wheat world that there 

are over 30,000 different varieties of wheat, which came to be over the course of 

several thousand years of adaptation, natural hybridization, and human 

domestication. (Levy and Feldman 2022) The earliest cultivated species of wheat 

were Einkorn, Emmer, and Spelt. They would also be the first to be domesticated 



by humans during the Fertile Crescent nearly 10,000 years ago. (Sousa, 2021) 

These Middle Easterners used selective breeding to find seeds from grasses with 

desirable traits, which usually had larger kernels and non-shattering spikes. As 

these processes continued, more and more species of wheat emerged, 

eventually leading to the production that we see today. Those years of natural 

and selective crossbreeding resulted in a very heterogeneous catalog. If you can 

find the right variety, you can grow wheat pretty much anywhere. Wheat can be 

grown in many climates and latitudes ranging from the tropical biomes of Brazil to 

the drier, harsh winter plains of North America. Historically, you didn't have many 

variables to consider. Today, we have a vast selection of varieties and 

classifications encompassing differing growing conditions, end-use quality, and 

unique physical traits. A prominent example of contrasting wheat varieties is Red 

Fife versus Jefferson. Both are high-quality hard red spring wheats; however, one 

is known for its full stature of 3-5 feet, whilst the other is a semi-dwarf, barely 

reaching 3 feet.  

A crop with so many unique traits comes with the advantage of a wide 

range of applications. Another aspect that makes wheat very diverse is its 

multitude of purposes. We obviously know that the main thing wheat is used for is 

food. Wheat is a staple crop for about 35% of the world's population, which 

translates to about 2.87 billion people. (Grote et al. 2021) This fact is made very 

evident in most of the foods you eat. Wheat most commonly takes on the form of 

flour, which serves as the foundation to many of your favorite dishes, appearing 



in most pastas, breads, and baked goods. It also makes an appearance in foods 

you wouldn’t expect to find. Some sauces and soups are thickened with flour. 

Most beers are made of fermented wheat. Many processed meats use 

wheat-based products as fillers. Even shredded cheese at the grocery store is 

sometimes coated with flour to keep it from sticking to itself. Outside of human 

consumption, there are a lot of other uses for wheat. Around 68% of all wheat 

produced is used for food. That’s over two-thirds, but what about the rest of it? 

How is it used? Around 20% is used for livestock feed, 1% is used for biofuel, 

and the other 13% is used for other, miscellaneous applications, such as 

adhesives, cosmetics, and pharmaceuticals. (Grote et al. 2021) 

Clearly, humans like to make the most of what we use. Eventually, we 

always come across variables outside of our control. The same can be applied to 

wheat, specifically, its market. One characteristic that distinguishes wheat from 

other staple crops is its economics. The wheat market is noted for its extreme 

volatility, or liability to change instantaneously, without any warning. Most of the 

market’s fluctuations are primarily driven by four factors, which are differing 

“weather patterns, supply chain disruptions, exchange rate fluctuations, and 

evolving consumer preferences.” (Petit for Miller 2023) Granted, we can examine 

gathered data to predict the general weather patterns for the year, but Chaos 

Theory suggests not to take that information as fact due to the atmosphere’s 

inherent disorder. This creates significant uncertainty within the market since 

weather patterns also play a huge role in wheat production. A recent example of 



shifting weather patterns that drove market volatility was the persistent drought 

across the U.S. during the 2022/2023 crop year. “Drought persisted in much of 

the U.S. Plains and Pacific Northwest wheat production regions” during the early 

season. (U.S. Wheat Associates 2022) Consequently, this affected much of the 

winter wheat one way or another, therefore contributing to market volatility. 

Secondly, supply chain disruptions are unexpected events that halt the usual flow 

of goods. These events largely contribute to the market’s unpredictability by 

restricting supply flow, raising the cost of transportation, and therefore, the cost of 

supply, and fostering even more uncertainty. A recent example of this is the 

Russia-Ukraine War. Since both countries are prominent wheat exporters, the 

feud caused immediate damage to supply and stock prices, causing persistent 

unpredictability in the market throughout 2022 and 2023. (Glauber 2023) Next, 

exchange rate fluctuations are the constant change in the value of one currency 

against another. These exchanges don’t have a pinpoint cause to them; however, 

we can observe that they usually are a result of a country’s economic and/or 

political shifts. This translates to the wheat market because when trading wheat, 

it’s generally a battle of the US dollar against other currencies. This continuously 

shifts the baseline price of wheat, creating instability. (Hedgepoint 2025) Finally, 

evolving consumer preferences significantly contribute to market volatility 

because, just like the market, it too is unpredictable and evolves at a rapid rate. 

Our taste in food today might not be the same as tomorrow. As it changes, for or 

against wheat products, we see different demands with no predictable route, 



sustaining the instability of the market. How does this make the wheat market 

different from other markets? There are a couple of reasons for this, one being 

that wheat is a competitive market. There are many producers, but no individual 

can single-handedly “affect the market price by increasing or decreasing his 

output.” (Econport 2006) The second reason is its specialized nature, which we 

discussed earlier. This means that while other commodities, such as corn, are 

susceptible to very broad-based demand shocks, the wheat market is typically 

prone to shocks specific to its own supply and demand fundamentals. 

As we have seen, there is so much more to wheat than we realize. Its 

genetic catalog and uses are the result of several thousand years of evolution 

that words cannot even begin to describe. You would think that, because this 

staple crop is so widely grown and used throughout the world, its market is very 

predictable. However, we see that it is quite the opposite, especially seeing how 

crazy these prices have been recently. Knowing this, it is very important that we 

maintain this biodiversity, for it is a gift to be able to grow so many varieties in 

different regions of the world so that everyone has food on their plate. My hope is 

that the future generation will see this biodiversity in even more crops as we 

continue to grow and evolve.  
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