
Hard White Wheat
Still a chicken-or-egg dilemma

Flour millers probably do not give much thought to chickens
and eggs, except at breakfast. However, the hard white wheat (HW)
version of “which-came-first-the-chicken-or-the-egg” dilemma is

not about fried
eggs. It is about
farmers who are
skeptical of pro-
ducing a crop
that they may not
be able to sell and
buyers who can-
not depend on a
market with in-
consistent supply.

Quality char-
acteristics like
whiter flour and
better taste seem like good reasons for
farmers to grow HW and for millers to
buy it. The logic seems clear-cut, but ap-
parently, it is not that easy.

“U.S. production of HW has struggled
to exceed 1 million metric tons (MMT).
Many people feel that we need to get far
beyond that, in order to have sustaining
supplies,” says Brian Sorenson, wheat qual-
ity specialist and technical director at the
Northern Crops Institute (NCI), Fargo, ND.

Farmers throughout the southern and
northern Great Plains and across to the
West Coast produce most of the U.S. HW.
“Currently, most U.S. HW is contract-
grown and delivered right to the mills or
to grain handlers working with the mills,”



Asia, Latin America, Africa, and the
Middle East,” says John Oades, vice
president and director of the U.S. Wheat
Associates West Coast office. “We see in-
terest for protein levels from 11% to 15%.
The challenge is to get critical mass pro-
duction, where domestic millers in the
United states and, following their de-
mand, overseas customers can access sus-
tainable, established supplies of HW.

“One of the challenges in getting this
critical mass up is breeding HW varieties
that are agronomically competitive with
other existing wheat classes that produc-
ers are growing. They must see an eco-
nomic advantage or equivalency in grow-
ing HW. We are getting there,” Oades says.

“From the miller’s and the consumer’s
viewpoints, HW has been good,” says
John Crabtree, NCI assistant director.
“But because of its small and inconsis-
tent supply, grain handlers find it to be a
challenge to merchandise at times. They
wonder how to segregate it at the local
elevator, how to move it through the mar-
keting channels, and how to get it to their
domestic and overseas customers.”

Research and Development
“An Asian wheat miller told me that

his company is interested in a white DNS,
a spring wheat with 14% protein, the mill-
ing and baking properties of hard red
spring (HRS), but with a white bran,”
Sorenson recalls.

Is that on the horizon?
“Every major hard red winter (HRW),

HRS, and soft winter (SW) wheat-pro-
ducing state has an HW breeding effort
going on today,” says Oades. “HW repre-
sents a tremendous opportunity for U.S.
producers to offer a distinctive high-end
product to world markets. We anticipate
that we will meet the challenges and get
this product out there for our customers
to have an opportunity to buy.”

Recent investigations have developed

new varieties of HW, with low poly-
phenoloxidase (PPO), which will help
produce whiter products.

“PPO is an enzyme that breaks down
polyphenols, which in the presence of oxy-
gen, impart a gray color to the dough. By
reducing the amount of PPO, you can pro-
duce fresh noodles and other refrigerated
dough products that are lighter in color,”
Sorenson says.

“Until we get beyond a certain thresh-
old of production, there will continue to
be some challenges with U.S. HW,” he
says. “I don’t want anyone to misunder-
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stand the fact that we still need to pro-
duce high-quality, hard red wheats, which
will always have a strong market.

“Our best-case scenario would be if
we could provide our overseas markets
with a range of high-quality HW and HR
wheats, to allow our customers to pur-
chase different types of different prod-
ucts,” Sorenson concludes.

Sally Sologuk is a public relations/
communications specialist for Northern
Crops Institute at North Dakota State Uni-
versity, Fargo. She can be reached at 701-
231-6538 or sally.sologuk@ndsu.edu.
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