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Agri-Food Americas 2025 – 
Insight, Innovation, and Industry Transformation 

Expana’s Agri-Food Americas 2025, held in Chicago from September 23–24, explored the trends, 
technologies and geopolitical forces reshaping the future of markets. Bringing together leaders from 
across the global agrifood value chains including procurement, commercial, strategy and finance the 
event provided a platform for essential conversations around the challenges and opportunities facing the 
industry today and in the years ahead. 

From the iconic leadership insights of Ed Rensi, former McDonald’s executive, to forward-looking 
macroeconomic viewpoints from Dr. David Kohl and expert panels covering geopolitics, trade, risk 
management and supply chain resilience, the conference offered a sweeping view of the industry at a 
moment of profound transformation. 

Over two days, attendees were immersed in practical, data-driven strategies and heard directly from 
market insiders about the complex realities affecting commodity markets, regulatory landscapes, and 
food systems. 

This post-event report captures the highlights, key messages, and actionable takeaways from the 
conference serving as both a reference and a resource for industry stakeholders navigating a volatile yet 
opportunity-rich agri-food environment. 

Thank you to our sponsors

PLATINUM SILVER
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Chasing fads sometimes led to interesting menu 
attempts, when certain commodities were scarce, 
which also failed. Rensi reminded the audience to 
“stick to meat and potatoes” and know what your 
customers want. This mix of innovation and his 
commitment to the basics and the people is what 
truly defined his career at McDonald’s. 

The most influential advice Rensi received from his 
mentors was KISS: Keep It Simple, Stupid. He 
learned from McDonald’s legends like Ray Kroc 
and Fred Turner to always, “do it for the greater 
good.” This focus on “people, people, people” 
became a mantra, advocating for giving individuals 
a chance to grow. 

With a career centered around developing what he 
called the “McDonald’s system” through hard work 
and common sense, Ed Rensi is a testament to 
robust leadership and strategic evolution in the 
fast-food industry. Yet, he remains humble, 
believing young leaders could greatly benefit from 
senior mentors. His advice: learn to make new 
mistakes, keep pushing the frontier and most 
importantly, listen more than you talk. 

If you’ve ever enjoyed a Chicken McNugget or an 
Egg McMuffin, you’ve got Ed Rensi to thank. This 
Former President and CEO of McDonald’s USA, 
has an impressive legacy that includes being 
instrumental in the development of some of the 
chain’s most beloved menu items, from pioneering 
the breakfast menu to introducing chicken 
nuggets. At the start of his career, McDonald’s 
restaurants pulled in about $300k annually, but 
things took a sharp turn upwards with Rensi on 
board, hitting a million dollars in sales in the first 
year. Rensi’s influence is undeniable. 

Speaking at Agri-Food Americas, Rensi 
emphasized the need for preparation. Having 
grappled with BSE (Mad Cow Disease) and E.coli 
during his time with the company, he shared how 
critical it is to have a contingency plan in place, 
stating, “be ready for anything, anywhere, anytime.” 
As he put it, “if you wait for the emergency to 
happen, you’re too late.” 

Rensi also knew the value of employee insights. He 
explained that once he flew in several hourly staff 
to be surveyed saying, “staff know more about 
your business than the leaders do.” 

His approach wasn’t without flaw. Take the 
infamous attempt at launching a peanut butter and 
jelly bar for breakfast, a “stupid” decision as he put 
it. But Rensi didn’t shy away from admitting 
mistakes or perusing innovation. He believed in 
announcing failures to the world and presenting 
solutions immediately. He said, “For every success, 
there were a hundred failures.” He stressed that 
you have to “fail fast”.  

Ed Rensi, The Legacy Behind McDonald’s Iconic Menu 
and Business Strategies  
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Dr. Kohl also warned of increased competition 
from the Global South with the possibility of 
greater competition from countries such as 
Australia and various African nations, given 
evolving trade dynamics. He also cautioned 
about counter-tariffs and their potential to 
complicate strategic planning for agribusinesses.    

Financing and fiscal considerations were also a 
key component of Dr. Kohl’s outlook. He flagged 
the significant $37 trillion federal debt and 
federal deficit of $2 trillion as key long-term risks 
for capital costs. He urged operators to focus on 
controllables while preparing for a range of 
unpredictable developments in 
macroeconomic policy.    

Looking ahead to regional economics, he 
predicted that by 2030-2035, global blocs will 
take on more importance and that North 
America, eventually comprising the US, Mexico, 
and Canada, could become a critical integrated 
market, with individual countries less able to 
compete alone. 

Dr. David Kohl, Professor Emeritus in the 
Department of Agriculture and Applied 
Economics at Virginia Tech, offered a broad 
forecast for the agricultural and food sectors, 
describing a “bifurcated” global economy and 
outlining megatrends expected to shape 
farming, trade, and policy through 2035.  

Dr. Kohl framed the global economy as divided. 
“The US is doing well, largely because of deficit 
spending and high equity markets like stocks 
and real estate. That drives consumption. But 
the rest of the world is struggling,” he said.    

Dr. Kohl described grain and row crops as 
bearish, citing export dependence as a central 
vulnerability. “One in five dollars in US farm 
income comes from exports,” he said. 
Meanwhile, the US livestock sector is doing well 
and is more bullish for now. “Beef is hotter than 
a pepper sprout,” Kohl joked.    

Trade relations and policy were highlighted as 
continuing sources of volatility as there has 
been no closure with the US’s main partners: 
China, Mexico, Canada. As a result, there has 
been and will continue to be a lot of volatility 
until that happens, Dr. Kohl argued. He warned 
that tariffs are corroding long-term 
relationships and that the true effects of 
sanctions may accumulate over several years, 
adding to sectoral uncertainty.    

Trade, Debt and Demographics Shape Next Era 
of Agricultural Policy  

Continued on next page
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Finally, Dr. Kohl highlighted megatrends likely to 
shape agriculture through 2050, including 
regenerative agriculture focused on soil and 
water health, rising influence of the Global 
South, deglobalization, urbanization and aging 
birth rates. He also warned that the diffusion of 
technology will be rapid and that data-driven 
decision-making will emerge as a core 
competitive edge.    

On the role of technology and workforce, Dr. 
Kohl forecast a significant uplift for data and 
analytics in agricultural decision-making. 
“Turning data into organized information will be 
another competitive edge,” he said, highlighting 
the need for transparency and alignment 

between production and consumer markets. He 
also predicted that AI will be disruptive on the 
downside and warned of a potential brain drain 
that could threaten the US competitive edge if 
education and innovation do not keep pace with 
changing industry needs.     

Dr. Kohl warned that black swan events like 
terrorist incidents or pandemics are punctuations 
rather than constants, but gray rhinos such as 
rising national debt and persistent deficits pose 
long-term risks to growth if not addressed. He 
emphasized a bottom-up approach to change, 
insisting that transformation in agriculture will arise 
from farmers and firms adjusting to evolving 
conditions rather than from top-down mandates. 

Continued from previous page 

Trade, Debt and Demographics Shape Next Era of Agricultural Policy 
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In a bold move set to reshape the agrifood commodity landscape, 
Expana launched its next-generation platform- an ambitious leap in 
turning complex market data into clear, actionable decisions.   

Speaking at the official unveiling at Agri-Food Americas in Chicago, 
Spencer Wicks, CEO of Expana, introduced the platform to a packed 
room of industry leaders, describing it as “the most 
advanced, most comprehensive platform in the industry.”  

“Volatility isn’t an exception anymore, it’s the environment we operate in 
every single day,” Wicks told attendees. “Yet leaders are still making multi-
million-dollar calls with outdated or incomplete information. That 
has to change.”  

The new Expana platform, integrates data from across the company’s 
trusted legacy brands, which include Urner Barry, Mintec, 
Feedinfo, Tropical Research Services (TRS) 
and Stratégie Grains, into a single, intuitive 
AI-driven interface. Unlike traditional data 
services, Expana is purpose-built to offer 
real-time insights, predictive intelligence 
and tailored recommendations for decision-
makers across procurement, supply chain, 
commercial, and finance teams.  

“Expana isn’t just another dashboard,” said Wicks. “It’s a 
strategic intelligence platform. It tells you when to act, why to 
act, and gives you the confidence to act decisively.”  

Among the use cases highlighted were dynamic commodity 
pricing, disruption response, cost modelling and predictive 
budgeting, all powered by Expana IQ, the platform’s proprietary 
intelligence engine.  

“We built Expana from the ground up,” Wicks added. “This isn’t a facelift. It’s a reimagining of how data 
should serve the people who rely on it every day.”  

Expana Unveils Next-Generation Platform to Revolutionize 
Agrifood Decision-Making  
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in involved countries 
away from Europe, 
to perhaps the US 
once regulations 
come into effect.    

On financing 
conditions, he 
pointed to recent 
trends in US interest 
rates, which saw a 
spike a few years 
ago, and have since plateaued, with more recent 
drops seen and further drops expected for the rest 
of the year. He noted that cheaper loans may 
incentivize companies to pursue further 
investment: “There are more dollars in the market. 
The Fed has said it is open to more rate cuts 
moving forward - keep an eye on that.”       

On commodity inputs, he observed a correlation 
between crude oil prices and plastics: “Plastic 
prices are coming down because crude oil prices 
are coming down. “Opportunities like these can be 
leveraged,” he said.    

Goldenberg also noted the rise of extreme weather 
events and their impact on supply reliability, 
cautioning companies to “make sure to diversify 
supplies and have back-up supplies.”    

In Goldenberg’s view, with so many variables and 
different outcomes impacting different parts of the 
industry in different ways, it is crucial to have 
data-driven cost models.  

Marcel Goldenberg, Chief Market Reporting 
Officer for Food, Feed & Industrial at Expana, 
outlined key trends and challenges shaping 
commodity input markets, urging agri-food 
companies to adopt data-driven strategies to 
manage rising costs and supply chain complexities.    

Goldenberg highlighted that the Producer Price 
Index (PPI) rose 2.7% year-on-year from August 
2024 to August 2025. “Energy was up 5.2%, 
electricity up 6.3%, piped gas up by 7.1%, but some 
have dropped, like gasoline, fuel oil,” he said, 
adding that the impact of these cost changes 
depends heavily on the nature of businesses, with 
different inputs bearing varying importance across 
agrifood sub-sectors.    

Discussing tariffs, Goldenberg noted the common 
focus on headline tariff rates masks deeper cost 
effects. “Knock on impact of tariff-related cost 
changes can have a deeper impact,” he warned, 
and in some cases, there are factors having bigger 
impacts than tariff rates. He stressed the 
importance of detailed contract management 
whatever the scenario: “Ensure you have the right 
clauses in the contracts. Make sure you boil down 
to individual items you produce, buy or sell.”   

“Move beyond the big tariff headline,” 
Goldenberg commented.    

Goldenberg also flagged potential shifts linked to 
regulatory changes such as the European Union’s 
EUDR law, which he said, “could potentially shift 
some demand for affected products made 

Moving Beyond Tariff Headlines and Managing 
Supply Chain Complexities  
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Gale discussed trade tensions in general, citing 
the soybean trade between the US and China as 
an example. He said China has moved beyond 
tariffs toward what he described as a boycott of 
US soybeans, contributing to depressed world 
prices that date back a few years. He highlighted 
how demand shifts in one major market can 
reverberate through global commodity chains, 
affecting producers, traders and processors far 
from the point of origin.    

Mann emphasized tariff barriers as well as 
accompanying non-tariff barriers, noting that 
China is unlikely to accept trade restrictions 
without responding in kind. He referenced 
evolving demand dynamics in some exports to 
China as evidence of structural changes in the 
relationship between the two economies. Arita 
characterized tariffs and non-tariff barriers as 
the single most disruptive factor, while also 
drawing attention to broader weakness in the 
US farm economy: issues like oversupply and 
softer domestic demand and arguing that 
retaliation can directly affect export markets 
and raise input costs such as fertilizers, 
equipment, steel and aluminum.    

A panel of agricultural economists and policy 
advocates examined how geopolitical 
uncertainty, tariffs and trade policies are shaping 
the food and agriculture sector, focusing on 
events of the past six months and strategies for 
navigating ongoing volatility.    

The panel featured Darrell E. Fletcher, Managing 
Director of Commodities at Bannockburn Capital 
Markets; Fred Gale, former USDA Economist; 
Greyson Mann, Senior Manager of Government 
Affairs for the US-China Business Council; and 
Shawn Arita, Associate Director of the 
Agricultural Risk Policy Center at North Dakota 
State University.     

The panel opened with a consensus that tariffs 
remain the most destabilizing force for agrifood 
markets. Fletcher said, “uncertainty itself is 
destabilizing, weakening the US dollar and 
rippling through markets.” His remarks 
underscored a broader concern that tariff 
rhetoric and policy actions have created a 
climate of unpredictability that complicates 
hedging, pricing, and investment decisions.    

Geopolitics, Tariffs, and Trade Policies Under the Lens 

Continued on next page
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Geopolitics, Tariffs, and Trade Policies Under the Lens  

When discussing longer-term trends, Fletcher 
warned that US trade policy increasingly uses 
leverage rather than offering resolution, urging 
companies to plan for persistent volatility and 
sudden supply swings. Gale pointed to China’s 
efforts to diversify its trading partners and build 
connections outside its traditional corridors, while 
cautioning about vulnerabilities within China’s 
own supply chains. Mann noted that public 
expectations around negotiations and fixed dates 
should be viewed with skepticism, expecting 
continued tariff truces and potential exemptions, 
rather than a straightforward path to resolution.    

In terms of practical responses, Fletcher advised 
firms to “know your business” and to control what 
they can. He emphasized the 
importance of pricing 
strategies and hedging with 
an eye toward 2026 and 
beyond, arguing that 
proactive risk management 
remains essential. Gale 
acknowledged the 
challenges of replacing a 
colossal market like China 
for soybeans, highlighting the risk of oversupply 
and price pressure if a deal comes late in the 
season and Chinese buyers pivot to suppliers 
such as Brazil or Argentina.    

Mann suggested that joint ventures or rerouting 
shipments could serve as coping mechanisms, 

though such strategies carry their own trade-
offs, including potential reductions in bargaining 
power. The panel also touched on the concept of 
“tariff-proofing” supply chains, advocating 
diversification, multi-market sourcing and 
proactive navigation of non-tariff barriers.    

All participants agreed that volatility is likely to 
persist and that agricultural policy representation 
in future trade negotiations will be crucial to 
achieving clearer, more stable outcomes. 
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Stewart also offered 
advice for the next 
generation, urging a shift 
from risk management to 
resilience by cultivating 
new ways of working. He 
outlined a five-step approach: assess risk and 
map the way forward, address potential issues, 
look for early indicators to preempt events, 
manage crises effectively and plan actions for 
returning to stabilization. 

He mentioned that Expana is at the forefront with 
its capability to predict risks, positioning itself as a 
leader in resilience. Stewart also emphasized the 
human element in leadership, advising, “Don’t 
forget the human part!” He expressed the 
importance in leading by lending a hand and 
showing compassion to your customers’ needs 
with your ability in providing solutions even 
beyond the scope of the service you provide to 
that customer regularly.  

Discussing crisis management, Stewart 
underscored the importance of having trusted 
leaders capable of making decisions. He 
highlighted the distinction between transactional 
and collaborative relationships, which boils down 
to “network design.” 

When it comes to surprising lessons learned, 
Stewart cited the “power of a network” and the 
vital role of leveraging one’s network. Looking 
ahead, he pinpointed the biggest disruptor was 
the rapid progression of technology, notably 
generative AI, and the unknown pathways it will 
carve out in the future. 

Expana’s Russ Whitman shared a fireside chat 
with seasoned industry leader and former Tyson 
executive, Russ Stewart, who boasts over 35 
years of experience in the supply chain sector. 

Stewart has a distinguished career, having run and 
globalized supply chains across various markets 
while also overseeing risk management teams. 

During the discussion, Stewart highlighted the 
biggest challenges facing the industry today. He 
attributed the turbulent environment to living in a 
“VUCA world,” characterized by volatility, 
uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity. Among the 
specific challenges are natural disasters, animal 
diseases and labor issues like port strikes. 
Stewart emphasized how the COVID-19 pandemic 
had amplified those challenges, which presented 
a significant hurdle for most industry players. 

To navigate these types of disruptions, Stewart 
shared a framework for managing them 
effectively. He stressed the importance of 
differentiation, urging businesses to focus on their 
core competencies and be exemplary in their area 
of expertise. As he put it, “Make sure you are 
differentiated and providing what you’re great at. 
What is your core? Where will you invest in and be 
great at? How do you deliver it?” Stewart drew 
parallels to companies like Amazon, that focuses 
on speed, while Apple emphasizes design 
and innovation. 

A crucial aspect he pointed out was being 
customer-focused, advocating for intentionality in 
customer interactions, “Be intentional on how you 
treat people. What does your customer need?” 

Navigating Challenges and Building Resilience  
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albeit at a slower pace than last year, while some 
national brands are stagnating. Consumers will 
spend more on premium offerings or for special 
occasions, requiring food producers to identify 
what these occasions are and respond. 

Consumer confidence remains fragile, noted 
Rodriguez. “They think a recession is coming, they 
have been for a year,” she commented. Inflation 
continues to weigh on the sector, with average 
retail prices trending higher year-to-date in 
refrigerated and meat categories. “Produce and 
meat departments are the most price sensitive,” 
she said, adding that consumers care about price 
and will continue to buy their favorite fresh food 
items, but will likely buy less in quantity. 

Post-pandemic shifts toward at-home eating 
persist, with consumers favoring shorter meal 
preparation times. Meal kits are also gaining in 
popularity, she said. Snacking remains a major 
trend, with Circana data showing US consumers 
average 1,178 snacks per year. 

Rodriguez argued: “Focus on elevating the 
everyday for consumers… Affordable solutions 
but also innovation and convenience remain key.” 

US consumers spent $1.69 trillion on food and 
beverages over the past 52 weeks, with retail 
accounting for 61% of sales and foodservice 
39%, Melissa Rodriguez, Vice President of 
Circana told delegates. 

Consumers face “endless buying options across 
all channels” as preferences continue to evolve, 
Rodriguez said. Circana has forecasted food and 
beverage retail growth of 3-5% over the next 18 
months, driven by moderate dollar growth and 
changes in shopping frequency. 

“Shoppers are looking more at 2-3 day trips to 
the retail stores today. Before it was more once a 
week,” she said, adding that this shift results in 
increased store traffic and greater interest in 
shopping deals. 

Rodriguez highlighted demographic shifts 
influencing shopping habits. Boomers, for 
instance, are keen on whole grain products and 
unprocessed foods. The GenZ demographic is 
entering adulthood and living on their own, while 
Millennial families continue to expand as a 
demographic and their purchase decisions 
continue to change. 

She also pointed to underperformance in the 
fresh foods sector among younger consumers, 
observing that “they are the future of the space 
but are currently underspending.” Additionally, 
private label products continue to grow in 2025, 

Snapshot of Current US Food 
Consumer Behavior 



Agri-Food Americas by Expana 2025 Post Event Report  |  Page  12

Agri-Food Americas
by Expana

partnerships with vendors and private labels that 
ensure mutual benefits without compromising 
product value. 

The resurgence of fast-casual dining has sparked 
changes in business models, as noted by Derek 
Nelson, who emphasized adjusting value offerings 
in response to consumer price sensitivity. Aleman 
envisioned more food court-style venues that 
mimic fast-casual experiences, while Ligon 
highlighted the growth of fresh prepared meal 
sections and the demand for convenience and 
variety in dining options. 

Offering guidance to suppliers, the panelists 
stressed the importance of robust risk 
management and possible pricing agreements. 
Aleman highlighted cruise lines as unique 
opportunities for manufacturers, given that 
products onboard don’t touch US soil, presenting a 
new market for volume. Ligon urged suppliers to 
build optionality into their strategies to manage 
risks more effectively. 

Industry leaders gathered to discuss how retailers 
and food service providers are planning ahead for 
2026, tackling challenges and exploring strategies 
for future growth. The panel delved into pressing 
issues in procurement, sourcing and commodities. 

Moderated by Expana’s Joe Muldowney, the 
conversation began with the impact of tariffs, a 
major challenge currently faced by grocery and 
food service sectors. Allen Ligon, Director of 
Commodities & Strategic Procurement at BJ’s 
Wholesale, highlighted the global effects tariffs 
have on prices and commodity availability. 

Meanwhile, Onesimo Aleman, Food Category 
Director at Norwegian Cruise Line Holdings, 
emphasized the importance of strategic 
partnerships and cost control, key to maintaining 
stability amid fluctuating tariffs. Derek Nelson, 
Director of Commodity Risk & Analytics, Little 
Caesar Enterprises also weighed in, focusing on 
logistics, security of supplies, and the need to find 
domestic suppliers while protecting commodity 
prices. 

In light of these challenges, the panel explored 
risks related to cost pressures and inflation. Nelson 
advocated for robust risk management, evolving 
price targets, and adapting approaches to offer the 
lowest possible prices. Aleman advised businesses 
to seek new opportunities by expanding their 
customer base and innovating procurement 
methods, while Ligon suggested creating 

Navigating Tariffs, Innovation, and Consumer Trends in 
Retail and Food Service 

Continued on next page
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Navigating Tariffs, Innovation, and Consumer Trends in Retail and Food Service 

Navigating supplier relationships, the panel 
underscored the need for alignment with company 
missions and adaptability. Aleman spoke about 
fostering efficient supplier relationships, while 
Nelson emphasized testing new sourcing regions 
and technologies like drone delivery. Ligon pointed 
to technology’s role in providing significant data, 
such as crop predictability and weather insights, 
aiding operational efficiency. 

As the conversation came to a close, the panel 
reflected on the importance of vendor selection. 
Aleman prioritized product availability alongside 
cost control, Nelson sought innovation as a 

growth driver, and Ligon underscored the 
importance of understanding customer desires to 
create excitement and foster new trends. 

In conclusion, the panel provided insightful 
strategies and industry forecasts, equipping 
retailers and food 
service providers with 
tools to effectively plan 
for the challenges and 
opportunities of 2026. 
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years we have seen a very sideways movement 
with “shallow breathing” that is quite unlike the 
typical behavior, he said. With mean reversion 
that will without a doubt get back to more 
volatile swings in the near future.    

“What is happening right now is so small, so 
abnormal, that we will most likely return to 
normal volatility again at some point,” he said. 
“Either we are getting that recession (and 
getting back to breathing) or PMI will go up and 
we will break out of this box into a new macro 
uptrend. The question is, how long will this box 
last? The outcome is, however, most likely to be 
a recession.”    

Bundgaard pointed out that a minor rebound 
may have taken place last month, and he agrees 
with other economists in attributing this 
rebound more to stock building than sales of 
finished goods. He sees this as in line with 
company stockpiling behavior due to tariffs.    

Since commodities follow the macroeconomy, 
analyzing the broader economy, especially the 
Purchasing Managers Index (PMI) – a timelier 
index than GDP, can help gauge the path ahead 
for commodity prices, Tom Bundgaard, Vice 
President, Forecasting , Expana, said at Agri-
Food Americas.   

There is not only a correlation between PMI and 
commodity prices but there is also a lead lag 
between the two. The highs and lows in PMI 
come with a bit of a lead lag before we see 
similar peaks for commodity categories.     

Giving a PMI outlook, Bundgaard predicted a 
scenario of decline in the PMI Index for the end 
of year 2025. “Basically, a recession,” he 
commented.      

This is aligned with a five-year forecast by 
Expana made in 2021, which predicted a 
slowdown in 2022-2023, a sideways phase with 
multiple fluctuations between 2023 and late-
2025, followed by a possible recession at the 
end of 2025 and into 2026. So far in 2025, we 
have seen a zigzag decline, and we will soon 
enter an “early stage” of decline, as predicted. 
The weakening, according to Bundgaard, is on 
track, but only small and in the beginning phase.  

According to Bundgaard, it’s important for the 
bigger macro picture to understand that the 
current fluctuations are quite abnormal and 
small. The economy typically breathes in and out 
in with a certain volatility but over the past 2.5 

Is a Recession on the Horizon? 

Continued on next page
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The rebound, however, will likely be followed by 
a decline as tariffs hit and buying activity is 
reduced as companies rely on inventory levels 
for as long as they can. “So, the rebound can be 
misleading. It’s just an inventory build-up,” he 
commented.

Overall, recession is “likely”, but the timing is “not 
yet” and “not proven,” Bundgaard argued.     

To get to this conclusion, Bundgaard said that 
Expana’s forecast team has been following many 
macroeconomic indicators and their evolutions 
in recent months. The forecasting approach 
blends, for example, signals, such as inflation, 
unemployment, and interest rates, 
with indicators like the inverted treasury yield 
curve and construction activity, consumer 
demand and sentiment, alongside commodity 
price drivers. The framework looks at multiple 
conditions and relies on multiple scenarios 
rather than a single forecast.    

As for commodity prices which used to be, as 
Bundgaard said, “hand in hand” and for the past 
few years are increasingly “splitting apart”, 
Expana does not see any improvements just yet. 
However, after this divergence, “convergence is 
expected,” he said. Some prices will plummet, 
others will rise, while others continue to go 
sideways. They will eventually meet roughly in 
the middle.      

Continued from previous page

Is a Recession on the Horizon? 

“At some point in 2026, we expect to get back to 
the old world again and commodities will move 
in unison again like they’ve done for decades,” 
Bundgaard commented. “It will be difficult for a 
while but later on next year it will get not easier 
but more logical.”   
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Kelvin Kershaw, VP of Procurement at Grecian 
Delight, described his evolution from using limited 
data sources to centralizing and proactively using 
data. “The last five years have accelerated our 
journey, especially with COVID highlighting the 
need for robust forecasting and securing supply,” 
Kershaw noted. 

The discussion turned to the catalysts for each 
stage of evolution. Sandbothe pointed out the 
departure of qualitative expertise from the 
industry as a driving force. Both he and Kershaw 
agreed that recent extreme global events have 
spurred rapid advancements in data integration 
and utilization. 

Panelists also touched on the challenges they 
faced on their data journey. Kershaw mentioned 
the complexities in implementing a forecasting tool 
and integrating data layers. “The next step might 
be embracing AI-driven forecasting,” he said. 
Sandbothe highlighted the inherent noise and 
volatility in agricultural models, underscoring the 
importance of risk management strategies. 

Closing out day one of Agri-Food Americas 2025, 
a panel discussion brought together experts from 
the agrifood sector to explore how data can be 
effectively transformed from mere information to 
actionable intelligence. 

The event, moderated by James Clements, Chief 
Revenue Officer at Expana, aimed to provide 
insights into integrating diverse data forms into 
strategic planning, enhancing visibility across 
supply chains, and proactively utilizing information. 

Luana Clapis, the Chief Data Officer at Expana, 
presented the data maturity curve for the 
audience. She outlined the journey from being 
“data-restricted,” where decisions are often based 
on gut instinct, to becoming “data-optimized,” 
where real-time intelligence is strategically 
leveraged across teams and functions. 

The panel delved into the data journey within their 
organizations, sharing where they began and 
where they now stand on this maturity curve. Chris 
Sandbothe, Director of Commodities at Topco, 
shared his progression from using analytics for 
fresh meat to incorporating sophisticated models 
and third-party software for holistic forecasting. 

Transforming Agrifood Data from Information to Intelligence 

Continued on next page
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The conversation then shifted to their strategies 
for sifting through the copious amounts of agrifood 
data. Kershaw stressed the importance of focusing 
on fundamentals and technical analysis, while 
Sandbothe emphasized the role of centralizing 
commodity data for actionable insights. Clapis 
recommended starting with a clear business 
question to guide data collection efforts. 

When asked about instances where market 
intelligence helped anticipate commodity shifts, 
Sandbothe cited soybean oil prices. “We took an 
extremely long position while the market 
speculated,” he shared. Kershaw recounted his 
strategic move to secure flour positions amidst 
geopolitical tensions in 2022. 

Continued from previous page

Transforming Agrifood Data from Information to Intelligence

Finally, the role of Expana brands in their strategies 
was highlighted. Sandbothe praised the breadth of 
information from the legacy Urner Barry business, 
now Expana, noting its unrivaled service. Kershaw 
emphasized the ever-changing nature of data, 
advocating for consistent use and decision-making 
aligned with quality data. 

As the discussion wrapped up, Clapis urged 
organizations to invest in data literacy and remain 
committed to evolving data strategies. “Anticipate 
changes in trends and manage data proactively,” 
she advised, acknowledging the dynamic impacts 
on traditional seasonality. 
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active than in 2024, while the Atlantic is expected 
to be more active than average but less active than 
last year. The 2025 Atlantic hurricane season runs 
from June 1 to November 30.  

Texas, Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia 
and adjacent coastal areas in the Atlantic are most 
at risk from intensified hurricane activity and 
related climatic disruptions this season. Crops 
cited by Tyler as particularly vulnerable in that zone 
include corn, cotton and rice, with sugarcane, 
soybeans and rice at risk in some areas. Coastal 
counties also face heightened exposure for citrus, 
peanuts, pecans, strawberries, tomatoes and 
related crops.   

“Storms are going to be more 
intense,” Dominguez commented.   

Their assessment aligns with the 
May 2025 National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration 
(NOAA) outlook for the 2025 

Atlantic season. NOAA is forecasting 13 to 19 
named storms (winds of 39 mph or higher), 6 to 
10 hurricanes (winds of 74 mph or higher) and 3 
to 5 major hurricanes (Category 3, 4 or 5 with 
winds of 111 mph or higher), with 70% confidence 
in those ranges.   

According to Tyler, key strategies to offset 
weather events for the food supply chain is to 
diversify and have contingency plans, anticipate 
high risk seasons, carry out climate risk 
assessments, and monitor using all tools available 
and track crop conditions.  

James Tyler, Weather and Crop Researcher at 
Expana, and Francina Dominguez, Assistant 
Professor at the Department of Atmospheric 
Sciences at the University of Illinois 
UrbanaChampaign, said extreme weather events 
are becoming more frequent and severe across 
the US.    

Dominguez showed that global surface 
temperatures in the last 10 years were the 
warmest on record since the dawn of agriculture. 
Dry areas are projected to become drier, places 
that are wet are projected to be even wetter, warm 
days will increase, extreme precipitation episodes 
will increase, she said.   

The entire US has 
warmed in recent 
decades, but the western 
US has experienced 
stronger temperature 
increases and a trend 
toward drying in parts of 
the region, while the eastern US has become more 
humid. Meanwhile, precipitation trends differ 
sharply from west to east: the western US, 
particularly the southwest, is drying, whereas the 
eastern US, especially the northeast, is seeing 
higher precipitation.    

Tyler said a La Nina cycle is forecasted for Q4 
2025, which could increase hurricane 
intensity. Tyler outlined outlooks for the 2025 
hurricane season, saying that storms in the Pacific 
are likely to be less active than average but more 

US Commodity Markets Brace for More Extreme Weather 
and Hurricane Activity  
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The panelists also touched on risk management 
and budgeting in a rapidly evolving environment. 
McMurray stated that risk management must be 
viewed as an investment to protect margins and 
base, adding that leadership buy-in is essential. 
Isaf urged executives to remain nimble, saying, “We 
have to be agile to deploy assets rapidly,” and that 
“AI side of things is changing so rapidly. That story 
has yet to be told and will change the landscape.” 
Ostroff cautioned against overreliance on a single 
supplier, arguing that quality partnerships are 
essential for brand strength.    

McMurray went on to stress the need to bring 
farmers into the conversation and to find practical 
midpoints between producers and consumers. 
Meanwhile, Isaf noted the global nature of supply 
chains, citing weather disruptions in major 
producing regions as a factor that could reshape 
trade patterns.    

When asked about opportunities for the next 
decade, the panel highlighted AI again as a 
transformative force, while underscoring the 
importance of data quality and governance. Isaf 
distinguished the value of “not the quest of data 
but the quest of pure data which will be important, 
and what can be done with that data.”     

Overall, McMurray, Isaf and Ostroff agreed that 
success in the 2025–2035 period will depend on a 
combination of strategic partnerships, data-driven 
decision-making, and the ability to adapt quickly to 
geopolitical and technological shifts.  

Industry executives gathered to discuss 
disruptors and opportunities shaping the global 
food sector over the next decade. Participants 
included Dave McMurray, former Chief 
Procurement Officer at Kellanova; Jonathan 
Ostroff, Founder of Fusion Foods; and Thomas 
Isaf, President of Interra International.     

McMurray cautioned about political uncertainty, 
saying, “political climate is always volatile, difficult 
to predict.” He emphasized the importance of 
mastering AI and using the right data, noting that 
being an early adopter of AI tools to assist with 
traded commodities is just the “tip of the iceberg” 
and that the future remains unknown.    

Isaf focused on the logistical and demographic shifts 
that could transform food consumption, highlighting 
the importance of speed in moving product and the 
potential disruption from automation. “Moving 
product around, large demographic shifts and how 
that impacts food consumption ... moving or sourcing 
product and operating at speed is an opportunity to 
capitalize on.”    

Ostroff also discussed AI-driven product 
innovation, specifically plant-based formulations, 
while acknowledging that progress has been 
uneven. “Using AI to create plant-based versions 
of products has led to some traction but not what 
was hoped for.    

AI, Data, Agile Partnerships to Be Strategic 
Focuses in Next Decade 
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