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DES MOINES, Iowa — It 
wasn’t so long ago that farm-
ers were asked what they 
would do with their windfall 
profi ts.

That was last summer, in 
the heady days of $8-a-bushel 
corn and $16-a-bushel soy-
beans, when it seemed that 
farmers could count on an 
inexhaustible demand from 
ethanol manufacturers and 
food companies.

Today, corn prices have 
dropped below $4 a bushel fol-
lowing a surprisingly strong 
2008 harvest and plunging 
demand. Soybeans were trad-
ing at close to $10 a bushel.

Faced with such a huge 
price swing, combined with 
the high costs of seed, fertil-
izer and machinery, farmers 
could be forgiven for being a 
bit bewildered. Some are con-
sidering switching crops, and 
many are bracing for more 
questions when they seek 
annual loans to cover their 
upfront costs.

“What we’ve seen these last 
two years, you’ve almost got 
to throw out any previous 
history because we’re in un-
charted territory,” said Ryan 
Weeks, 36, a fi fth-generation 
farmer of corn and soybeans 
from Juniata, Neb.

“ We’ve been through a 
downturn before,” Weeks said. 

“But we’ve also never had the 
risk out there that we have 
now. If we see a huge retreat 
on grain prices, it’s going to 
be very, very tough.”

Reasons why the industry, 
especially for Iowa’s hallmark 
corn crop, was seeing such un-
certainty were the decline in 
oil prices, a large crop har-
vest and the global economic 
downturn.

The dramatic drop in oil 
prices has forced a corre-
sponding decline in the price 
of corn-based ethanol, idling 
many ethanol plants until 
their profitability improves 
and reducing demand for 
corn.

And while last summer’s 
widespread fl ooding in Iowa 
increased corn prices because 
of fears it would reduce the 
harvest, farmers this year pro-
duced the second-largest crop 
in U.S. history. But the harvest 
came as the economic slow-
down swept over the United 
States and much of the world, 
likely lessening demand and 
causing a drop in purchases by 
food companies and livestock 
producers.

“It’s harder to know what is 
a good price because it might 
be $1 higher or lower in a 
couple of months,” said Wil-
liam Edwards, an agricultural 
economics professor at Iowa 
State University.

For farmers, it’s now an un-
easy waiting game.

“Everybody has a wait-and-
see attitude,” said wheat farm-
er Erik Younggren, of Hallock, 
Minn. “You’re up the creek 
without a paddle, really.”

Commodity 
price swings 
unsettling 
to farmers

By David A. Kostival
Reading Eagle Corre spo n de n t

Trading is a form of doing busi-
ness that is more ancient than 
any currency system.

But it turns out that barter-
ing can provide the opportunity 
for modern-day businesses to 
fl ourish.

Jeff rey F. Burkhardt, 43, owner 
of Corporate Barter Network, 
discovered the potential in the 
early 1990s.

“I read an article in The Wall 
Street Journal about how entre-
preneurs in a time of recession 
were being creative in doing busi-
ness through trading in order to 
get things they could not aff ord,” 
Burkhardt said. “At the end of 
the recession, it turned out that 
they had succeeded where oth-
ers failed.”

Realizing there was no barter-
ing brokerage fi rms in this area, 
Burkhardt began the work of 
starting one.

“It’s a concept which is based 
on excess capacity,” he said. “Ev-
ery business has empty capacity, 
whether it’s unsold airtime for 
a radio station or simply empty 
tables at a restaurant.

“The idea behind bartering is to 
help clients to grow revenue and 
decrease expenses and generate 
more profi t.”

Burkhardt said the initial 
startup was diffi  cult and that it 
took about a year to build up a 
local client base of 200.

“We work with businesses that 
range from small mom-and-pop 
shops to Fortune 500 companies,” 
he said. “This can benefi t any size 
business.”

Today, he has built the local 
clients to 500, but in merging his 
client base with a larger company 
in Colorado known as eValues, 
the Corporate Barter Network 
has more than 30,000 clients 

across the nation.
Unlike in bartering of old, cli-

ents do not trade item-for-item 
with one another. 

Instead, they use the brokerage 
traders at the Corporate Barter 
Network to assist them in fi nding 
whatever they need.

The business then purchases 
the item or service it wants by 
using credits it has earned from 
listing its own items or services 
for trade.

Burkhardt said bartering is a 
concept which is especially popu-
lar during hard economic times.

“Our business is booming right 
now,” he said. “In hard economic 
times, there tends to be more 
excess capacity of goods and ser-
vices available. 

“Many businesses don’t have 
the cash available to do the things 
they would like to do. 

“So by being a member of the 
network, businesses can use 
their credits wherever it makes 
the most sense. We provide that 
liquidity. This is a very proactive 
way of dealing with the current 
recession.”

Businesses even can use their 
credits to off er a benefi t to their 
employees which they couldn’t 
otherwise afford, Burkhardt 
said.

“In addition, there is a market-
ing advantage,” he said. “Services 
are promoted within our own 
membership base and member 
businesses can advertise free of 
charge on our daily e-mails to 
our clients. 

“There simply is no downside 
to bartering.”

Burkhardt believes the system 
benefi ts the local economy.

“We are helping the local econ-
omy by assisting businesses to 
do business with each other,” he 
said.
Contact David A. Kostival: 610-361-5049 
or money@readingeagle.com.

Reading-based Corporate Barter Network 
allows companies to exchange excess capacity 
for credits toward what they can use.
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Jeff rey F. Burkhardt, area director of Corporate Barter Network

Smart ideas

Calling all savers!
It’s no secret that some of the best ideas 

come from our readers. 
That’s why we need your help with a new 

interactive feature, Smart ideas. Share with 
us your best tips on how to save and you 
just might fi nd them featured in our new 
Money section. 

How do you save at the grocery store, on 
your home, on your car?

Write to the Money section, care of Kar-
en L. Miller, Reading Eagle Company, P.O. 
Box 582, Reading, PA 19603-0582 or mon-
ey@readingeagle.com.

Tech tips

Yapping for apps
BlackBerry owners who have iPhone 

envy know that there’s nothing worse than 
sitting next to an iPhone user. You’re sit-
ting there, choosing between reread-
ing e-mail on your BlackBerry or fl ipping 
through a mag-
azine (yawn). 
Meanwhile, 
the guy next 
to you is play-
ing his iPhone 
like a fl ute and 
sending pictures 
to strangers in the 
room. Makes you 
wonder: Why can’t 
BlackBerry do that?

It’s all about the 
apps, the diff erent things a 
user can do with the cool gad-
get. What makes the BlackBerry 
most vulnerable is its lack of cool ap-
plications. Apple’s App Store is jam-packed 
with 15,000 of them; iPhone and iPod Touch 
users have downloaded more than half a 
billion apps. 

What’s Blackberry owner RIM got to of-
fer? Its reps off ered two Web sites, Built for 
BlackBerry and BlackBerry Solutions Cata-
log. Tyler Lessard, director of alliances at 
RIM, defended the company by saying the 
number of apps for BlackBerry is growing. 

But in terms of new apps, RIM probably 
won’t be able to match Apple for a while, 
said one analyst. That’s because developers 
are drawn to Apple and its large community 
of people hungry for new apps. 

Career corner

Negotiate your salary
The road to negotiating salary is fi lled 

with ups, downs and doubts. Here are sev-
eral questions to ask yourself:

What am I worth?
Research, self-refl ection and networking 

are a start. Postings and ads help.
What do I bring to the table?
Get advice from vocation and job coun-

selors if you don’t know where you’re head-
ed. Most important: Network, network, 
network. The best source of salary informa-
tion is others in the same fi eld.

What factors aff ect my worth?
Skills, experience and education are not 

the only things that aff ect salary.  Other fac-
tors, such as location, industry and compa-
ny size can determine your worth.

How do you determine a salary? 
Check the job ads for a salary range. If it’s 

not listed, do some research.
Do I have to disclose salary history?

It is common for employers to ask about 
salary to gauge your expectations and to 
see if they can aff ord you. 

Corporate Barter 
Network

Address: 23 S. Fourth St.
Web Site: www.corporatebar-
ternetwork.com
Owner: Jeff rey F. Burkhardt
Phone: 610- 610-372-1600
Employees: 4 
Founded: 1991
Local clients: 500
Total clients nationwide: 
30,000

In hard economic times, 
bartering makes comeback

How it works
 A business pays a startup  ■

fee of $495 to join the net-
work.
 The business lists its good  ■

or services available for 
trade.
 In return, the business re- ■

ceives a trade credit based 
on the retail dollar value of 
the merchandise or servic-
es listed.
 The business can use the  ■

trade credit to purchase 
goods or services off ered by 
any of the other members.
 Members pay a 12.5 percent  ■

commission on the goods or 
services traded.

Top local clients:
American Dental ■

Wyomissing Optometric ■

Y102 ■

Adelphi Kitchens ■

Budget Print Center ■

Top traded services:
Advertising ■

Travel ■

Medical services ■

Printing ■

Contractor services ■
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