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History

The sunflower crop is native to North America and

was first grown by Native Americans over 4,500 years
ago for food, medicine, dye, paint, etc. The Spanish
explorers introduced sunflower in Spain, following which
the crop spread to countries such as England, France,
Italy, Egypt, Afghanistan, India, China and Russia. Crop
improvement in sunflower began at different places of
its introduction, including in Russia, where the scientists
worked on increasing the sunflower oil content by

more than 40%. In the United States, sunflower was
recognized as an economically important oilseed crop
in 1966.

In South Dakota and other U.S. states in the Prairies,
sunflower was grown for silage during 1920s-1930s and
for birdfeed in 1950s. Although the crop was cultivated
for oilseed in 1940s in Minnesota and Canada,
sunflower production in the northern Great Plains
commercially increased in the late 1960s after the
introduction of Russian varieties with high oil content.

In 1970s, a major expansion in sunflower acreage took
place in South Dakota and other U.S. states. To date, at
least 75% of the U.S. commercial sunflower production
has taken place in Minnesota, North Dakota and South
Dakota.
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Taxonomy

Cultivated sunflower (Helianthus annuus L.) belongs

to the Helianthus genus and is a member of the
Compositae (Asteraceae) family. The Helianthus
species contain 17 basic chromosomes. While many
of the Helianthus species are perennial, there are
about 12 annual species. A few Helianthus species
are domesticated for food production or use as
ornamentals and the remaining are considered weeds.
Over the years, plant breeders have made interspecific
crosses of species within the Helianthus genus and
released commercial hybrids with traits such as high oil
percentage, disease and insect resistance.
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