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By SEAN ELLIS
Idaho Farm Bureau Federation

POCATELLO — The 
total value of Idaho’s agri-
cultural exports during the 
first three months of 2020 
was up 11% compared 
with the same period in 
2019.

The increase is a good 
sign for the state’s agricul-
tural sector but it probably 
should come with an aster-
isk because it likely doesn’t 
capture the full impact the 
coronavirus has had on the 
farming industry.

“The (coronavirus-relat-

ed) slowdown didn’t start 
until mid to late March 
and into early April, so that 
probably isn’t being reflect-
ed yet” in the latest export 
data, said Idaho Barley 
Commission Administra-
tor Laura Wilder.

The total value of Idaho 
farm commodity exports 
to other nations during 
the first quarter of the year 
was $257 million, up 11% 
compared with the same 
period last year, according 
to data released by the 
Idaho State Department of 
Agriculture.

Even though the brunt 
of the coronavirus-relat-

ed impact might show 
up in the second-quarter 
numbers, the outbreak re-
sponse likely did affect the 
first-quarter data some-
what, agriculture industry 
leaders said.

“Idaho might have expe-
rienced even stronger ex-
port growth during the first 
quarter if the COVID-19 
pandemic had not begun 
disrupting supply chains 
in March,” Doug Robison, 
Idaho president of North-
west Farm Credit Services, 
told Idaho Farm Bureau 
Federation in an email.

By STEVE STUEBNER
Idaho Department of Water Resources

The Idaho Water Resource 
Board recharged approximately 
447,950 acre-feet of water into the 
Eastern Snake Plain Aquifer in the 
winter of 2019-20, according to a 
staff report presented on Tuesday.

It was the fourth year in a row 
that the board has been able to 
exceed its goal to recharge an av-
erage of 250,000 acre-feet into the 
ESPA on annual basis.

Gary Spackman, director of 
the Idaho Department of Water 
Resources, praised the board for 
meeting and exceeding recharge 
targets.

“I want to congratulate the 
board for the great work you’ve 
done,” Spackman said. “It’s just a 
remarkable accomplishment.”

Two new recharge sites in the 
Magic Valley region, Milepost 29 
on the Milner-Gooding Canal and 
Wilson Canyon on the North Side 
Canal, added to the board’s overall 
recharge capacity in the 2019-20 
winter season, said Wesley Hipkey, 
recharge program manager.

The board recharged 364,000 
acre-feet of water in the Magic 
Valley region over 202 days. In 
the Upper Snake Valley, the board 
recharged 83,984 acre-feet of water 
over 74 days, Hipke said. With 
substantial funding and direction 
from the Idaho Legislature, the 
board has been working to restore 
the ESPA to sustainable levels since 
2014 by diverting Snake River sur-
face water to multiple aquifer-re-
charge sites in the ESPA region.

Up to that point, the ESPA was 
being over-drafted by about 200,000 
acre-feet of water per year. Aquifer 
levels have been declining since the 
1950s. A 2015 historic settlement 
between the Surface Water Coali-
tion and the Idaho Ground Water 
Appropriators in the ESPA region 
has led to a reduction in ground 
water pumping by 240,000 acre-
feet by ground water users on an 
annual basis. The board’s recharge 
program, combined with the 
IGWA-SWC settlement, has played 
a major part in causing ESPA water 
levels to increase in recent years.

Idaho ag exports up 11 percent during first quarter
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By JOHN O’CONNELL
joconnell@journalnet.com

C
aribou County farm-
er Jason Stoddard is 
one of many Eastern 

Idaho seed potato grow-
ers who have been stuck 
with lots of spuds that will 
never be planted due to the 
COVID-19 crisis.

Commercial potato farm-
ers throughout the state have 
canceled seed orders, having 
had their contracts with 
processors scaled back due 
to lost food service demand 
amid the pandemic. Indus-
try officials estimate roughly 
40 million pounds of Idaho 
seed potatoes have gone 
unsold or been returned to 
seed growers.

Based on the uncertain-
ty about the future, many 
Idaho seed growers are also 
planting fewer acres this 
spring of seed that will be 
delivered next year.

Stoddard managed to sell 
some of his excess inventory 
to area dehydration 
plants.

“A fair amount 
of ours had been 

shipped out by the time the 
real crux of this hit,” said 
Stoddard, who has been 
involved in several confer-
ence calls pertaining to the 
issue as a member of the 
National Potato Council’s 

board of directors.
But his family’s best option 

to move much of the surplus 
has been to give it away.

Over the course of a 
few recent days, Stoddard 
family children held up signs 
inviting passing motorists 
to claim their fill of red seed 
potatoes, which many de-
hydration plants won’t take. 
The family also posted word 

of the giveaway on Facebook, 
offering instructions about 
protocols to maintain social 
distancing and asking people 
to bring their own bags and 
boxes.

“We will resupply totes 
through the day if demand 
warrants. We have plenty of 
potatoes to give away,” the 
Facebook post stated.

Stoddard said interest in 
the free spuds was strong, 
and the public was extremely 
grateful. The family initially 
planned to do a one-day 
giveaway on May 14 but 
ultimately offered spuds for 
three consecutive days. On 
Wednesday, his staff also 
prepped 80 15-pound bags 
of red potatoes to take to the 
Soda Springs food bank.

“We honestly didn’t know 
whether people would be 
interested,” Stoddard said, 
emphasizing that seed is 
especially costly to grow as 
it requires additional inputs 
and its own certification 
process. “It’s kind of a tough 
thing all around, but there is 
some good that comes out 
of it.”

Idaho seed potato growers cope with 
40 million pounds of unwanted spuds
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The Stoddard children hold up signs to alert passing motorists 
of free red seed potatoes at the family’s Caribou County farm.

COURTESY OF STODDARD FARMS

People arrive at Stoddard Farms in Caribou County to take home 

free red seed potatoes. Seed potato growers throughout Idaho have 

had potatoes returned from commercial growers who have had 

contracts cut due to COVID-19.
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