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Three conservation organiza-
tions have filed a federal lawsuit 
challenging the Bureau of Land 
Management’s 2019 approval of a 
Caribou County phosphate mine 
planned to supply ore for Bayer 
AG’s Soda Springs operations.

Attorneys with Boise-based 
Advocates for the West — rep-
resenting Western Watersheds 
Project, the Center for Biological 
Diversity and WildEarth Guard-
ians — argue the company’s 
Caldwell Canyon Mine would 
develop nearly 1,600 acres of 
important sage grouse habitat.

In addition to the wildlife con-
cerns, the organizations allege 
in their lawsuit, which was filed 
on April 27 and will be handled 
by U.S. Magistrate Judge Candy 
Dale, that regulators failed to 
adequately evaluate the potential 
for the mine to contaminate the 
environment with toxic levels of 
selenium.

Phosphate from the open-pit 
mine will be made into glypho-
sate — the active ingredient in 
Roundup herbicide — at the 
Soda Springs plant. The mine 
would be operated by the Bayer 
subsidiary P4 Production LLC, 
and would yield an estimated 40-
year supply of ore.

In a statement issued in 

response to the lawsuit, Bayer 
officials said the application 
received overwhelming support 
from the community during the 
permitting process.

“Nearly 100% of the public 
comments submitted to the 
Bureau of Land Management 
during the permitting process 
were positive and supportive,” 
Bayer officials said in the press 
release. “Bayer has worked 
collaboratively and transparently 
with the Soda Springs commu-
nity, conservation groups and 
other key stakeholders through-
out the permitting process to 
ensure the sustainability of our 
new mine.”

By SEAN ELLIS
Idaho Farm Bureau Federation

Wheat prices for farmers have 
flirted with $8 a bushel in recent 
days and are substantially higher 
than they were this time last year.

In fact, they are higher than they 
have been in a long time.

“Wheat prices are higher than 
they have been in quite a few years,” 
said Soda Springs wheat and barley 
farmer Scott Brown.

Wheat prices were in the upper 
$7 a bushel range during the final 
week of April. That’s about $2.50 per 
bushel higher than they were this 
time last year.

“That’s a 
pretty good 
price,” said 
Ririe wheat 
farmer 
Gordon 
Gallup. 
“Wheat 
prices are 
pretty bull-
ish right 
now.”

The last time wheat prices were 
this high was in January 2013, ac-
cording to grain marketing specialist 
Clark Johnston, owner of JC Man-
agement Co., a consulting and grain 
merchandising company.

The last really big wheat rally was 
in July 2012, when wheat prices were 
pushing $9 a bushel, Johnston said.

By comparison, the low wheat 
price over the past 10 years was 
$3.60 per bushel in August 2016.

Idaho and U.S. wheat farmers 
suffered through depressed wheat 
prices for several years following 
the 2012 and 2013 wheat rallies but 
that’s not the case right now.

Johnston said several factors are 
behind the current wheat price rally, 
including the fact that corn prices 
are up significantly. When corn pric-
es rise, so do wheat prices because 
when corn prices rise, people start 
feeding their livestock more wheat.

Wheat export markets for U.S. 
farmers are also good right now 
because of favorable exchange rates, 
he said, and wheat crops in some 
major wheat-growing states could be 
down this year.

Conservation groups sue to stop Bayer phosphate mine in Caribou County
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A sage grouse male splays his tail and stands upright, showing his bright 

chest feathers amidst a large group of hens that blend in with the brown 

vegetation. Such a high number of hens on a lek is unusual; typically only 

a handful appear on a lek any given morning during the breeding season. More MINE  |  5
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Fresh potatoes are packed into 50-pound 

cartons at Magic Valley Produce in Paul.

Wheat prices 
continue rally
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F
or fresh U.S. potato ship-

pers such as Lance Poole 

of Idaho Falls, gaining 

full access to the Mexican 

market has been a frustrating 

and elusive pursuit, offering the 

promise of a huge reward.

“I’ve been fighting this battle for 
15 years and have personally been 
to Mexico City at least five different 
times,” said Poole, executive vice pres-
ident of sales at Eagle Eye Produce.

On April 28, the Mexican Supreme 
Court issued a unanimous ruling to 
finally grant full access to fresh U.S. 
potatoes, which should soon end 
Mexico’s longtime policy restricting 

fresh imports from the U.S. to within 
26 kilometers of its border with the 
U.S.

Mexico has been allowing limited 
imports of fresh U.S. spuds since 2003 
— only to border towns. The import 
restriction has violated several trade 
agreements, according to the Nation-
al Potato Council, which lobbies on 
behalf of America’s potato industry.

The country briefly granted full 
access to fresh U.S. potato ship-
pers in 2014 but shut down access 
beyond the 26-kilometer zone again 
three weeks later, after the National 
Confederation of Potato Growers of 
Mexico sued its own government. 
CONPAPA contended the Mexican 
government lacked authority to 
determine if agricultural imports 
should be allowed.

The court roundly rejected that 
argument in the recent ruling, and 
officials estimate it will take between 
a few weeks and a couple of months 

for the Mexican government to 
implement the necessary policies to 
reinstate full access.

Even with the 26-kilometer restric-
tion in place, Mexico is already the 
No. 2 export market for fresh U.S. po-
tatoes, accounting for about 106,000 
metric tons valued at more than $60 
million in 2020. NPC projects the 
market has the potential to be worth 
$200 million in annual exports within 
five years.

“This will be the largest export 
market the U.S. has had access to,” 
Poole said of the potential.

Poole expects it will take about five 
years for Mexicans further south, 
who traditionally have eaten white 
potatoes, to become accustomed to 
the brown-skinned Russets com-
monly raised in the U.S. American 
shippers also intend to send plenty of 
red-, yellow- and white-skinned fresh 
potatoes to Mexico.

COURT VICTORY
Idaho fresh potato shippers cautiously optimistic 

after Mexican Supreme Court expands trade access
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The last really 
big wheat rally 
was in July 
2012, when 
wheat prices 
were pushing 
$9 a bushel


