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By KEITH RIDLER 
Associated Press

BOISE, Idaho — An 
Idaho company that 
successfully brought 
genetically modified 
potatoes to the market 
announced an agree-
ment Thursday to help 
a California-based plant 
breeding company grow 
strawberries they say 
will stay fresh longer and 
have a longer growing 
season.

J.R. Simplot Compa-
ny and Plant Sciences 

Inc., both privately-held 
companies, said they 
expect to launch the first 
commercially available, 
gene-edited strawberries 
within a few years.

U.S. growers produced 
$2.2 billion in strawber-
ries in 2020, mostly in 
California, according to 
the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture. But con-
sumers discarded an esti-
mated 35% of the crop 
due to spoilage. Simplot 
and Plant Sciences 
officials said genetically 
modified strawberries 
will help reduce waste, 

and make them available 
to consumers much of 
the year.

The strawberries will 
contain genes from only 
strawberries, selecting 
desirable traits that have 
been cultivated over 
decades.

“It’s the same technol-
ogy we’re working on 
with potatoes,” said Doug 
Cole, director of Market-
ing and Biotech Affairs 
at Simplot. “We have the 
opportunity to do that 
with this technology.”

There is no evidence 
that genetically modified 

organisms, known as 
GMOs, are unsafe to eat, 
but changing the genetic 
code of foods presents 
an ethical issue for some. 
The U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency and 
U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration approved 
a previous gene-modify-
ing technique on Simplot 
potatoes. Now, more than 
1.1 billion pounds of 
the potatoes are sold in 
some 40 states and 4,000 
supermarkets and 9,000 
restaurants.

By KEITH RIDLER 
Associated Press

BOISE, Idaho — Idaho law-
makers are seeking technology 
companies to appraise federal 
land in real-time to find out how 
much money lawmakers say the 
federal government should be 
paying the state in property taxes 
if the land were privately owned.

The Committee on Federalism, 
which deals with state sovereign-
ty issues, last month put out what 
is called a request for informa-
tion, asking companies to submit 
ideas by Nov. 8. The committee 
has a $250,000 budget for the 
project.

Idaho is roughly 63% federal 
public land. But that land isn’t 
taxable by local governments.

Interior Secretary Deb Haa-
land in June announced that a 
federal program called PILT, or 
payment in lieu of taxes, would 
send $530 million this year to 
help counties pay for maintain-
ing community services. Idaho 
received $34.5 million, but 
some state lawmakers say Idaho 
should get more.

The committee’s action follows 
the passage by lawmakers in the 
House and Senate in April of a 
concurrent resolution tasking the 
committee to find out how much 
money the federal public land 
would generate in property taxes 
if privately owned.

The resolution doesn’t say 
what the committee should do 
with that information once it’s 
obtained.

“It’s not to say we don’t sympa-
thize with the counties, but from 
our perspective we don’t see a 
whole lot of value in having a big 
number you can wave in the air,” 
said Jonathan Oppenheimer of 
the Idaho Conservation League. 
“It really won’t make much of a 
difference.”

US companies announce plans for gene-edited strawberries
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Gene-edited strawberry plants grow in a J.R. Simplot Company 

greenhouse in Boise, Idaho, on Oct. 22. On Oct. 28, the com-

pany announced a deal with California-based Plant Sciences 

Inc. to grow genetically modified strawberries that taste bet-

ter, stay fresh longer and have a longer growing season.

Lawmakers 
in Idaho want 
federal public 
land appraised 
for taxes
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CATTLE CONUNDRUM
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Cattle owned by Marc Thiel of Idaho Falls come to be fed 

alfalfa in this Farm & Ranch file photo.

CCATTLE CONUNDRUM
By JOHN O’CONNELL

joconnell@journalnet.com

East Idaho rancher Matt 
Thompson knows there’s a 
payday coming if he can hold 
onto his cattle, as ranchers 
continue culling marginal 
livestock rather than feeding 
them extremely expensive 
rations through the winter.

Eventually, a smaller collec-
tive beef herd will result in a 
bullish market. The challenge 
in the meantime will be find-
ing ways to keep his livestock 
fed and healthy without 
breaking the bank on feed.

The high cost of feeder 
hay — at least $250 per ton, 
assuming it can be found at 
all — is eating away ranchers’ 
profit margins. So ranchers 
like Thompson are getting 
more creative in formulating 
their rations, and they’re 
hoping for a bit of luck with 
the weather.

Thompson, who grazes 600 
cow-calf pairs in the Goshen 
area east of Firth, has been 
stretching his alfalfa hay as far 
as possible by blending it with 
more straw, using protein 

supplements to make up for 
any deficiencies.

“I’m using some fairly 
expensive supplements that 
never made sense before,” 
Thompson said. “Every-
body’s rations are going to be 
stretched out. Potato waste, 
beet pulp, distillers grains — 
it’s all going to be in play.”

A mild start to winter 
would be a big help, Thomp-
son said, as it would 
allow him to 

graze longer on crop residue 
and to continue running cat-
tle on his private pasture.

“These recent rains have 
been a blessing. They’ve 
greened up a lot of feed in the 
mountains,” Thompson said. 
“It saved our lives basically.”

Nonetheless, Thompson 
anticipates the dry summer 
range conditions, combined 
with the fact that ranchers 
have been stretching their 

rations further, will result 
in breeding challenges 

for cows.
This year, Thompson said 

it won’t make sense to keep 
marginal livestock or cows 
that struggle to get pregnant.

“I’m seeing a lot more heif-
ers getting sold. People aren’t 
keeping replacement heifers. 
They’re marketing them ... 
just because they don’t have 
feed to go around,” Thomp-
son added.

And he’s been seeing a lot 
of calves getting sold before 
weaning.

Marc Thiel, who has a 
small cattle herd in Idaho 
Falls, raises most of his own 
feed but is cognizant of the 
opportunity cost of feeding 
hay that he could otherwise 
sell at a premium.

“It’s impossible to maintain 
any type of margin when you 
increase the cost of feed by 
60 to 70 — in some cases 100 
percent,” Thiel said.

Jay Smith, a rancher from 
Salmon who serves as presi-
dent of the Idaho Cattle Asso-
ciation board, expects to see 
a spike in the use of protein 
supplements for feeding cattle 
this winter.

High feed costs heading into winter, promise of better prices to come have ranchers in a bind
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A yearling heifer that came in from its fall range has hay and supple-

ments available in this file photo.
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