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K
ETCHUM — Weather 
conditions at harvest large-
ly drove the prevalence of 

defects and the types of quality 
problems that retailers encoun-
tered with Idaho’s 2017 and 2018 
fresh potato crops, new University 
of Idaho research suggests.

Concerned by increasing customer 
complaints about tuber defects, the 
Idaho Potato Commission funded an 
ongoing quality study starting in 2017, 
involving UI potato researchers Nora 
Olsen and Mike Thornton.

The researchers have collaborated 
with Walmart, U.S. Foods, growers and 
shippers to determine the steps in the 

supply chain in which tubers are sus-
taining the most damage, and why.

After evaluating customer com-
plaints, load rejections, weather data 
and results of tests they’ve conducted, 
they’ve reached a central conclusion: 
The two main conditions that cause 
problems in the handling of potatoes 
are hot or cold weather at harvest.

In 2017, Thornton said wet weather 
pushed back harvest, causing growers 
to dig in colder weather, and the major 
culprits causing quality problems were 
black spot and shatter bruise.

Shatter bruise is characterized by 
cracks and fissures within tubers, which 
can be more problematic when cold 
weather makes spuds rigid and fragile. 
Cold, fragile tubers also appear to be 
more susceptible to black spot — dark 
bruises within tubers that usually 
appear by the stem end, often caused by 
rough handling.

In 2018, Thornton explained there 

was a warm spell during harvest.
“Pressure bruise is what really drove 

quality issues,” Thornton said, referring 
to the 2018 crop.

When spuds are dug at above 65 
degrees and moved immediately into 
storage, the airflow needed to cool 
them off can dehydrate the tubers, 
causing movement in the pile that can 
lead to pressure bruise, he said.

“They’re not able to resist the force 
in the pile ... so soft pressure above 
deforms them,” Thornton said. “It fits 
what the rejections were.”

The data also shows the majority of 
rejections since 2017 have occurred in 
the South, where it may be difficult for 
truck drivers to keep their loads cool 
enough to maintain good quality.

Knowing more about the causes of 
quality problems makes it possible to 
tailor research to address the appropri-
ate concerns, Olsen explained.
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POCATELLO — Idaho 
State University was recently 
awarded a five-year, $2.375 
million federal grant to help 
local seasonal farm workers 
and their immediate family 
members earn a high school 
equivalency diploma.

ISU officials learned on 
Aug. 12 they had received 
the High School Equivalen-
cy Program grant, offered 
through the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education’s Office of 
Migrant Education. During 
each of the five years covered 
by the grant, ISU will receive 

$475,000 to prepare classes 
of up to 48 students from 
migrant families to 
pass the General Ed-
ucation Development 
test.

Janna Graham, di-
rector of ISU’s Inten-
sive English Institute, 
which is part of the 
university’s Academic 
Success and Advance-
ment Programs, wrote 
the grant and will 
serve as director over the new 
program, which she hopes to 
have running by January. Eth-
nicity, immigration status and 
primary language will not be 
considered in determining 
eligibility for the program, 

which will be offered for free 
to anyone who earns a living 

through seasonal 
farm work, as well 
as immediate family 
members who are at 
least 16 years old.

Participants will 
be given a computer 
tablet and will have 
their costs of taking 
the GED test covered.

“For people who 
haven’t been able to 

finish high school through 
the traditional K-12 system, 
this provides them another 
pathway to get that creden-
tial, and possibly to create 
increased economic oppor-
tunities for themselves and 

their families in the future,” 
Graham said. “The thought is 
to create choices for them — 
to create those options.”

In her grant application, 
Graham identified chal-
lenges migrant families face 
toward pursuing education. 
She said they often cope 
with language barriers and 
transportation issues. Access 
to education is a significant 
hurdle, given that they move 
frequently from one region 
to another. They may also 
require flexible classroom 
schedules, as they are ex-
pected to work long hours, 
especially at harvest.

By SEAN ELLIS
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POCATELLO — Idaho continues to 
hold the unchallenged No. 1 spot among 
11 Western states when it comes to farm 
cash receipts on a per capita basis.

Put simply, Idaho farmers and ranch-
ers produce far more farm revenue per 
state resident than producers in any of 
the other 11 Western states.

California led the West, and nation, 
with $50 billion in farm cash receipts – 
cash receipts are the amount of revenue 
a farmer or rancher gets for their com-
modity – in 2018. Washington ranked 
second with $9.4 billion and Idaho was 
third at $7.4 billion.

However, when farm cash receipts per 
state are broken down to a per capita 
basis – total farm income divided by the 
state’s population – Idaho is the undis-
puted king in the West.

Idaho farmers and ranchers produced 
$4,305 in cash receipts per state resident 
in 2018, up from $4,287 in 2017. Califor-
nia’s per capita farm income average in 
2018 was $1,263 and Washington’s was 
$1,269.

Montana was the only state remotely 
close to Idaho, with a per capita average 
of $3,326. Wyoming ranked third at 
$2,671, followed by New

Mexico ($1,398), Washington, Califor-
nia, Colorado ($1,262),

Mexico ($1,398), Washington, 
California, Colorado ($1,262), Oregon 
($1,182), Arizona ($613), Utah ($543) 
and Nevada ($220).

The data is based on U.S. Department 
of Agriculture Economic Research 
Service data that became available Aug. 
30. University of Idaho Agricultural 
Economist Ben Eborn compiled the 
rankings to show elected officials and 
others just how important agriculture is 
to the state’s economy.

“It’s easy way to see the contribution 
agriculture makes to the state’s economy 
compared to other states, on a per capita 
basis,” he said. “We’re heavily dependent 
on agriculture in Idaho.”

When it comes to agriculture, “Cal-
ifornia is by far and away the largest ag 
state in the nation,” said U of I Agricul-
tural Economist Garth Taylor. “But in 
California, agriculture is nowhere near 
as important to the average resident as it 
is in Idaho. Agriculture is far more im-
portant to Idahoans that it is to residents 
of any other state in the West.”

Michael Parrella, dean of U of I’s Col-
lege of Agricultural and Life Sciences, 
pointed out to industry leaders during a 
meeting in Parma Sept. 6. that agricul-
ture accounts for only about 2 percent 
of California’s total gross state product 
but in Idaho, according to a recent U 
of I study, agriculture accounts for 13 
percent of the state’s GSP.

ISU grant to help migrant workers and their families earn GEDs
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UI researchers analyze quality problems  
in recent Idaho potato shipments

BY BILL SCHAEFER

University of Idaho Extension researcher Mike Thornton measures the distance that potatoes fell from harvest equipment during harvest 

at Wada Farms in Fort Hall. Thornton and UI Extension researcher Nora Olsen evaluated the Wada harvest as part of an effort to improve 

quality in Idaho fresh shipments.
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Idaho leads the West 
in farm receipts on 
per capita basis

BY SEAN ELLIS

Onions are sorted in Treasure Valley. 

According to recently released USDA data, 

Idaho is the unchallenged No. 1 state in 

the West when it comes to total farm cash 

receipts on a per capita basis.
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