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CANYON COUNTY — A rule 
change from the U.S. Department 
of Labor that freezes H-2A worker 
wages and adjusts the wage level for 
some jobs has been implemented, 
affecting more than 4,000 H-2A 
workers in Idaho and the farmers 
that employ them.

The rule change, which took 
effect on Dec. 21, includes a two-
year freeze to H-2A worker wages, 
meaning wages would remain at the 
same level for the next two years 

as they have been since 2019 were 
in. That wage is $13.62 an hour in 
Idaho, according to Joel Anderson, 
executive director of the Snake 
River Farmers Association, an or-
ganization that helps direct farmers 
through the H-2A worker process.

The H-2A temporary agriculture 
workers program was established 
by U.S. Citizenship and Immigra-
tion Services for farmers to bring 
in workers from outside the U.S. to 
fill agriculture jobs that would not 
otherwise be filled by U.S. workers. 
To use the program farmers must 
fill out applications and follow strict 
guidelines outlined by USCIS, like 
paying a specific wage and provid-
ing housing.

The new rule also changes the 
Adverse Effect Wage Rate, the 

system used to determine the H-2A 
worker wages each year, for jobs 
that are not traditional agriculture 
jobs, but are defined as agriculture 
jobs for the purposes of the H-2A 
program.

These jobs may be ones such as 
constructing housing or another 
structure on a farm, it is not an 
agriculture job, it is a construction 
job, but it has been categorized 
as an agriculture job through the 
program, Anderson explained. The 
new rule says non-traditional agri-
culture jobs, such as construction, 
are part of a separate wage rate. 
These wages will likely be “sub-
stantially higher” than traditional 
agriculture wages, Anderson said.

By WIRE AND STAFF REPORTS

WASHINGTON (AP) — A $900 
billion pandemic relief package that 
Congress approved on Monday 
night contains several provisions 
that should significantly help the 
nation’s farmers, according to 
leaders with the National Potato 
Council.

“Throughout the year, the Na-
tional Potato Council and our state 
partners have fought for increased 
recognition 
by the federal 
government of 
the unforeseen 
market chal-
lenges growers 
have experi-
enced during 
this pandemic,” 
NPC President 
Britt Raybould 
of St. Anthony, 
Idaho, said in 
a press release. 
“We appreciate 
the additional 
funding to help 
close some 
of the gaps in 
our communities. Americans need 
practical, real-world solutions to 
ensure continued access to safe, 
healthy food, while keeping in 
place long-term, essential activi-
ties required for the wellbeing and 
sustainability of our industry.”

Lawmakers tacked on a $1.4 tril-
lion catchall spending bill and thou-
sands of pages of other end-of-ses-
sion business in a massive bundle 
of bipartisan legislation as Capitol 
Hill prepared to close the books on 
the year. The bill approved Monday 
night went to President Donald 
Trump for his signature, which was 
expected in the coming days.

Leaders with the Washington, 
D.C.,-based potato lobbying organi-
zation singled out several key pro-
visions of the bill that should help 
U.S. spud farmers, and agriculture 
in general.

The bill provides an estimated 
$225 million for supplemental 
payments to specialty crop pro-
ducers for crop losses they suffered 
in 2019. Potatoes are considered a 
specialty crop.

By STEVE STUEBNER
For Idaho Soil & Water 

Conservation Commission

W
hen Teton County 
looked at widening 
a county road, West 

6000 South, by more than a 
foot on each shoulder, coun-
ty officials knew that there 
would be impacts to adjacent 
wetlands near the headwaters 
of the Teton Rive and some 
mitigation would be required.

But Teton County Commis-
sioner Cindy Riegel wanted 
the wetlands mitigation to be 
“meaningful.”

“We could have dug a pond 
for $15,000, but I wanted to do 
something with more ecologi-
cal value,” Riegel said.

She checked with the Teton 
Soil and Water Conservation 
District office in Driggs to see 
if they might be able to help. 
Bingo! District officials told 
Riegel that Allan Johnson, an 
engineer for the Conservation 
Commission who serves the 
Eastern Idaho region, might be 
available to work on the project 

and do something more mean-
ingful.

Turns out that Johnson had a 
healthy chunk of discretionary 
engineering time to work on 
restoring Fox Creek to its origi-
nal channel across the road.

Through the Commis-
sion’s allocation of Johnson’s 
engineering time, restoring 
Fox Creek to its original 
channel was something that 
Teton County could afford. 
The project cost was approxi-
mately $85,000, with Johnson’s 
services being contributed 
through a discretionary award 

to Teton SWCD pro bono.
“The bottom line is it takes 

patience and perseverance to 
put a project like this together,” 
Riegel said. “It’s not easy to 
do, but totally worth it to have 
completed a more meaningful 
project located in a critical 
spawning area for native cut-
throat trout.”

Years ago, a short reach of 
Fox Creek had been removed 

from its historic channel, 
straightened, and placed in a 
ditch next to West 6000 South. 
The old channel had been 
filled in and turned into a cattle 
pasture. Using aerial photo-
graphs, Johnson began crafting 
the stream design.

“I could see a faint green 
signature on the aerial photos 
where the old stream course 
was located,” Johnson said. 
“I basically tried to restore 
the stream to its old natural 
channel, building in curves and 
meanders, pools and riffles, the 
whole bit.”

Stream-restoration is just 
about Johnson’s favorite thing 
to do. He has designed a 
number of stream-restoration 
projects over the past 20 years, 
including daylighting Whiskey 
Creek, a successful project in 
the Gentile Valley near Soda 
Springs. In 2017, when the Fox 
Creek project started, Johnson 
had just finished a course in 
river-restoration at Portland 
State University, earning a 
professional certificate.

New adjustments to H-2A worker wage take effect
Freezes wages, adjusts 
wage level for select jobs
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Farm workers prepare a hop yard for planting in this file photo.

Potato group lauds 
$900B COVID relief 
bill Congress passed

Fox Creek restoration project 
A BIG SUCCESS IN TETON COUNTY
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A new course for Fox Creek is poised to be built through this pasture.
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Allan Johnson leads a farm tour to 

show improvements to Fox Creek.
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