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By SEAN ELLIS
Idaho Farm Bureau Federation

Agriculture is big business in 
Idaho’s Magic Valley area. As in, 
really big business.

A new University of Idaho study 
that will be released later this 
year will show that agriculture is 
responsible for 42 percent of the 
jobs and 59 percent of total sales in 
the Magic Valley, which includes 
Cassia, Gooding, Jerome, Lincoln, 
Minidoka and Twin Falls counties.

The ag industry is also respon-
sible for 48 percent of the Magic 
Valley’s gross regional product, 
which is the total value of goods 
and services in the area.

Jerome County farmer Carl 
Montgomery said those numbers 
are impressive but when you con-
sider the ag industry in southcen-
tral Idaho, they really shouldn’t 
come as a big surprise.

“When you stop and think 
about it, almost everything in the 
Magic Valley is geared toward 
agriculture,” he said.

Still, he added, the average 
person in the region not connect-
ed directly to agriculture would 
probably be stunned by those 
numbers.

“Those numbers are pretty 
impressive (and) I don’t think the 
average person would imagine the 
impact of agriculture in the Magic 
Valley is that great,” Montgomery 
said.

The study, conducted by Steven 
Hines, a University of Idaho 
Extension educator in Jerome 
County, will be released later this 
year but Hines shared some of 
the data with Idaho Farm Bureau 
Federation.

His report, “Contributions of 
Agribusiness to the Magic Valley 
Economy,” looks at the direct 
impact of agriculture – farmers 
and ranchers selling their com-
modities – as well as the indirect 
impact, which includes forward 
and backward linkages.

For example, a backward 
linkage would include fertilizer, 
seed, fuel and farm equipment. 
A forward linkage would include 
food processing.

“The vibrant economy of the 
Magic Valley is driven by agri-
business, which includes on-farm 
production, ag processing and the 
ag services that directly support 
agriculture,” the report’s executive 
summary states.

When the total impact of 
agriculture in the Magic Valley is 
calculated, the numbers are huge 
and show that agriculture is by 
far the most important part of the 
region’s economy.

State program spurring 
new ag innovations

By BILL SCHAEFER
For Farm & Ranch

Merging the world of 
research with the business 
world’s demand for practi-
cal application is a primary 
goal of the Idaho Global 
Entrepreneurial Mission.

The IGEM program has 
spurred many agricultural 
innovations that promise 
to help the Gem State’s 
farmers and ranchers im-
prove their bottom lines.

For example, two IGEM 
projects involving re-
searchers from Idaho State 
University in Pocatello 
are now helping the state’s 
famous potato industry 
remove harmful pathogens 
in storage and to better 
scout fields for a disease 
that’s especially problemat-
ic for seed growers, potato 
virus Y. A third project 
involving Boise State 
University aims to help the 
chipping industry reduce 
levels of acrylamide, which 
has been identified as a 
possible carcinogen.

The IGEM program 
was started in 2012 by 
legislation sponsored by 
Idaho Gov. C.L. “Butch” 
Otter. The program is 
administered by the Idaho 
Department of Commerce. 

There are three distinct 
IGEM funding opportu-
nities. One is overseen by 
the Idaho Department 
of Commerce under the 
direction of the IGEM 
Council. The other two 
programs are overseen by 
the State Board of Educa-
tion with one administered 
by the Higher Education 
Research Council and 
the third administered by 
the Center for Advanced 
Energy Studies.

IGEM Commerce seeks 
to lay the groundwork and 
advance Idaho’s private 
business sector by provid-
ing research grants to Ida-
ho’s three public research 
universities.

Idaho businesses work-
ing with researchers from 
ISU, BSU and University 
of Idaho present grant 
proposals to the IGEM 
Council for funding.

In the nine years since 
its inception, the IGEM 
Commerce grant program 
has funded 38 projects for 
a total of more than $8 
million. Agricultural has 
been a primary beneficia-
ry.

This past February, 
IGEM awarded BSU 
researcher Owen Mc-
Dougal with a grant for 
about $292,000 to assist 

Boise-based Food Physics 
Group with research and 
development of pulsed 
electric fields (PEF) to 
reduce acrylamide and 
sugars in the production of 
chip potatoes. McDougal 
is the chairman of organ-
ic, natural products, and 
food chemistry in BSU’s 
Department of Chemistry 
and Biochemistry.

Another grant of about 
$180,000 in 2015 was 
for “expanding precision 
agriculture market oppor-
tunities with unmanned 
aircraft system sensors.”

ISU assistant professor 
Donna Delparte, in the 
Department of Geoscienc-
es, worked with the J.R. 
Simplot Co. on in-field 
early detection of PVY. 
Using drones equipped 
with hyperspectral imag-
ing equipment, Delparte 
sought to develop a remote 
sensing application for 
early detection of PVY 
allowing for elimination of 
infected plants. PVY is a 
serious disease within the 
seed potato industry that 
can result in significant 
financial losses for seed 
growers.

HSI is a part of the spec-
trum that human eyes can 
not see, Delparte said.

Using HSI high-resolu-

tion information data they 
are able to identify potato 
plants showing early indi-
cations of PVY.

“With PVY you can have 
one little plant that’s infect-
ed in the field surrounded 
by healthy plants. So in 
order to get that at that 
one little plant you have to 
have a centimeter resolu-
tion for each pixel it has to 
be in the 1- to 2-centime-
ter range,” Delparte said 
about the requirement for 
high resolution images to 
detect PVY.

Delparte and her grad-
uate student assistants 
successfully submitted 
a patent application for 
technology developed 
during the course of their 
research. While they are 
the authors, the patent is 
owned by ISU.

Delparte said that she 
has found the IGEM Com-
merce grant to be a great 
benefit to her research.

“Overall they provided 
the foundation and the 
equipment that we’ve been 
using every year since. So 
that investment helped us 
get the equipment to carry 
that research forward and 
build up a number of years 
of research,” Delparte said.
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Report: Ag 
has massive 
impact on 
Magic Valley 
economy
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By JOHN O’CONNELL

joconnell@journalnet.com

A Salt Lake City-based transpor-
tation and logistics company has 
announced plans to build the state’s 
first intermodal rail terminal in 
Pocatello, thereby making it quicker 
and cheaper to export a variety of 
agricultural commodities.

Savage — a global supply chain 
company with 4,500 workers based 
in more than 200 locations — plans 
to start construction immediately on 
the facility, to be called Savage Rail-
port-Southern Idaho, according to a 
press release. It should be operational 
by the middle of this year.

Savage has reached an agreement 
with Union Pacific Railroad to build 
and operate the terminal within the 
Pocatello rail yard. Savage workers 
will fill rail cars with containers of 
agricultural commodities at the 
intermodal terminal. Union Pacific 
will haul the goods to Northwest 
Seaport Alliance terminals in Seattle 
and Tacoma, Washington, according 
to the press release.

The freight will then be shipped 
overseas to Asia and other world 
markets.

“Utilizing a direct rail connection 
will be more efficient, cost-effective 
and environmentally friendly,” Sav-
age officials said in the press release.
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