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Idaho sage grouse hunters 
will be required to purchase tags 
under new regulations aimed 
at reducing the total harvest of 
the embattled game bird, but 
they will be treated to a longer 
season and an expanded territory 
in which to pursue the iconic 
species.

The Idaho Fish and Game 
Commission approved the regu-
lation changes during its July 14 
meeting in Pocatello. The new 
regulations have drawn mixed 
reviews from sportsmen and 
wildlife advocates.

Tags are expected to be in 
high demand and will go on 
sale at 10 a.m. Sunday on a 
first-come, first-served basis 
through licensed Fish and 
Game vendors, online at goout-
doorsidaho.com or by calling 
800-554-8685. The season will 
span from Sept. 18 through 
Oct. 31. Previously the sage 
grouse hunt was limited to two 
days, seven days or two weeks, 
varying based on the zone and 
population trends.

“This is a pretty big change,” 
said Zach Lockyer, a regional 
wildlife manager with the Idaho 
Department of Fish and Game. 
“In the past we’ve always had 
sage grouse zones but we weren’t 

able to limit the number of 
people who participated in sage 
grouse hunting.”

The price of a sage grouse tag 
will be $22.75 — significantly 
more than the $1.50 processing 
fee for obtaining a special val-
idation on hunting licenses for 
sage grouse and sharptail grouse 
under the prior system.

Lockyer said about 1,900 total 
tags will be available, represent-
ing roughly 10% of the state’s 
sage grouse population.

“That’s a harvest level that 
won’t cause population declines,” 
Lockyer said.

Each zone will be allotted a 
set number of tags, based on lek 
data. Leks are areas where male 

sage grouse gather to perform 
competitive displays and court-
ship rituals.

Lockyer said significantly few-
er birds will be harvested under 
the tag-based system.

“We’ve had some advance-
ments in data collection research 
that allows us to estimate sage 
grouse populations and the 
ability to more directly manage 
harvest based on those num-
bers,” Lockyer said.

Sage grouse hunting will be 
allowed in 12 zones throughout 
Idaho. Zone 8, which encom-
passes the Big Desert, has been 
expanded somewhat, and a zone 
in the Bear Lake area that has 
been closed to sage grouse hunt-

ing for years has been reopened.
Sage grouse have been in 

decline throughout the West 
due to several threats, including 
wildfires, invasive species and 
habitat loss. Lockyer said the 
department has noticed modest 
increases in lek counts in some 
areas, but the population trend 
remains concerning.

In 2015, the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service opted to 
withdraw sage grouse from the 
candidate species list for an 
Endangered Species Act listing, 
reasoning sage grouse did not 
face the risk of extinction in the 
foreseeable future.
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Ranchers in the West have 
typically grazed cattle on 
summer pastures — often 
in the mountains or desert 
rangelands near their ranch 
or on federal Bureau of 
Land Management or Forest 
Service allotments — while 
growing hay at home to feed 
the cows during winter.

The largest single ex-
pense for most stockman 
is for winter feed, either 
purchased or put up as hay 
on the home acres, which 
involves a lot of time, labor 
and expensive machinery. 
The more time that cattle 
can graze without needing 
hay, the more profitable they 
will be. Today there are new 
forage varieties and “cover 
crops” that can fill some 
gaps in the grazing calendar, 
enabling cattle to graze for 
more of the year and some-
times year-round.

Twenty years ago, Jim and 
Diane Meeks decided to quit 
running cattle on public 
lands for summer grazing 
and keep them all home at 
their farm near Jerome.

“We started developing 
our own pastures to grow 
more forage and have been 
improving pastures and in-
creasing our cattle numbers 
ever since,” Jim said.

On dry years like this one, 
when the native pastures 
on rangelands are short on 
forage and low in quality, 
Jim and Diane are glad their 
cattle are at home on irrigat-
ed pastures. In order to have 
enough good pasture, they 
have been experimenting 

with cover crops as well as 
new varieties of permanent 
pasture grasses.

COVER CROPS
Jed Bateman of Agri-

Source, headquartered in 
Burley, is a distributer for 
Barenbrug Seed. He has 
been assisting them with 
selection of species for 
perennial forages and cover 
crops.

“In 2019 we planted 
perennial grass (a mix called 

Stockmaster) underneath 
the grazing corn. This mix 
included perennial ryegrass, 
orchardgrass and soft-leaf 
tall fescue, and we planted it 
a few days after we planted 
the corn,” Jim said.

Last year, the goal was a 
little more diversity.

“On some of our corn 
acres, we added broadleaf 
forages and put in several 
different brassicas (turnips), 
two legumes (clover and 
hairy vetch) and the corn,” 

Jed said.
In comparing the two 

years, the grass mix from 
the first year was proba-
bly a little better, with less 
competition from weeds, 
but the diverse mix grew 
well. The cattle utilized that 
cover crop mix for winter 
grazing. This year they 
planted more grass again, 
but added some clover and 
other legumes.

“As far as tonnage, the pe-
rennial grass mix we planted 
in 2020 did the best, so we 
wanted to go back to doing 
more of that,” he said.

He said it’s been interest-
ing to try different mixes 
to see what works best in 
certain soils and intensified 
grazing management.

SOIL AND CROP HEALTH
Cameron Stauffer is a 

part-owner of the cattle on 
the farm and also a crop 
consultant with Hillier Con-
sulting Corporation.

“Cam is our soil guru, and 
he also runs his cattle with 
our herd. We hired him as a 
crop consultant,” Jim said.

During the summer he 
helps with irrigation man-
agement and decision-mak-
ing regarding the crops.

Irrigation is with center 
pivot sprinklers. In the past, 
some commercial fertilizer 
was purchased, but now 
so much cattle impact on 
all the ground, there is less 
need for purchased fertilizer.

“This is the only farm 
I consult for that’s doing 
it this way, so it’s been a 
learning experience for me 
as well,” said Cam.

F&G extends sage grouse season, requires tags to limit harvest

FOCUSED ON SOIL
Meeks Farm growing more grass, no hay and more cattle

JED BATEMAN

Changes on Jim Meeks’ farm and ranch in Jerome have enabled 

him to graze at home rather than turning cattle loose on public 

land during the summer.
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Total chickpea acres in Idaho 
jumped considerably this year com-
pared with 2020. But the ongoing 
drought and severe heat wave could 
keep production close to last year’s 
level.

Chickpea acres in Idaho were ini-
tially forecast to be up slightly over 
last year’s 61,000-acre total.

But prices ticked upward right 
before planting and now USDA’s 
National Agricultural Statistics 
Service is estimating chickpea acres 
will total 88,000 acres in the Gem 
State in 2021.

That is a 44 percent increase over 
the 2020 total.

“We saw a recovery in price right 
before seeding … and some growers 
switched into chickpeas,” said Tim 
McGreevy, CEO of the U.S. and Ida-
ho dry pea and lentil councils. “We 
think NASS’ acreage numbers are 
a pretty fair representation of what 
happened late in the season.”

In Idaho, chickpeas, which are 
also known as garbanzo beans, are 
grown in North Idaho under dry-
land conditions and there has been 
a major shortfall of moisture in the 
region this year.

Add in a lingering heat wave and 
Idaho chickpea yields are expected 
to be down significantly this year, 
which means total production could 
actually be close to last year’s total, 
McGreevy said.

Chickpeas are hanging in better 
than other pulse crops in the region 
in the face of the heat and lack of 
moisture, McGreevy said.

But, he added, “if you get the kind 
of heat we’ve been getting, you will 
suffer a yield reduction. We could 
have substantially reduced yields 
because of this heat wave. We can’t 
catch a rain and the heat has been so 
intense.”

The heat is going to have an im-
pact on yields for chickpeas in North 
Idaho, as well as peas and lentils, 
said Dirk Hammond, administra-
tive services manager for George F. 
Brocke and Sons, which processes 
pulse crops in Kendrick.

NASS forecasts Idaho farmers 
planted 37,000 acres of dry edible 
peas this year and 28,000 acres of 
lentils. Both acreages are in line with 
last year’s totals.

Chickpeas, lentils and dry peas are 
all pulse crops and in Idaho, all three 
are largely grown in the northern 
part of the state.

The tough conditions “will 
definitely have an impact on yields 
for chickpeas, lentils and peas,” 
Hammond said. “How big of an 
impact we will have to wait and see. 
It has not been a favorable growing 
season.”

JED BATEMAN

Jim Meeks, of Jerome, has implemented 

innovative practices to improve his pasture.
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Total Idaho 
chickpea 
acres jump 
44 percent
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