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Government payments 
helped Idaho’s food produc-
ers reap record profits in 
2020 despite the COVID-19 
pandemic, according to a 
new University of Idaho 
report.

Idaho’s net farm income 
should top $3 billion in 
2020, breaking a record for 
a second consecutive year, 
according to a new report 
coauthored by University of 
Idaho Extension economists 
Garth Taylor, Ben Eborn and 
Rita Du. The state’s net farm 
income — estimated by sub-
tracting expenses from gross 
income — was estimated at 
$2.7 billion during 2019.

Furthermore, Idaho’s farm 
cash receipts during 2020 
were the second highest on 
record, topping $8.4 billion, 

according to the economists’ 
report. Cash receipts were 
up from about $8 billion in 
2019.

The report, released in 
mid-December as part of 
University of Idaho’s virtual 
Idaho Ag Outlook Seminar, 
is available at https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=tIq_

Si8TPsI in video form.
Taylor said government 

payments, comprising 40% 
of net farm income nation-
ally according to USDA esti-
mates, were the major factor 
behind farmers operating in 
the black during a tumultu-
ous year.

“I don’t think it’s going 

to be that much for Idaho 
but it certainly will be a lot,” 
Taylor said of government 
payments. “Last year, it was 
largely due to trade adjust-
ments from trade wars. This 
year it’s going to be COVID 
dollars.”

Taylor said Idaho boasts 
the nation’s fifth largest 
agricultural economy, with 
a fifth of the state’s sales 
created directly or indirect-
ly by Idaho agribusiness. 
Livestock is king in Idaho 
agriculture. Over a third of 
Idaho’s farm cash receipts 
come from dairy. Factor in 
beef production and feed — 
such as hay, silage, potato 
waste and sugar beet pulp 
— and livestock account 
for nearly 80 percent of the 
Gem State’s agricultural 
sector, Taylor said.
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A U.S. Department of Labor 
effort to make a foreign worker 
program cheaper for farmers 
appears unlikely to succeed.

Effectively, the Trump admin-
istration’s labor department wants 
to lower the minimum wage for 
most H-2A workers — foreign 
laborers who perform seasonal 
U.S. agriculture jobs. The change 
would generally help farmers save 
on labor costs and decrease work-
er earnings.

An Idaho necessity
Idaho farmers need the H-2A 

program — without it they 

wouldn’t be able to find workers. 
South-central Idaho farmers 
employed 1,249 H-2A workers 
in 2019 while Idaho as a whole 
employed 4,433.

This year, Idaho farmers 
employed 3,656 H-2A workers 
between January and September, 
according to the United Farm 
Workers’ lawsuit.

Idaho farmers say even though 
ag jobs pay fairly well — H-2A 
workers earn a minimum of 
$13.62 an hour and get free 
housing and transportation if 
they want it — U.S. workers are 
unwilling to work on farms.

U.S. Department of Agriculture 
Secretary Sonny Perdue said in 
November that the would-be 
change shows “President Trump’s 

commitment to America’s 
farmers by delivering lower costs 
when they need it the most.”

Farmer advocacy groups have 
generally supported the idea, 
while farmworker labor groups 
immediately took legal action 
against the move.

United Farm Workers sought 
a preliminary injunction against 
the Department of Labor in 
November and District Court 
Judge Dale Drozd on Wednesday 
issued that injunction, temporar-
ily blocking the Trump Adminis-
tration from enacting the change. 
The changes were actually in 
effect from Dec. 21 until Drozd’s 
ruling.

Judge enjoins Trump Administration effort to lower H-2A wages
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H-2A worker Jesus Antonio Quintero Bojorquez moves a water pipe in a 

sugar beet field Sept. 16 west of Buhl. A Trump Administration effort to 

reduce H-2A wages appears unlikely to succeed following a Wednesday U.S. 
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A tandem operation of synchronicity, the combine harvester dumps 

a load of wheat into the auger grain cart while continuing its harvest

Idaho agriculture brings in 
record profits amid pandemic

SCREEN SHOT OF UNIVERSITY OF IDAHO VIDEO

University of Idaho Extension economist Garth Taylor presents data 

on Idaho’s farm economy in a video he posted in mid-December for 

the university’s virtual Idaho Ag Outlook Seminar.
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Google searches for the word 
“recipe” skyrocketed during the 
first quarter of 2020 and are still 
up by about 16% from 2019, 
explained University of Idaho 
Extension educator Joel Pack-
ham.

Packham, of Cassia County, 
said UI’s food classes have also 
been filling up quickly.

Packham believes the facts ev-
idence a renewed interest among 
Americans in cooking at home 
amid the COVID-19 pandemic. 
For the nation’s food producers, 
2020 was marked by a major shift 
from food service demand toward 
retail sales, as more people dined 
at home.

Packham spoke about the 
strange ride Idaho cattle ranchers 
experienced in 2020 and offered 
his outlook for the future as part 
of UI’s recent Idaho Ag Outlook 
Seminar, hosted virtually this year 
because of the coronavirus.

The public may log onto https://
www.youtube.com/channel/
UCryFhhCBYwuWroPRC2Zf9PQ 
to view experts’ presentations on 
the potato, dairy, beef, grain and 
hay market outlooks, as well as 
presentations on water, weather, 
input cost trends, the financial 
condition of Idaho agriculture and 
the global and U.S. agricultural 
outlook.

Beef outlook
During 2021, Packham said 

USDA anticipates beef exports 
will rise by 5%, and cow-calf 
producers are projected to have 
positive returns.

USDA estimated the fed steer 
price dropped from $117 per 
hundredweight in 2019 to $110 
in 2020, but the agency predicts 
the price will rise to $115 per 
hundredweight in 2021, Packham 
said.

Idaho farmers 
look ahead 
after roller-
coaster year
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