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By SEAN ELLIS
Idaho Farm Bureau Federation

POCATELLO — Idaho farm-
ers plan to plant more wheat, 
hay, corn and dry beans this year 
than they did in 2019, accord-
ing to a new report by USDA’s 
National Agricultural Statistics 
Service.

Idaho farmers’ potato planting 
intentions won’t be known until 
late June.

The report provides confir-
mation that the coronavirus 
outbreak has not slowed Idaho 
farmers’ plans to produce food 
this year.

“Agriculture is moving for-

ward and nothing’s changed,” 
said Idaho Barley Commission 
Executive Director Laura Wild-
er. “It’s business as usual.”

Roger Batt, who represents 
several Idaho farm organiza-
tions, said he’s hearing the same 
message: “Basically, it’s business 
as usual. Farmers are out plant-
ing or getting the groundwork 
ready and preparing for this 
production season.”

That’s good news for two 
reasons: People need to eat 
and, according to a University 
of Idaho study, agriculture is 
responsible for one of every 
eight jobs in the state, as well 
as 18 percent of Idaho’s total 
economic output.

So, while the impact that the 
COVID-19 outbreak has on the 
state’s economy is expected to 
be severe, agriculture will act as 
a type of stabilizing force on the 
Idaho economy.

While many businesses and 
services have ground to a halt or 
decreased significantly during 
the virus outbreak, agriculture is 
plowing ahead.

Cows still need to be fed and 
milked and a farmer will spend 
roughly the same amount each 
year on inputs — labor, seed, 
fertilizer, etc. — regardless of 
how much they get for their 
commodity.

By FARM & RANCH STAFF

All of Idaho had received be-
low-normal precipitation for the 
water year through April 1, with 
the Wood and Lost River basins 
experiencing the most notable 
shortfalls, according to a recently 
released water supply outlook 
report.

Nonetheless, the state’s irri-
gators should have an ample 
storage supply thanks to strong 
reservoir carryover, USDA’s 
Natural Resources Conservation 
Service concluded in the report.

According to the report, most 
of Idaho received below-normal 
precipitation during March, 
except for the Upper Snake and 
Lost River basins, which re-
ceived between 110% to 120% of 
their usual precipitation for the 
month.

Despite the below-normal 
precipitation throughout most 
of the state, modest snowpack 
gains were reported, nonetheless, 
in many basins, thanks to colder 
weather.

“Even with below-normal 
precipitation in March, slight 
snowpack improvements were 
observed across most of Idaho 
since March 1,” Daniel Tappa, 
supervisory hydrologist with the 
Idaho NRCS, said in the report. 
“While this seems paradoxical, 
it implies that little snowmelt 
occurred and the precipitation 
that we did receive came in the 
form of snow.”

April 1 snowpack levels range 
from 90 to 110 percent of nor-
mal throughout most of Idaho. 
Shortfalls have persisted in the 
Wood and Lost basins, which had 
between 70% and 80% of their 
usual snowpack through the end 
of March.

Northern Idaho had above-av-
erage snowpack, at 110 to 120 
percent of normal.

By SARAH SKAAR
For Farm & Ranch

REXBURG — At Christ-
mas, during the Sutton 
family’s live nativity pageant, 
a sturdy little animal named 
Sunshine carries the wise 
men’s packs, symbolizing of-
ferings of incense and myrrh.

The curious and friendly 
3-year-old animal makes 
guest appearances at the 
Madison County Fair, where 
she introduces new audiences 
to an ancient member of the 
bovine family — the yak.

“She gets a lot of attention,” 
says Kent Sutton, who oper-
ates Sutton Yaks with his wife, 
Susan. “Sunshine was a bottle 
baby so she’s quite well social-
ized. She’s smaller than others 
her age — mostly a pet.”

Kent Sutton also raises 
potatoes and barley and is 
general manager of Bench 
Mark Potato, a licensed fresh 
potato shipper.

The Suttons bought their 

first yaks about 10 years ago 
and now have a herd of about 
70 head. Sunshine is their only 
individual broke to lead or 
pack.

“I guess we’re a little 
eccentric,” Kent explains. 
“We bought five initially and 
discovered they are really 
interesting animals, with 
definite personalities. I guess 

what we do is between a busi-
ness and a hobby. It’s not real 
lucrative, but I sell enough to 
break even.”

Yaks are the high-altitude 
Himalayan cousins of cattle, 
distinguished by shoulder 
humps, sharp and narrow 
horns and long, shaggy skirts. 
For thousands of years, yaks 
have thrived in frigid thin 

air, rugged terrain and harsh 
conditions at elevations of 
16,000 feet and above in Tibet, 
Mongolia and the Tibetan 
Plateau of northern Asia. A 
diminishing number of wild 
yaks continue to roam the 
area. The area’s early nomadic 
herdsmen domesticated yaks 
in the late Stone Age, about 
10,000 years ago, and these 
multi-purpose animals con-
tinue to supply the indigenous 
people with most of their daily 
needs including meat, milk, 
butter, cheese, wool, fiber, 
leather, fuel and packing and 
draft requirements.

Compared with cattle, Kent 
says the yaks eat less but have 
a smaller and more compact 
body. Cow yaks typically weigh 
600 pounds to 900 pounds, 
with bulls often double in size. 
They are not as difficult to 
handle or contain as bison but 
do not like a lot of human in-
teraction and favor predictable 
husbandry routines. 

Report highlights Idaho farmers’ 2020 planting intentions

BY SEAN ELLIS/IDAHO FARM BUREAU FEDERATION

Sugar beets are planted in a field near Weiser in March.

Idaho 
precipitation 
below 
average for 
water year
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FARMER DIVERSIFIES  
INTO YAKS

PHOTOS BY SARAH SKAAR

These young yaks will spend the summer in steep, rocky canyon ground near the Sutton’s farm land.

Rexburg farmer Kent Sutton diversified into yaks about ten years ago. 

Here he is shown with the small pet yak “Sunshine” that he and Susan 

Sutton raised as a bottle baby and use for educational purposes.
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