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By SEAN ELLIS
Idaho Farm Bureau Federation

POCATELLO — When 
it comes to milk prices, 
Idaho’s dairy industry has 
been on a roller-coaster 
ride since last fall. Right 
now, the roller-coaster in 
on a sharp upswing.

That’s good news for 
Idaho’s No. 1 farm com-
modity in terms of total 
revenue.

Farm-gate milk prices 
— the price that dairies 
receive for their commod-
ity — for Idaho dairies 
began rising quickly last 

fall and hit a five-year high 
near the end of 2019.

They were still good 
before the coronavirus 
outbreak resulted in 
shutdowns of many food 
service channels, which 
is where most of Idaho’s 
dairy products end up.

The shutdowns related 
to the COVID-19 outbreak 
sent milk prices downhill 
quickly and they touched 
near all-time lows in May.

Idaho ranks in the top 
four in the U.S. most years 
in total milk production 
and most of the milk pro-
duced in the state goes to 
the cheese market.

The price that Idaho 
dairies were receiving 
for their class III milk — 
that’s the category of milk 
used to produce cheese 
— headed south toward 
$10 per hundredweight in 
May, which is way below 
the cost of production.

During the second half 
of June, many Idaho dair-
ies began receiving plus-
$20 per hundredweight 
for their milk. Prices are 
above $22 per hundred-
weight on the July futures 
market, which is not too 
far behind the all-time 
high, and August futures 
are above $20.

“In less than a 45-day 
period, we went from 
near-record lows to 
near-record highs,” said 
Idaho Dairymen’s Associ-
ation Executive Director 
Rick Naerebout.

He said the sharp uptick 
in farm-gate milk prices 
has been welcome news 
for Idaho dairymen, who 
faced severe economic 
pressure because of the 
coronavirus lockdowns.

“The increase has been 
a significant benefit for 
Idaho dairymen,” Naere-
bout said.

By WILLIAM SCHAEFFER
For Farm & Ranch

International trade experts with-
in the potato industry are encour-
aged by a new trade agreement 
with China but have concerns 
about a rise in frozen fry imports 
from Europe.

Matt Lantz, vice president for 
global access at Bryant Christie, 
summarized international trends 
and trade issues during the recent 
National Potato Council summer 
meeting, hosted online.

The export market for U.S. pota-
toes continues to grow, and while 
the COVID-19 pandemic has 
resulted in a reduction of exports, 
there’s still promising news in the 
international markets for U.S. 
potato growers, he said.

Lantz outlined the successful 
trade agreement with China, 
which opens the Chinese market 
to chipping potatoes from the 
Pacific Northwest.

“The good news is on Feb. 25, 
2020, after 20 years of negotia-
tions, we reached an agreement 
with China,” he said. “That 
agreement was officially put into 
place on April 23, 2020. That was a 
hard-fought agreement all the way 
to the end. COVID-19 certainly 
had an impact. There were multi-
ple overnight negotiations.”

Lantz said that there were many 
meetings during negotiations 
when he didn’t think that they 
would reach an agreement. He 
said the agreement represents 
and incredible step for the potato 
industry.

“This was my white whale,” 
Lantz said, comparing the negoti-
ations to Ahab’s quest in Herman 
Melville’s novel “Moby Dick.”

There are phytosanitary mea-
sures regarding testing for zebra 
chip and silver scurf that exporters 
must meet but Lantz described it 
as a “very reasonable agreement 
and we’re very fortunate to have 
it.”

By DIANNA TROYER
For Farm & Ranch

For two years, manufactur-
ing designer Ehsan Soltan of 
American Falls collaborated 
with farmers to develop and 
test a wireless soil sensor in 
Southeast Idaho fields.

Farmers wanted a durable 
device to provide immediate 
information about moisture 
and other soil data, enabling 

them to maximize crop 
growth.

Satisfied with his invention, 
Soltan found a manufactur-
er and is gratified to see his 
Soiltech Wireless sensors 
being used for the first time 
this spring.

“People tell me they love 
that they look like Minions,” 
said Soltan, 32, chief executive 
officer of Soiltech Wireless.

He marketed his devices 
at agricultural trade shows 

throughout the West.
The plump lemon-yellow, 

8-inch sensors are shaped like 
a thermos.

“I designed it so the bat-
tery lasts a year and can be 
recharged with a USB cord,” 
he said. “It has a five-year 
lifespan.”

Buried with a crop, the sen-
sor provides field data about 
soil moisture, temperature 
and humidity. Via a Soiltech 
app, the information is trans-

mitted to a cell phone, tablet 
or computer.

“It’s programmed with the 
NRCS soil data and GPS soft-
ware, so it knows what type of 
soil it’s buried in,” Soltan said. 
“Several can be planted in a 
field, depending on differ-
ent soil types. Based on the 
information it transmits, you 
can irrigate specific amounts 
in real time.”

Potato industry 
experts see 
mixed foreign 
trade outlook

Idaho dairy industry encouraged by higher prices

SEAN ELLIS/IDAHO FARM BUREAU FEDERATION

The price that Idaho dairies receive for their milk has rebounded 

sharply since nearing all-time lows just 45 days ago.
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Manufacturing designer collaborates with 
farmers to build sturdy wireless soil sensor
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An electronic manufacturing designer, Ehsan Soltan, built a sensor to provide temperature, moisture and humidity data in fields as well as in storage.

DIRT ALERT
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