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INKOM — A re-
nowned crop scientist 
with USDA’s Agricultural 
Research Service in Ab-
erdeen was killed Sunday 
afternoon after being 
buried by an avalanche at 
Pebble Creek Ski Area.

Phil Bregitzer, 60, was 
skiing outside of the 
Inkom ski area’s boundar-
ies within the North Bowl 
area — in an informal 
run skiers know as Canal 
Street — when the ava-
lanche was triggered at 
about 1 p.m.

According to a USDA 
statement, Bregitzer 
was “recognized by the 
scientific community for 
his outstanding research 
accomplishments” 
and used cut-
ting-edge tech-
niques to develop 
improved barley 
cultivars to benefit 
farmers globally.

Bregitzer was 
skiing with friends, 
who dug him 
out and worked 
diligently to administer 
CPR, said Dana Kmetz, 
Pebble Creek’s guest 
service director. Kmetz 
made the 911 call at 

about 1:16 p.m., after a 
witness to the accident 
phoned Ski Patrol. Mem-
bers of Ski Patrol agreed 
to respond to the public 

land out of bounds 
to help.

“They were 
able to trade off 
skiing him down 
extremely rough 
terrain in a tobog-
gan, administering 
CPR the whole way 
down,” Kmetz said.

The group 
brought Bregitzer to the 
base of the Aspen Lift 
from the lower North 
Bowl exit, where a 
snowmobile pulled the 

toboggan uphill to a wait-
ing ground ambulance, 
Kmetz said. A helicopter 
was dispatched to Pebble 
Creek, but Kmetz said 
Bregitzer was ultimately 
transported in a ground 
ambulance at 2:48 p.m.

Kmetz said Pebble 
Creek received 23 inches 
of heavy, new snow on 
Saturday and Sunday, 
significantly elevating 
the avalanche risk. She 
said the Utah Avalanche 
Center sent personnel 
to the ski area on Mon-
day to investigate the 
avalanche scene. Pebble 
Creek is also assisting the 
Bannock County Sheriff ’s 

Office in investigating the 
accident.

“I feel like we’ve lost 
one of our own, and our 
hearts go out to Phil’s 
family,” Kmetz said.

A USDA official said 
Bregitzer worked at the 
facility’s Small Grains and 
Potato Research Unit for 
three decades, helping 
to incorporate enhanced 
resistance to stripe rust, 
Fusarium head blight 
and Russian wheat aphid 
into barley lines. He also 
played a role in devel-
oping barley with lower 
phytic acid to reduce 
phosphorus waste from 
barley fed to swine.

“Genetic tools he cre-
ated, including methods 
of plant regeneration 
from culture, have been 
widely used by scientists 
working to increase the 
understanding of barley 
genetics,” according to 
the USDA press release.

Laura Wilder, execu-
tive director of the Idaho 
Barley Commission, said 
Bregitzer made substan-
tial contributions to the 
barley industry through-
out the past 30 years and 
his death represents a 
“huge loss, personally 
and professionally.”

By SEAN ELLIS
Idaho Farm Bureau Federation

POCATELLO — Idaho dry bean 
farmers have suffered through 
a few years of woeful prices but 
things are starting to change.

Dry bean prices are ticking up 
and acres are expected to increase 
in Idaho this year after decreasing 
significantly over the past two 
years.

“The profit potential for dry 
bean growers has been very min-
imal the last couple of years,” said 
Don Tolmie, production manager 
for Treasure Valley Seed Co. in 
Homedale. “But we’re in a position 
now where these guys can make 
a little money growing dry beans 
and that’s encouraging.”

According to USDA’s National 
Agricultural Statistics Service, the 
average marketing price for Idaho 
dry beans hovered in the

mid- to low-$30 per hundred-
weight (cwt) range from 2011 to 
2015, then decreased to $27 in 
2016 and 2017 before dropping to 
$23.40 in 2018 and $22.40 in 2019.

Dry bean prices started rising to-
ward the end of 2019 and are now 
up significantly compared with 
this time last year, Tolmie said.

“We’re seeing anywhere from a 
25-40 percent increase in prices 
over this time last year and it’s 
pretty much across the board in 
all market classes of dry beans,” he 
said. “We’ve seen a pretty signif-
icant increase in the price of dry 
beans.”

The contracts that Idaho farmers 
are receiving to grow dry beans 
this year are up 15-40 percent, de-
pending on bean variety, he added.

“The bean prices have definitely 
come up this year,” said BJ Metzger, 
the Idaho manager for Kelley Bean 
Co.

As a result of the price increase, 
bean acres could rise significantly 
in Idaho this year, said Jerome 
County Farm Bureau President 
Carl Montgomery, a member of 
Idaho Farm Bureau Federation’s 
bean committee.

Idaho dry bean acres, not in-
cluding chickpeas, totaled 62,000 
in 2017 but fell to 51,000 in 2018 
and 41,000 in 2019.
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COURTESY OF MAGIC VALLEY PRODUCE

Fresh potatoes are sorted at 
Magic Valley Produce in Paul.

By JOHN O’CONNELL
joconnell@journalnet.com

O
ddly, consumers have 
recently found empty spaces 
where potato displays 

should be in produce departments 
throughout Idaho.

Grocers in the nation’s top potato-pro-
ducing state have somehow had a hard 
time keeping spuds in stock in the wake of 
the coronavirus outbreak, with area tuber 
shortages becoming evident Tuesday on St. 
Patrick’s Day. Shoppers preparing to hunker 
down at home to avoid contracting the con-
tagious disease have taken to buying foods 
that store well by the cartload.

“It is strange. I didn’t think I’d ever see a 
shortage, at least at the store level, of pota-
toes in Idaho,” said Travis Blacker, industry 
relations director with the Idaho Potato 
Commission.

Reports show consumer bag prices 
jumped significantly during a five-day 
stretch due to the coronavirus-related 
demand. On March 11, USDA Market News 

reported the price of five, 10-pound baled 
bags of fresh Russet Norkotahs shipped 
from the Twin Falls and Burley district at $5 
to $6, mostly $5.50. That price had reached 
$6.50 to $7 as of March 16.

Potato prices were already strong due to 
a tight supply, caused by a lower yielding 
2019 crop and heavy frost damage. Market 
News reported 50-pound cartons of restau-
rant-grade fresh Norkotahs were selling for 
$22 to $23 on March 16, compared with 
$8.50 to $10 on the same date a year ago.

“Most grocery stores have loosened their 
specs on what they’ll accept from shippers, 
too,” a Market News official said.

In addition to experiencing stronger 
demand from retailers, Blacker said Idaho 
fresh potato packers have reported a signifi-
cant spike in sales from customers who buy 
cartons directly from their sheds.

Dean Gibson, an owner of Magic Valley 
Produce in Paul, said his shed usually sells 
a couple of 50-pound cartons of fresh pota-
toes directly to consumers each day. More 
recently, some single customers have been 
buying four or five cartons each directly 
from Magic Valley.
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