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Though extreme summer 
heat and dryness wreaked havoc 
on major Idaho crops such as 
potatoes and grain this season, 
the state’s farmers are optimistic 
they’ll at least harvest a solid 
sugar beet crop.

Mike Garner, chairman 
of the board of Snake River 
Sugar Cooperative, which is the 
grower-owned cooperative that 
owns and operates Amalgamated 
Sugar Co., anticipates the 2021 
beet crop will produce “stable” 
tonnage and “highly encourag-
ing” sugar content.

The company’s growers are 
wrapping up their early beet 
harvest, and Garner, who farms 
in the Raft River area, said it’s 
clear that the beets withstood the 
summer heat better than many 
in the industry anticipated.

“The tonnage looks to be 
normal. ... I don’t think it’s going 
to be a record year,” Garner said. 
“You’re seeing some reports 
that yields are down and some 
reports that yields are up.”

Garner explained beet growers 
didn’t have to make nearly as 
many replants this season as they 
did in 2020, but they coped with 
a challenging spring, with frosts 
and strong winds. He said the 
wind dried soil and hindered 

crop emergence.
“Then at the first of June the 

crop seemed to take off pretty 
well,” Garner said. “The heat 
set in for June and July, and I 
was pleased by the way the crop 
grew through the heat. ... They 
seemed to size up really well 
through August.”

Garner said beets don’t fare as 
well as corn in extreme heat, but 
they tend to handle hot weather 
better than potatoes and grain. 
Cool nights throughout Septem-
ber have helped beets accumu-
late a higher percentage of sugar, 
and Garner said sugar levels 
should continue increasing well 
into October, absent an early 
hard frost.

“All and all we’re off to a good 
start,” Garner said.

Declo farmer Mike Wheeler 
said his malt barley crop was 
about 10 bushels per acre below 
average, but he’s much happier 
with his beet fields.

“They look excellent, they 
really do — very few weeds,” 
Wheeler said.

Wheeler said he’s also been 
relieved that extremely smoky 
skies throughout much of the 
summer haven’t seemed to hurt 
his beet yields.

“If anything it’s kept tempera-
tures down,” Wheeler said of the 
smoke.

In Rupert, Duane Grant said 
yields are coming in at or above 

his farm’s budget projection in 
early harvest.

“Sugar content is a percentage 
higher than I would have antic-
ipated at this time of the year,” 
Grant added.

Grant is optimistic that both 
yields and sugar levels will 
exceed his projections when he 
conducts his late-season beet 
harvest.

“It looks like beets are going to 
be the crop that did best in the 
extreme heat this year. We think 
corn silage will also be good,” 
Grant said. “Everything else is off 
10 to 15 percent — small grains, 
potatoes, mustard, onions.”

By SEAN ELLIS
Idaho Farm Bureau Federation

MALAD — Oneida County 
farmers and ranchers are still 
looking for answers to why two 
long-time and well-liked employ-
ees in the USDA’s Malad office 
were suspended and what that 
means for the county agricultural 
producers going forward.

So far, they’re not getting them.
About 25 ranchers and farmers 

met at the Malad Fire Station Sept. 
16 to discuss the situation, which 
began when two employees at US-
DA’s Farm Service Agency service 
center in Malad were escorted out 
of the building by armed guards.

FSA, an agency under the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, imple-
ments federal agricultural policy 
and handles farm credit and loan 
programs and manages disaster, 
commodity, conservation and 
farm marketing programs.

Agricultural producers in this 
county said the two employees 
knew important and detailed 
information about their operations 
and as a result, were able to effec-
tively and quickly help them navi-
gate important farm programs.

Sept. 30 is the deadline to 
complete paperwork for many 
important USDA farm programs 
and Oneida County producers are 
concerned that they might not be 
able to meet the deadline because 
of the absence of those two em-
ployees.

After 100 farmers and ranchers 
met in front of the FSA office 
Sept. 8 to discuss the issue and 
seek answers, acting Idaho FSA 
Director Charles Newhouse 
responded by closing the office 
Sept. 9-10.

The office was reopened Sept. 
13 without the two recently sus-
pended employees. While the of-
fice is open again, with an armed 
guard present, producers here are 
still looking for answers and they 
say they are still not getting them.

State Sen. Mark Harris, a 
rancher from Soda Springs, told 
the farmers and ranchers who met 
at the Malad Fire Station Sept. 16 
that he has been asking a lot of 
questions about the situation but 
getting very little information.
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When retail grocers 
complain about defects in 
their fresh potatoes and 
you’re known worldwide for 
growing famous potatoes it’s 
something you as an industry 
take a proprietary interest in 
correcting.

What began in 2017 as an 
effort to remedy a quality 
issue of Idaho’s fresh-market 
potatoes eventually devel-
oped into an offensive to 
limit defects in both the fresh 
and processed potato market 
sectors.

During the past four years, 
two University of Idaho 
potato researchers, Mike 
Thornton and Nora Olsen, 
have followed the journey of 
Idaho potatoes from harvest 
to storage and then from 
out of storage in transit to 
distribution centers to find 
the sources of potato defects, 
with the ultimate goal of im-
proving the quality of Idaho’s 
potatoes.

Thornton, a professor 
of plant sciences working 
primarily on potatoes and on-
ions at the Parma Research & 
Extension Center, said impact 
bruising contributes to an 
array of other potato defects.

“If you take the things that 
are directly related to a bruise, 
so shatter bruise, black spot, 
and then the things that we 

know are secondarily related 
to bruise — the rots, wet rot 
and dry rot — that come in 
through a shatter bruise ... if 
you do that it’s like 70 percent 
of all the rejection notices are 
tied to those things that are 
related to impacts that hap-
pen at harvest or while we’re 
handling them or shipping 

them,” Thornton said.
Olsen, a professor spe-

cializing in potato storage 
at the Kimberly Research 
& Extension Center, said 
the many factors that create 
quality control issues include 
potato variety susceptibility to 
bruising, ideal temperatures 
for harvesting, storage, trans-

portation and late-season soil 
moisture.

“There’s just so many layers 
to bruise, we just need to keep 
peeling it back and figuring 
out what are the bigger tar-
gets,” Olsen said.

Both Thornton and Olsen 
have spent countless hours 
over the past four years 
observing potato harvest 
practices, measuring the drop 
heights of harvest equipment, 
the speed of the rollers and 
the amount of padding and 
quality of conveyor belts 
moving the potatoes into 
storage as well as moving the 
potatoes out of storage and to 
distributions centers around 
the country.

At the same time they have 
overseen production of a 
series of instructional videos 
on best management practices 
to avoid potato bruising. The 
videos come in both English 
and Spanish narration.

The videos illustrate 
proper techniques to mini-
mize drop heights in the field 
operations of windrowers, 
potato harvesters, stingers, 
conveyors and pilers when 
transferring potatoes from 
trucks to the storage cel-
lars. The video also covers 
the correct operation of the 
potato scooper and the drop 
height of the conveyor into 
the trailer when moving 
potatoes out of storage.
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Mike Thornton takes a tachometer reading on a roller table to see if it is operating at the correct speed.
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Nora Olsen checks potatoes in storage at the University of Idaho’s 

Kimberly Research and Extension Center.
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