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POCATELLO — Idaho’s 
iconic potato industry 
suffered through a major 
scare due to the restrictions 
and shutdowns imposed 
because of the coronavirus 
pandemic.

But major efforts by the 
industry that were coor-
dinated by the state and 
national groups that repre-
sent it have helped potato 
producers weather that 
storm. And one major sil-
ver lining of the challenge 
is that U.S. consumers have 

learned how important 
spuds are.

That was one of the 
main messages during the 
Idaho Potato Commission’s 
annual “The Big Idaho 
Potato Harvest Meeting,” 
which was held virtually 
Nov. 12.

During the first few 
months of 2020, Idaho and 
U.S. potato farmers were 
receiving prices for their 
spuds that were well above 
normal, state and national 
potato industry leaders 
told people who participat-
ed in the Zoom meeting.

Then the COVID-19 
restrictions and shutdowns 

hit and that good fortune 
came to a quick halt.

“The potato industry 
… was generally having a 
strong year and then March 
happened and the shut-
down threatened the live-
lihood of farmers in Idaho 
and across the nation,” said 
Kam Quarles, CEO of the 
National Potato Council.

About 60 percent of the 
nation’s potato production 
goes to the foodservice in-
dustry and those channels 
were virtually eliminated 
almost overnight, causing a 
major backlog of spuds.

“The backlog of potatoes 
was so big it could fill the 

U.S. Capitol 14 times over,” 
Quarles said.

With 60 percent of 
potato growers’ market 
shut down, “The potato 
industry was facing severe 
harm,” said IPC President 
and CEO Frank Muir.

At the same time, retail 
sales of potatoes and potato 
products soared. That led 
the state and national po-
tato industry to pivot from 
their normal programs and 
undertake a major effort to 
rapidly shift potatoes from 
food service channels to 
retail outlets, Muir said.

By JOHN O’CONNELL
joconnell@journalnet.com

Idaho’s sugar beet farmers recent-
ly finished harvesting their second 
highest yielding crop on record.

The average percentage of sugar 
within beets was also the second 
best ever.

Because the No. 1 yielding crop 
and the crop that set the record 
for highest percentage of sugar 
occurred during different years, 
industry officials say it’s possible that 
this year’s crop will yield the most 
finished sugar in history.

“A lot of that depends on how well 
(beets) store and making sure the 
factories run without any break-
downs,” said Brad Griff, executive 
director of the Idaho Sugarbeet 
Growers Association. “There is still 
another part of the equation which 
is what happens between now and 
when they finish extracting all of the 
sugar. We’ll have those numbers in 
the spring.”

Amalgamated Sugar Co. produc-
es sugar from sugar beets grown 
by more than 700 members of its 
parent cooperative, Snake River 
Sugar Co. Sugar beets are grown on 
about 180,000 acres, most of which 
are in Idaho, but the company’s 
grower base also extends into parts 
of Oregon and Washington.

Idaho farmers harvested 40.56 
tons of beets per acre on average this 
fall. The harvest record was set in 
2016, when the state’s farmers aver-
aged 41.42 tons per acre, Griff said.

“We’ve only gotten above 40 tons 
three times in history,” Griff said. 
“We’ve been in the 39s several times 
but anything above 40 is an excep-
tional crop. We’re pretty happy with 
that number.”

The beets contained 18.41 percent 
sugar on average. The record for 
sugar content was set in the fall 
of 2018, when Idaho beet farmers 
averaged 18.48 percent sugar.
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A
MERICAN FALLS 
— Regional 
farmers would 

generally agree 

commodity markets 

have been for the 

birds throughout the 

COVID-19 pandemic.

However, it appears the 
coronavirus has helped sales 
of a popular rotation crop 
raised on dry land throughout 
East Idaho, safflower, take 
flight lately.

American Falls-based 
Mountain States Oilseeds is 
the nation’s No. 1 supplier 
of safflower seed used in 
birdseed mixes. The business’s 
safflower sales have risen by 

nearly 40 percent since the 
pandemic started, said owner 
Bill Meadows.

“The big news is the bird 
food market,” Meadows said. 
“I’m not exactly sure why, 
but I have my ideas. With the 
COVID virus, more people 
are staying home and they’re 
purchasing more bird food 
mixes from the stores.”

Barb North, president of 
the Portneuf Valley Audu-
bon Society, concurs with 
Meadows about the increas-
ing popularity of home bird 
feeders amid the pandemic. 
North believes more people 
are discovering that the fam-
ily activity offers a chance 
to observe birds up close 
and to witness the person-
ality quirks individual birds 
possess.

“I think people are watch-
ing more birds out there,” 
North said. “It seems like 
everybody has a little place 
where they can set something 

out for birds.”
Safflower prices have 

increased by 10 to 12 percent 
in recent months. The current 
price paid to growers for saf-
flower seed is about 21 cents 
per pound.

Meadows contracts his 
safflower production from 
about 80 growers, who plant 
anywhere from 100 acres 
to 1,200 acres of the bristly 
orange flower. They supply 
him from Power, Bannock, 
Oneida, Franklin and Bonne-
ville counties in Idaho and in 
Cache and Box Elder counties 
in Utah.

Their combined production 
is about 750,000 bushels of 
safflower seed.

To meet the increasing 
demand, Meadows is seeking 
to add new safflower growers 
throughout his production 
area.

Meadows said he beat his 
all-time records for ship-
ping safflower by 20 loads 

per month from September 
through early November.

“I feel fortunate amidst the 
COVID-19 virus. It’s a bright 
spot, our business is increas-
ing and Idaho agriculture 
and the growers have been 
benefiting from it,” Meadows 
said.

Meadows purchased 
safflower for oil during the 
1970s and switched to the 
bird food market during the 
early 1980s. During the fall 
of 2019, most of the nation’s 
safflower crops were poor, but 
Meadows said the growers in 
his network enjoyed big yields 
and top quality. Prices were 
strong.

“Supplies going into the 
pandemic were low to begin 
with. ... We were able to 
supply enough safflower to 
the bird food market that they 
didn’t run out of it, but it was 
very close,” Meadows said.
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Idaho’s potato industry faced severe harm during the begin-

ning of the coronavirus-related shutdowns but major efforts 

undertaken by the state and national groups that represent 
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American Falls birdseed supplier sees massive growth in market due to COVID-19

COURTESY OF BILL MEADOWS

Safflower is harvested near American Falls.

Safflower market blooms
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