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The Idaho Water 
Resource Board has 
concluded its study of 
three options for creating 
a large-scale managed 
aquifer recharge site in the 
Upper Snake River Valley, 
and officials acknowledge 
cost estimates have come 
back higher than hoped.

Idaho has conducted 
an intensive managed 
recharge program for 
about five years, diverting 
Snake River surface water 
into strategically located 
unlined canals or adjacent 

spill basins to allow water 
to seep into the aquifer.

The state’s program has 
set a goal of averaging 
250,000 acre-feet of an-
nual recharge, seeking to 
reverse decades of declin-
ing groundwater levels. 
The aquifer has declined 
by an estimated 13 million 
acre-feet since the early 
1950s due to the combina-
tion of drought, new wells 
and conversions to effi-
cient sprinkler irrigation 
systems, which leave little 
excess volume to filter into 
the groundwater.

Two of the state’s pro-
posals would entail build-

ing pipelines and pumping 
water to a spill basin — 
adding power bills to the 
cost of recharging water. 
One pipeline would pass 
beneath Interstate 15 and 
transport water to a spill 
basin within the lava flows 
of Hell’s Half Acre, located 
between Blackfoot and 
Idaho Falls.

The second pipeline 
would pump water from 
the Roberts area to a spill 
basin near Mud Lake.

The third project 
would avoid the need for 
pumping. Water would 
be gravity fed east of the 
state’s current Egin Bench 

recharge site into a spill 
basin within lava fields.

All three project sites 
have been strategically 
selected to retain water in 
the aquifer for as long as 
possible.

The study evaluated 
three options for building a 
pipeline to Hell’s Half Acre. 
The options would all have 
a power demand of 2,250 
horsepower and would 
recharge 200 cubic feet per 
second of water into a basin 
covering between 550 acres 
and 582 acres. The three 
options evaluated range in 
cost from $23.8 million to 
$31 million.

The Mud Lake project 
would recharge 500 CFS of 
water into a 588-acre basin. 
The power demand would 
be 9,800 horsepower, and 
the estimated cost of the 
pipeline would be $178.5 
million. A secondary 
benefit of the Mud Lake 
site is that the state would 
have the option to increase 
the pipeline’s capacity and 
deliver a greater volume 
of surface water to supple-
ment Mud Lake area irriga-
tors’ groundwater use.

The study evaluated 
three options for an Egin 
Lakes recharge site. The 
options would increase the 

existing recharge capac-
ity on the Egin Bench by 
roughly 150 CFS to 350 
CFS. The options call 
for building a new canal 
ranging from 11,000 linear 
feet to 13,000 linear feet, 
and they range in cost from 
$2.325 million to $3.375 
million.

Wes Hipke, the water 
board’s program man-
ager, said cost estimates 
ran high due in large 
part to increasing mate-
rial costs — especially of 
metal needed for making 
pipelines.

By SEAN ELLIS
Idaho Farm Bureau Federation

An additional, significant 
amount of grant money will be 
available to Idaho’s specialty crop 
industry this year.

The Idaho State Department 
of Agriculture in December will 
begin accepting applications for 
an additional $2.8 million in 
grant money available through its 
annual specialty crop block grant 
program.

It will be the second time 
this year the ISDA has accepted 
applications for the block grant 
funding, which can be used to 
promote, market and conduct 
research for the state’s specialty 
crop industry.

The ISDA program is designed 
to solely benefit specialty crops, 
which include vegetables, fruits, 
tree nuts, dried nuts, nursery and 
horticulture crops.

That $2.8 million is in addi-
tion to a separate pot of $2 mil-
lion the ISDA received earlier 
this year through USDA for the 
program.

The $2 million was provided 
through USDA’s normal specialty 
crop block grant program. The 
$2.8 million was provided through 
a COVID-relief bill.

The deadline to submit appli-
cations seeking funding for the 
initial pot of $2 million closed 
this spring and ISDA expects to 
announce grant recipients for that 
funding in September.

The state’s ag department will 
accept applications for the $2.8 
million in funding from Dec. 1 
through the end of January. The 
department expects to announce 
grant recipients for this additional 
round of funding next spring.

ISDA Deputy Director Chanel 
Tewalt said the department will 
begin conducting outreach to the 
state’s specialty crop industry in 
September to give farm groups 
plenty of time to put together 
applications for projects.

“It is a significant amount of ad-
ditional funding,” she said. “Most 
folks don’t know about this and 
they don’t necessarily have proj-
ects developed, so we want to give 
a lot of lead time so people can put 
some good projects together.”

The application guidelines for 
the additional pot of money avail-
able through the COVID-relief 
bill are basically the same as for 
the regular specialty crop program 
funded annually through USDA.

By BILL SCHAEFER
For Farm & Ranch

The state’s fiscal health, 
the drought gripping the 
Pacific Northwest and 
challenges to moving Idaho 
commodities throughout 
the nation were among the 
top issues Gov. Brad Little 
addressed during a recent 
speech before the Idaho 
Grower Shippers Associa-
tion.

On his way back to Boise 
from a Sept. 2 ribbon-cut-
ting ceremony for the new 
intermodal shipping facility 
in Pocatello, Little shared a 
rosy assessment of the state’s 
current economic situation 
while addressing the organi-
zation’s potato growers and 
shippers.

Tax rebates, tax cuts, 
increased investments in 
infrastructure — partic-
ularly in transportation 
— education and water 
resources were other major 
talking points during Little’s 
brief speech at the IGSA’s 
93rd annual meeting in Sun 
Valley.

Despite the economic 
good news, Little was quick 
to recognize the continuing 
drought conditions here in 
Idaho.

“A good snow year would 
help like hell. I just saw the 
latest forecast for the next 30 
days, it doesn’t look good,” 
Little said.

Little said he would like 
to see some of the mon-
ey available in Congress’s 
American Rescue Plan Act 
be placed in water projects, 
and he encouraged everyone 
to contact Idaho’s congres-
sional delegation to lobby 
for that purpose.

“Regardless of what the 
federal government does 
and I think that’s the best 

thing we can do in Idaho,” 
Little said of the ARPA 
funds. “We’ll take our own 
initiative and do it here. 
We’ll continue to put money 
into recharge; we’ll continue 
to look at the most effica-
cious way to increase surface 
water in the critical places in 

the state.”
Little cited Idaho’s geology 

as an important factor in the 
state’s ability to store water, 
unlike other states facing 
critical water shortages.

“Other states aren’t blessed 
with our geology,” Little told 
the audience, “to where if 

they deplete their aquifer 
the ground shrinks. We are 
fortunate that we don’t have 
that geology here in Idaho. 
We will continue to do what 
we need to do in water, but 
like I said we could sure use 
a good snow year.”

Moving Idaho’s agricultur-
al commodities to consum-
ers and customers requires 
an efficient transportation 
system Little said.

Coming from the rib-
bon-cutting ceremony of the 
intermodal shipping facility 
in Pocatello, Little said that 
Celia Gould, director of the 
Idaho State Department 
of Agriculture, and her 
team are trying to increase 
railroad capacity throughout 
the state.

Speaking about the 
Pocatello facility, Little said 
that it will serves as a freight 
facility for containers to be 
shipped.

Cost estimates come in high for Upper Snake recharge projects
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Little addresses economy, transportation, 
drought in speech to potato shippers
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Gov. Brad Little speaks to the Idaho Grower Shippers Association 

in Sun Valley.
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A Grimme harvester loads potatoes into a Spudnik bulk bed at an organic potato field at Jerome.
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In this 2019 file photo, potatoes are har-

vested at Wada Farms in Fort Hall for the 

fresh market.

Idaho gets 
additional 
$2.8 million 
in specialty 
crop grant 
money
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