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By JOHN O’CONNELL
joconnell@journalnet.com

DOWNEY — Attorneys 
will soon file briefs in a 
lawsuit testing if the federal 
government has the right 
to thin woody vegetation in 
Idaho roadless areas without 
first conducting environ-
mental reviews.

Last June, Lori Bell, district 
ranger with the U.S. Forest 
Service’s Westside Ranger 
District, signed off on a plan 
to treat 1,666 acres of road-
less land within a 3,955-acre 
project area of Rowley Can-
yon, located west of Downey 

in the Elkhorn Mountains.
The Forest Service con-

tends the planned treatments 
— which entail cutting 
and masticating junipers, 
maple groves and woody 
shrubs and burning limb 
piles — would improve the 
landscape as elk, deer, ruffed 
grouse and sharp-tailed 
grouse habitat. Leaders with 
three conservation groups, 
however, see the project as 
part of a larger ruse, planned 
at the cattle industry’s behest 
to boost the forage capacity 
of public lands.

The plaintiffs — Wildlands 
Defense, Alliance for the 
Wild Rockies and Native 

Ecosystem Council — note 
the federal government is 
planning or conducting such 
costly forest-thinning proj-
ects throughout the West, 
covering a combined acreage 
equal in size to Vermont.

“The money isn’t there to 
do things like administering 
grazing projects or conduct-
ing major replanting projects. 
It’s all about destroying 
woody vegetation communi-
ties,” said Katie Fite, a former 
Idaho Department of Fish 
and Game biologist and 
ecologist who now works for 
Wildlands Defense.

By SEAN ELLIS
Idaho Farm Bureau Federation

BOISE — Gov. Brad Little’s budget 
request for fiscal year 2021 recom-
mends $95,000 to create a program 
that would help Idahoans enter or 
remain in agriculture.

Called Farm Forward, the program 
would use existing funds within the 
Idaho State Department of Agriculture.

“All services in this new program 
will be non-regulatory and will be 
aimed at helping people get into or 
stay in agriculture, the most significant 
driver of Idaho’s economy,” states a 
written description of the proposed 
program.

“The whole focus of the program 
will be to help keep families on the 
farm,” said ISDA Director Celia Gould.

She said many if not most people 
involved in the farming and ranching 
industry have a personal story about 
them or a neighbor struggling to stay 
on the farm.

“The overriding drive for this 
program is that agriculture is the eco-
nomic foundation of Idaho but it’s not 
something that we can afford to take 
for granted,” Gould said.

Rather than recreating existing 
resources aimed at helping people get 
into farming or remain on the farm, 
the program would instead serve as an 
aggregator of the many such resources 
that already exist, said ISDA Chief of 
Operations Chanel Tewalt.

In effect, it would serve as a one-
stop shop for people looking for 
resources that can help them get into 
agriculture or remain on the farm or 
ranch and serve as a clearinghouse 
to better leverage and utilize existing 
resources.

That could include lending options, 
training programs, business planning 
and succession planning. The program 
could maximize coordination among 
state offices, federal programs, higher 
education and nonprofit organizations.

By JOHN O’CONNELL
joconnell@journalnet.com

In the span of less than 
three hours, Salmon rancher 
Steve Herbst and his family 
will generate most of the rev-
enue resulting from a year’s 
worth of hard work.

So they make sure to cut 
no corners in preparing a 
memorable feast for friends 
and customers who attend 
their crucial bull sale at 
Nelson Angus Ranch, hosted 
annually on the third Satur-
day of March.

Ranches throughout Idaho 
will host such bull sales 
throughout March, prior to 
the breeding season, provid-
ing people in the cattle in-

dustry a chance to visit with 
friends, eat well and upgrade 
the genetics of their herds.

Herbst said his bull sale is 
in its 69th year. His family 
will sell 150 top bulls and will 
feed home-cooked dinners to 
about 700 guests. Prior to the 
big sale, his wife, mother-in-
law and even some neighbors 
work tirelessly in the kitchen, 
preparing homemade des-
serts, salads and side dishes. 
Of course, they also serve 
generous portions of certified 
Angus beef.

“The ranching community 
still likes a social circle where 
they can gather among their 
peers and talk and visit and 
get updates,” Herbst said. “It 
happens to occur at a time 
when ... the industry has un-

dergone an intense season of 
calving. Your nose has been 
to the grindstone a lot, so it’s 
a great time to get away and 
socialize with fellow livestock 
producers and have someone 
else cook lunch for you.”

Modern technology is be-
coming increasingly import-
ant in the industry. Roughly 
10 percent of purchases 
during the sale will be made 
by online bidders, including 
many from other states.

And nowadays, Herbst said 
pure-breed ranchers must 
essentially be genetic scien-
tists “assembling genetics to 
provide improvement oppor-
tunities for the commercial 
beef sector.”

He uses both embryo 
transplants and artificial 

insemination as breeding 
tools, though he’s been 
doing fewer embryo trans-
plants lately because his 
cow herd has become more 
consistent.

A top-end bull still fills a 
critical role in “cleanup,” he 
explained. Herbst said 60 
to 70 percent of heifers may 
become impregnated through 
artificial insemination, and 
bringing in a good bull makes 
sure the remainder also go on 
to produce a calf.

All of his bulls have been 
DNA tested and genetically 
mapped for desirable traits, 
such as marbling, udder 
quality, back fat and yearling 
weight.

ISDA plans 
program 
to keep ag 
producers 
in business

SE Idaho forest thinning suit tests Idaho Roadless Rule
The U.S. Forest 

Service plans to 

cut trees woody 

vegetation and 

burn piles 

within Rowley 

Canyon, near 

Downey, to 

improve the 

habitat for 

wildlife. 

Opponents 

who have filed 

a lawsuit say 

the plans would 

actually benefit 

cattle grazing 

at the expense 

of wildlife.
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Bull sale season time to  

socialize for Idaho ranchers

COURTESY OF STACY BUTLER

Spring Cover Ranch in Bliss hosts its annual bull sale. The ranch has scheduled its next sale for March 9 and will offer guests a big beef dinner.
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