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The recent approval 
of an updated trade 
agreement for North 
America is good news 
for U.S. potato growers 
who do business in 
Mexico, according to 
the top official with the 
potato industry’s lobby-
ing organization.

National Potato 
Council CEO Kam 
Quarles said Tuesday’s 
announcement of the 
signing of the U.S.-Mex-
ico-Canada Agreement 
should “stabilize” potato 
exports to America’s 
southern neighbor.

More than $250 

million in U.S. potato 
products are currently 
shipped annually into 
Mexico, which is the 
third largest foreign 
market for U.S. 
spuds behind 
Japan and Can-
ada, according 
to NPC. Fries 
and processed 
potato products 
represent the 
bulk of exports 
to Mexico, due 
to the country’s 
current restric-
tion on accepting fresh 
U.S. potato shipments 
beyond about 16 miles 
from its border with the 
U.S.

Quarles said U.S. 
spud growers were 

hurt by retaliatory 
tariffs Mexico imposed 
on their products in 
response to tariffs the 
U.S. placed on Mexican 

steel and alumi-
num. Those tariffs 
were removed 
about a year ago, 
but Quarles said 
the new agree-
ment should “take 
uncertainty off the 
table” about tariffs 
returning.

Furthermore, 
the USMCA 

contains language that 
should prevent partic-
ipants from using per-
ceived pest and disease 
issues as baseless excus-
es to limit imports.

“They can’t just come 

up with any random so-
called expert to defend 
their own protection-
ism,” Quarles said, 
adding the agreement 
requires international 
entities to make phy-
tosanitary determina-
tions based on scientific 
standards. “Their job is 
to call reasonable balls 
and strikes and set stan-
dards all parties have to 
adhere to and that are 
verifiable.”

Quarles said a “tre-
mendous amount of 
disputed science” was 
used to justify restric-
tions that have limited 
fresh U.S. potato access 
into Mexico. 

USMCA good news for spud exports to Mexico
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Mexico’s Treasury Secretary Arturo Herrera, left, Deputy Prime Minister of 

Canada Chrystia Freeland, second left, Mexico’s President Andres Manuel 

Lopez Obrador, center, Mexico’s top trade negotiator Jesus Seade, second 

right, and U.S. Trade Representative Robert Lighthizer, hold the docu-

ments after signing an update to the North American Free Trade 

Agreement, at the national palace in Mexico City, Tuesday, Dec. 10. 2019.

Quarles

By LAURIE WELCH 
Times-News

RUPERT — At the stroke of 
midnight on New Year’s Eve, a 
giant sugar beet will descend 
from the sky on the Rupert 
Square as part of the city’s new-
est community holiday party.

The giant beet is under con-
struction and will be dropped 
by a crane on Dec. 31 to ring in 
2020 at the park.

“We wanted to give Boise’s po-
tato drop a run for the money,” 
said Ryan McEuen, of Rupert, 
one of the party coordinators. 
“It’s going to be a party in the 
street.”

The lighted beet will be 22 feet 
tall, not counting the height of 
the leaves, 12 feet in diameter 
and will be placed on a stand on 
the Square prior to the party so 
people can see it, McEuen said.

A ribbon-cutting ceremony for 
the root vegetable will be held at 
the park prior to the party, but a 
date has not been set.

The beet is constructed of steel 
and expanded, perforated metal 
and weighs between 1,400 and 
1,500 pounds, said Mike Chris-
tensen, owner of Christensen 
Machine Shop, where it was 
designed and constructed.

“We came up with the idea a 
year or so ago,” Christensen said. 
“But it was too late to pull it off 
for 2019.”

Christensen, McEuen and 
McEuen’s brother, Jonathan 
McEuen, started Gem State 
Entertainment, which is coor-
dinating the event. The event 
will start at 7 p.m. in front of the 
Wilson Theatre. The party will 
start with music by a DJ and the 
Rupert Elks Club will host a beer 
garden. Later in the evening, 
there will be live music by Devon 
Tyler, Barton & Bollar and Jon-
athan McEuen. Scotty Cameron 
will host the event.

Right before midnight, the 
lighted beet will be lowered to a 
countdown and as it disappears 
behind a stage, there will be fire-
works, Ryan McEuen said.

“It’s Idaho so people need to 
wear boots and bring a jacket 
and maybe buy some hand 
warmers,” he said.

Rupert to drop 
giant beet on 
New Year’s Eve
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ABERDEEN — As a rule 
of thumb, Idaho farmers have 
fetched a small premium per 
bushel by raising hard white 
wheat — a class demanded 
both domestically and abroad 
for its light color and sweet 
flavor.

They’ve typically gotten 
better yields, however, with 
hard red wheat.

University of Idaho Exten-
sion wheat breeder Jianli Chen 
has been shaking things up 
lately, developing new hard 
white varieties that can out-
yield even the best hard reds 
raised in the region. Chen has 
especially high hopes for her 
program’s promising recent 
hard white winter release, 
called UI Bronze Jade.

Chen devotes about half of 
her Aberdeen-based program’s 
time and resources toward 
breeding better, regionally 

adapted hard white wheat 
varieties. Though Idaho is al-
ready the top hard white-pro-
ducing state, Chen anticipates 
her recent varieties and a few 
others nearing release will fur-
ther bolster regional interest 
in the class.

Chen emphasized millers 
can also produce more flour 
from every pound of hard 
white wheat, which is a rela-
tively new market class.

“In general the number of 
hard white varieties are much, 
much less than hard red 
because hard white breeding 
started later than hard red and 
other market classes,” Chen 
said.

In 2011, Chen’s program 
released UI Silver, which is a 
hard white winter wheat well 
suited for the area’s dry-land 
farms.

“Some customers pay a 
premium for UI Silver,” Chen 
said.

Last spring, Chen improved 
upon UI Silver, releasing UI 
Bronze Jade, which is ex-

tremely high yielding, has 
good resistance to stripe rust 
and is ideal for both irrigated 
and dry-land fields. She said 
it also has acceptable end-use 
qualities.

“In general, hard white yield 
will be lower than hard red. 
However, UI Bronze Jade has 
comparable or higher yield 
than LCS Jet,” Chen said, 
referring to a Limagrain hard 
red winter wheat that tends to 
be the top yielder among hard 
wheats in area variety trials. 
“This release showed hard 
white winter wheat can yield 
higher than hard red and soft 
white winter wheat.”

UI planted foundation seed 
of UI Bronze Jade last fall 
and will make it available for 
planting next fall. Chen said 
the university will seek to find 
a collaborator to license UI 
Jade.

“The return will help to 
enhance the breeding pro-
gram and help when we have a 
funding shortfall,” Chen said.

Chen also has another hard 

white winter and two hard 
white spring lines in the pipe-
line awaiting release. She said 
the spring lines have improved 
stripe rust resistance and 
stronger gluten strength. Seed 
of the new hard white spring 
lines should be available in 
2021.

She’s also developing a pair 
of hard white spring wheat 
lines, which should be re-
leased by 2022, with two-gene 
resistance to Beyond herbi-
cide.

Chen said another point of 
emphasis of her breeding pro-
gram has been to incorporate 
Hessian fly resistance into its 
elite hard white spring wheat 
lines to expand the growing 
area for the class into North-
ern Idaho and Washington. 
She has also been working 
to add Fusarium head blight 
resistance to hard white wheat 
lines, given that the disease is 
a mounting threat in southeast 
Idaho.

Wheat breeder boosting Idaho’s position as 
HARD WHITE WHEAT CLASS LEADER

BILL SCHAEFER

University of Idaho wheat breeder Jianli Chen discusses her latest hard white winter wheat variety, UI Bronze Jade, during a tour last summer of 

trial plots at the university’s Aberdeen Research & Extension Center.
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