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T
he Paul-area late blight 
outbreak wasn’t much 
of a story among the 

state’s potato farmers in 2019.

University of Idaho Extension 
researchers say that fact may be due 
largely to their new network of 15 
spore trappers, strategically placed 
near Idaho farm fields from Parma 
through Tetonia.

The network — intended to pro-
vide growers early warning when 
important fungal pathogens arrive 
in the area — was launched in 2017, 
in participation with industry part-
ners and commodity organizations.

There’s also a spore trapper in 
Oregon and machines in Washing-
ton’s Skagit County and Pasco areas, 
monitored by Washington State Uni-
versity. Furthermore, UI shares data 
with Colorado researchers, who run 
their own spore trapping network.

“We are starting to get known 
around the world as one of the lead-
ers in doing spore trapping,” said 
the project’s lead researcher, James 
Woodhall, a UI assistant professor 
of plant pathology stationed at the 
Parma Research & Extension Cen-
ter. “We’re doing it on a scale that 
perhaps they’re not doing anywhere 
else in the world.”

Samples from UI’s spore trappers 
are laboratory tested weekly. UI is 
also developing spore trapping ap-
plications benefiting production of 
sugar beets, dry beans, barley, wheat 
and onions.

Agronomists began searching 
Magic Valley potato fields immedi-
ately upon learning late blight — the 
devastating fungal pathogen respon-
sible for the Irish Potato Famine — 
was detected by a spore trapper in 
August at the Rupert-based Miller 
Research farm.

The area’s wet and cool weather at 
the time was ideal for the disease to 
take hold. Sure enough, late blight 
infection was soon confirmed in 
spud fields in nearby Paul.

Growers who were at risk were 
promptly notified by UI and 
sprayed fungicides. The Paul out-
break was quashed, and researchers 

got their first glimpse of how the 
UI spore trapping network stands 
to save Idaho farmers big bucks for 
years to come.

“This could have blown up into 
a much bigger problem,” said Kasia 
Duellmann, a UI Extension seed 
potato specialist who is participat-
ing in potato research involving the 
spore trapping network. “(Spore 
trapping) alerted the people in that 
region to be vigilant and look for it.”

In most other states, late blight 
spores are ubiquitous, and farmers 
can anticipate the disease will sur-
face when whether conditions are 
optimal for it. In Idaho, Duellmann 
explained, spores may not be pres-
ent when favorable weather for late 

blight surfaces. She said predictive 
models for Idaho need both spore 
data and weather data — which is 
a reason why UI is trying to locate 
its spore trappers near AgriMet 
weather stations, or its own weather 
stations.

“There’s no reason to spray if the 
pathogen isn’t there, and also if the 
weather isn’t going to spread it,” 
Duellmann said.

In the Paul area, for example, the 
spore trapper at Miller Research also 
detected late blight spores during the 
2018 growing season, but the disease 
was never found in the field, as 
weather conditions weren’t optimal.

Got milk? Increasingly, Americans don’t, 
and that led the nation’s biggest milk producer, 
which has large operations in Idaho, to file for 
bankruptcy Tuesday.

Dean Foods blamed a decadeslong drop in 
milk consumption that has seen people turn 
to alternatives like soda, juice and almond 
milk.

The Dallas company said it may sell itself 
to the Dairy Farmers of America, a mar-
keting cooperative owned by thousands of 
farmers.

Dean Foods is the parent company of 
Meadow Gold, which is a major milk produc-
er operating in Idaho. The Idaho Statesman 
reported receiving an email from Dean Foods 
Vice President Anne Divjak indicating the 
company’s Boise plant will continue to operate 
as normal and will maintain an uninterrupted 
supply of products.

Since 1975, the amount of liquid milk 
consumed per capita in the U.S. has tumbled 
more than 40%. Americans drank around 24 
gallons a year in 1996, according to govern-
ment data. That dropped to 17 gallons in 
2018.

“Despite our best efforts to make our busi-
ness more agile and cost-efficient, we continue 
to be impacted by a challenging operating 
environment marked by continuing declines 
in consumer milk consumption,” CEO Eric 
Berigause said in a statement.

An increasing variety of beverages, includ-
ing teas and sodas, has hurt milk consump-
tion. So have protein bars, yogurts and other 
on-the-go breakfasts, which take the place of a 
morning bowl of cereal.

BOISE, Idaho (AP) — Feder-
al land managers have released 
a final plan for a phosphate 
mine with five open pits as well 
as reclamation work in eastern 
Idaho proposed by Idaho-based 
J.R. Simplot Company.

The U.S. Bureau of Land 
Management and U.S. Forest 
Service released the jointly-pre-
pared final environmental 
impact statement Friday for the 
Dairy Syncline Mine Project 
about 14 miles east of Soda 
Springs.

The five open pits, disposal 
areas, tailing ponds and other 
mine workings would cover 

about 4.3 square miles.
The release of the documents 

begins a 30-day protest period 
for the bureau and a 60-day 
objection period for the Forest 
Service.

Phosphate mining is a major 
business in southeastern Idaho, 
where phosphate ore is turned 
into fertilizer needed by farmers 
to grow food. Simplot started 
mining in the area nearly 80 
years ago.

Simplot is a privately-held 
multinational agricultural com-
pany engaged in a wide array 
of activities that include seed 
production, farming, ranching, 

frozen-food processing and 
gene editing. It already has an 
operating phosphate mine in 
the area as well as a phosphate 
fertilizer manufacturing plant 
in nearby Pocatello.

Company spokesman Josh 
Jordan said Monday that the 
Smokey Canyon Mine employs 
about 250 workers and the Don 
Plant in Pocatello about 350 
workers. Jordan said the new 
mine will make sure the plant 
doesn’t run out of phosphate. 
He said Simplot expects to 
begin transitioning to the new 
site sometime within the next 
decade, likely mining at both 

areas simultaneously for a 

limited time.

Simplot plans East Idaho phosphate mine with 5 open pits
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In this 2009 file photo, phosphate 

ore is dug up and transported 

from Monsanto Company’s South 

Rasmussen Mine site near Soda 

Springs, Idaho. Federal officials 

have released a final plan for five 

open-pit phosphate mines and 

reclamation work in East Idaho 

proposed by Idaho-based J.R. 

Simplot Company about 14 miles 

east of Soda Springs.

No. 1 milk company 
declares bankruptcy 
amid drop in demand

WILFREDO LEE/AP

Jugs of McArthur Dairy milk, a Dean Foods brand, 

are shown at a grocery store, Tuesday, Nov. 12, 

2019, in Surfside, Fla. Dean Foods, America’s big-

gest milk processor, filed for bankruptcy Tuesday 

amid a steep, decades-long drop-off in U.S. milk 

consumption blamed on soda, juices and, more 

recently, nondairy substitutes.

More MILK   |  C4

More SIMPLOT  |  C4

Machines monitor crop  
threats carried in the wind

COURTESY UNIVERSITY OF IDAHO

Spore trappers like this one have helped University of Idaho keep tabs on the 

arrival of fungal pathogens statewide.
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