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A world with less water: Idaho 
farmers sound off on drought 
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Idaho narrowly set a 
record for total net farm 
income last year despite 
the fact that total farm-
gate revenue for the state’s 
farmers and ranchers 
remained even while input 
costs increased.

The reason that Idaho 
was able to eke out a net 
farm income record last 
year is that the state’s 
farmers and ranchers, 
like producers across the 
United States, received 

more direct government 
payments in 2020 because 
of the federal Coronavirus 
Food Assistance Program.

Direct government 
payments to Idaho farm-
ers and ranchers totaled 
$823 million last year – an 
increase of 399 percent 
compared with 2019 – and 
most of those were in the 
form of CFAP payments 
meant to help offset the 
impacts of the govern-
ment-ordered shutdowns 
related to COVID-19.

Data released Sept. 
2 by USDA’s Economic 
Research Service shows 

Idaho farmers earned 
$8.13 billion in farm 
cash receipts – this is the 
revenue producers receive 
for their commodity – in 
2020, basically even with 
the $8.15 billion total they 
received in 2019.

At the same time, their 
expenses increased signifi-
cantly last year.

For example, under a 
category USDA labels as 
“intermediate product 
expenses,” total expenses 
for Idaho farmers and 
ranchers increased from 
$4.36 billion in 2019 to 
$4.96 billion in 2020, an 

increase of $600 million.
Subtracting total farm 

income, which includes 
farm-gate receipts and 
government payments, 
from expenses, net farm 
income in Idaho totaled 
a record $2.58 billion in 
2020, slightly above the 
previous record of $2.53 
billion set in 2019.

This was mainly due to 
the increase in govern-
ment payments, which 
were almost entirely the 
CFAP, or COVID relief, 
payments.

In a typical year, Idaho 
farmers and ranchers re-

ceive about $130-160 mil-
lion in total government 
payments, which amounts 
to a small fraction of the 
state’s total farm income.

But last year was an 
anomaly because of 
COVID-19 and the CFAP 
payments. Idaho and U.S. 
farmers won’t receive 
nearly as much in the way 
of COVID-relief payments 
this year.

According to US-
DA-ERS, direct govern-
ment payments to U.S. 
farmers and ranchers in-
creased by $23 billion, or 
104 percent, in 2020 com-

pared with 2019, largely 
due to the COVID-relief 
payments.

However, the depart-
ment forecasts that gov-
ernment payments to U.S. 
producers will decrease by 
$18 billion, or 39 percent, 
this year, going from $46 
billion in 2020 to $28 
billion in 2021.

USDA-ERS also expects 
total farm and ranch 
production expenses to 
increase by $26 billion, or 
7 percent, this year com-
pared with 2020.

By USDA

WASHINGTON, D.C. — In 
response to the severe drought 
conditions in the West and Great 
Plains, the USDA announced Sept. 
8 its plans to help cover the cost of 
transporting feed for livestock that 
rely on grazing.

USDA is updating the Emergen-
cy Assistance for Livestock, Honey 
Bees and Farm-raised Fish Pro-
gram to immediately cover feed 
transportation costs for drought 
impacted ranchers. USDA’s Farm 
Service Agency will provide more 
details and tools to help ranchers 
get ready to apply at their local 
USDA Service Center later this 
month at fsa.usda.gov/elap.

“USDA is currently determin-
ing how our disaster assistance 
programs can best help alleviate 
the significant economic, physical 
and emotional strain agriculture 
producers are experiencing due to 
drought conditions,” said Agricul-
ture Secretary Tom Vilsack. “The 
duration and intensity of current 
drought conditions are merciless, 
and the impacts of this summer’s 
drought will be felt by produc-
ers for months to come. Today’s 
announcement is to provide relief 
as ranchers make fall and winter 
herd management decisions.”

ELAP provides financial assis-
tance to eligible producers of live-
stock, honeybees, and farm-raised 
fish for losses due to disease, 
certain adverse weather events or 
loss conditions as determined by 
the Secretary of Agriculture.

ELAP already covers the cost 
of hauling water during drought, 
and this change will expand the 
program beginning in 2021 to 
cover feed transportation costs 
where grazing and hay resources 
have been depleted. This includes 
places where: drought intensity 
is D2 for eight consecutive weeks 
as indicated by the U.S. Drought 
Monitor; drought intensity is D3 
or greater; or USDA has deter-
mined a shortage of local or 
regional feed availability.

Cost share assistance will also 
be made available to cover eligible 
cost of treating hay or feed to pre-
vent the spread of invasive pests 
like fire ants.

By JOHN O’CONNELL
joconnell@journalnet.com

MALAD — More than 
100 Oneida County farmers 
and ranchers demonstrated 
outside of their local USDA 
Farm Service Agency office 
on Sept. 9, unhappy about a 
recent staffing upheaval they 
say could cause them to miss 
looming application dead-
lines for critical agricultural 
programs.

The food producers say 
they’re also offended by the 
recent addition of armed 
guards at the office, where 
they’re accustomed to visiting 
with friends. The FSA office, 
located in Malad at 137 
North 100 West, was closed 
Thursday and Friday, after 
agency officials learned of the 
planned demonstration.

In the midst of one of the 
worst droughts the county 
has faced in recent memory, 
the food producers say they 
urgently need to have their 
applications processed for 
emergency drought payments, 
special grazing exemptions 
and other relief programs. It’s 
an especially busy time of year 
at the office with the federal 
fiscal year ending on Sept. 30.

With so much at stake for 
their operations, the farmers 
and ranchers say the two FSA 
employees who best under-

stand the programs they use 
and are most familiar with 
their individual operations 
were recently escorted from 
the FSA office for undisclosed 
personnel reasons.

Thomas Maddox — who 
raises organic feed, beef, pork, 
chicken and lamb — said in 
the wake of the personnel tur-
moil, the FSA staff has been 
poorly equipped to help him 
apply for assistance.

And while he was recently 
at the office seeking answers 
to urgent questions, he was 
asked to stand in a lobby 
behind Plexiglas, where an 
armed guard hovered nearby 
with his hand resting on the 
holster of his gun.

Maddox said he asked the 
current supervisor of the 
office, “Really you feel unsafe 
in little old Malad?”

Maddox believes closing 
the office has only made the 
situation more pressing as 
the clock continues to tick on 
applying for programs.

“I planted 250 acres of 
triticale this spring. Because 
of the lack of moisture it all 
burned up. I wasn’t able to get 
a single bale of hay,” Maddox 
said. “To pay back the fuel 
and seed cost, I need to get 
a drought relief payment on 
that. That has got be done by 
Sept. 30, and I can guarantee 
that’s not going to happen.”

Maddox is also concerned 
about the approaching 
deadline to file for emergency 
grazing of ground enrolled 
in the federal Conservation 
Reserve Program, which pays 
farmers to plant acres in seed 
mixtures for the benefit of 
wildlife and erosion control 
while taking no crop.

FSA officials say the armed 
security and the office closure 
were both done in the interest 
of keeping staff safe.

“In order to ensure the 
safety of employees and 
customers, USDA has tem-
porarily closed the Oneida 
County service center in 

Idaho because of a distur-
bance related to personnel 
decisions,” Charles Newhouse, 
acting state executive director 
for the FSA, said in a prepared 
statement issued through the 
agency’s Washington, D.C., 
office.

In his statement, Newhouse 
offered no specific details 
about the nature of the distur-
bance he referenced.

Regarding the choice to 
bring in armed guards, New-
house said, “We must ensure 
the safety of employees and 
customers. The placement of 
security for the benefit of staff 
and customers was deemed 
prudent.”

Oneida County Sheriff 
Arnie Jones attended the 
demonstration at the request 
of the farmers and ranchers 
and found it to be orderly. 
He’s also seen no evidence of a 
public safety threat pertaining 
to the FSA office.

“There’s nothing criminal 
and I am not aware of any 
threat,” Jones said. “It’s an 
overreaction (by FSA admin-
istrators) in my opinion.”

Jones believes the farmers 
and ranchers have legitimate 
concerns but have managed 
to remain extremely cordial 
in pursuing answers to their 
questions.

Idaho narrowly set net farm income record in 2020
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More than 100 Oneida County farmers, 
ranchers protest ag agency upheaval

COURTESY JEFF SEMRAD

A large group of farmers and ranchers and their supporters demonstrate Thursday morning outside of the Oneida County USDA Farm Service 

Agency office.

“I planted 250 acres of triticale this spring. 
Because of the lack of moisture it all burned 
up. I wasn’t able to get a single bale of hay,” 

Maddox said. “To pay back the fuel and seed 
cost, I need to get a drought relief payment 

on that. That has got be done by Sept. 30, and 
I can guarantee that’s not going to happen.”
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USDA 
expands 
assistance to 
cover feed 
transportation 
costs for 
drought
impacted 
ranchers
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