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By SEAN ELLIS
Idaho Farm Bureau Federation

POCATELLO – Idaho 
farmers and ranchers are 
plowing ahead with their 
food-production plans this 
year, even as they deal with 
great uncertainty over how 
the coronavirus outbreak 
will impact things.

“Beyond all the noise the 
media is making about this, 
things are not much different 
here,” said Don Tolmie, pro-
duction manager of Treasure 
Valley Seed Co. in Homedale.

Tolmie said farming 
operations are proceeding 
as normal in his neck of 
the woods, with an added 
emphasis on being socially 
responsible and doing what 
they can to prevent spread 
of the virus.

“We’re trying to be 
cognizant of that and 
doing things like keeping 
a 6-foot distance, keep-
ing surfaces wiped down 
and using hand sanitizer 
often,” he said. “These are 
things we always do – we 
always take good, sanitary 
measures – but it’s even 

more emphatic now.”
The last thing the farm-

ing community wants is for 
farm workers to catch the 
coronavirus, he said.

“It would be terrible, 
atrocious really, to get an 
outbreak within the farm 
worker community,” he 
said. “Man, we would be in 
trouble then.”

Michael Williamson, 
manager of Williamson 
Orchards and Vineyards in 
the Caldwell area, said his 
operation is proceeding as 
usual this year. “We have 
crews out there pruning and 

getting ready for this year,” 
he said.

He said the operation is 
taking steps to try to pre-
vent spread of the disease, 
while at the same time try-
ing to remain in business.

“We’re just trying to keep 
our business going but also 
do our part to help stop this 
thing,” he said. “It’s tough. 
Things are happening 
that you’ve never heard of 
before. The imagination has 
time to think about what 
will happen next.”

By SEAN ELLIS
Idaho Farm Bureau Federation

POCATELLO — A BYU-Ida-
ho agribusiness professor and 
his students are trying to create 
a grower confidence index that 
seeks to measure the economic 
health of Idaho agriculture.

Purdue University has an Ag 
Barometer that measures the eco-
nomic health of U.S. agriculture 
but the BYU-Idaho index would 
be specific to Idaho’s agricultural 
industry.

“The index will provide farm-
ers and ranchers, policy makers 
and other stakeholders through-
out the state a sense of how pro-
ducers are feeling in the indus-
try,” said John Hibbard, professor 
of agribusiness at BYU-Idaho. 
“Are producers more optimistic 
about their economic situation or 
less optimistic?”

The Idaho Ag Pulse will be run 
by Hibbard’s students but over-
seen by him.

For now, the index will be 
focused on the state’s top five 
commodities in terms of cash re-
ceipts: dairy, beef cattle, potatoes, 
wheat and hay.

Hibbard is trying to recruit 
producers to participate in the 
quarterly survey but sign-up is 
going slow, he said.

“We’re struggling a little bit to 
get enough producers to sign up,” 
he said.

Hibbard said some producers 
could be worried about the priva-
cy of their responses but he said 
all responses will remain anony-
mous and confidential.

“The only thing that would be 
reported would be a summary of 
all of the responses,” he said.

Idaho Farm Bureau Federa-
tion is encouraging growers to 
support the survey, said IFBF 
Director of Commodities Zak 
Miller.

By JOHN O’CONNELL  ●  joconnell@journalnet.com

P
OCATELLO — An agronomist who works 
for a regional potato farm found a higher 
purpose for a truckload of seed potatoes 

that couldn’t be delivered to a customer.
Emily Tolley, agronomist 

for the CSS Farms seed 
potato operation in Hol-
brook, drove a pickup truck 
with a bed filled with spuds 
62 miles from the central 
Oneida County city to 
Pocatello City Hall on the 
evening of March 19. She 
posted a large cardboard 
sign inviting people to take 
free potatoes.

The spuds drew a large 
crowd at a time of rising 
need, due to the spread of 
a novel coronavirus strain, 

COVID-19. Unemployment 
is on the rise throughout the 
country as more consumers 
stay at home to limit commu-
nity spread of the contagious 
pathogen.

All of the spuds in the 
truckload were claimed with-
in a couple of hours.

Consumers have been 
stocking up on crucial 
supplies recently, preparing 
to spend a lot more time 
at home. Stores have had 
trouble keeping much of 
their inventory — potatoes 

included — in stock.
Potatoes store well and 

are high in vitamin C and 
potassium. Prices charged 
by shippers for fresh, retail 
potato bags have risen 
dramatically in recent weeks, 
due to coronavirus-related 
demand. Officials with the 
national potato marketing 
organization Potatoes USA, 
however, predict the corona-
virus “anxiety” economy will 
be short-lived.

“I think (Tolley) was a little 
taken aback by the attention 
it drew,” said Laurie Wid-
dowson, the farm’s marketing 
and development manager. 
“She had been reading the 
Facebook posts and the news 
articles that said people were 
not able to get potatoes at the 
grocery store.”

Widdowson said Tolley 

drove all the way to Pocatello 
because she wanted to find a 
place where she could reach 
a large group of people with 
the greatest need.

“She definitely went the 
extra mile,” Widdowson said.

CSS Farms is based in 
Kearney, Nebraska. The 
company raises potatoes 
and other crops in 11 states, 
with the Holbrook seed farm 
representing its sole Idaho 
operation. Widdowson said 
the Idaho farm produces 
several varieties of seed 
potatoes, including russets, 
specialty potatoes and chip-
ping varieties.

Widdowson said other CSS 
locations have also made an 
effort to donate potatoes, 
providing extra loads to area 
food banks and school lunch 
programs.
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Drip tape is laid March 6 in a field that will be planted to 

onions.
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Potato farm gives away  
spuds at Pocatello City Hall
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People glean through potatoes that Emily Tolley brought into Pocatello from a Holbrook potato farm in her pickup. A large crowd gathered 

to take advantage of the spuds in the parking lot of Pocatello’s City Hall on Thursday afternoon.


