
   
Over the past few years, Idahoõs agricultural sector has shifted 

from crops to livestockñprimarily milk and dairy production.
òThereõs been a seismic shift in the economy,ó said UI 

Extension Economist Garth Taylor. The huge growth in the 
livestock sector has come òon the back of milk,ó he said.

According to estimates in a year-end UI College and 
Agricultural and Life Sciences report co-written by Taylor, 
Ben Eborn, Wilson Gray, and Paul 
Patterson, the money brought in by 
milk production in Idaho has more 
than doubled since 1995. Receipts in-
creased by 33 percent in 2004 alone, 
and income from milk now makes up a 
full 30 percent of the stateõs total agricultural receipts, estimated 
at $4.4 billion in 2004.

Conversely, the stateõs potato receipts fell by more than $170 
million over the same period. In 1995, cash receipts from pota-
toes made up 20 percent of the total agricultural income of the 
state. At the end of 2004, that percentage was estimated to have 
fallen to 10 percent.

Despite a 10 percent drop in receipts from 2003, potatoes still 
are the biggest crop in the state, bringing in $505 million in 2004. 
Barley saw a 24 percent increase in receipts in 2003 to 2004.

Taylor said Idahoõs òcomparative advantageó against other 
dairy-producing states including California, Washington, and 
even Wisconsin, has allowed the state to become a huge player 
in the nationõs dairy industry. Factors that help give Idaho an 
advantage range from inexpensive, higher quality feed and water 
to the high desert dry weather and the òwide-open spacesó that 
allow producers to function with a lower capital investment per 

cow. To sustain this viable economic engine for Idaho, UI will 
continue to help dairymen address environmental and social 
concerns.

The shift has created òa whole different kind of agriculture 
and a different type of economy,ó Taylor said.

Because the state has such a wide variety of crops and prod-
ucts, Idahoõs overall agricultural economy can weather price ÿ uc-

tuations, changing consumer 
tastes, and other negatives 
better than other industries 
such as mining or computer 
chip manufacturing, Taylor 
said.

An individual farmer might sell out, for example, but the land 
most often will remain in production under a new owner, and 
associated businesses such as fertilizer dealers and pesticide ap-
plicators are for the most part unaffected.

Similar balancing occurs within industries, creating statewide 
stability, Taylor said. For example, the dairy producer might make 
less, but the hay producer might make more; the price of milk 
might go up, but the cost of cheese might go down.

Last year was the fourth straight year livestock revenues had 
outpaced those of crops. Before 2000, crop revenue had surpassed 
livestock income every year since 1979. Taylor said the recent 
data show a far different 
picture of agriculture than 
the general public might 
expect.

òDespite all the pressures, 
weõre bigger than ever,ó he 
said. òWeõre certainly not a 
dinosaur.ó

Å Contact Taylor at 885-
7533 or gtaylor@uidaho.edu
and see the entire ag report at 
www.ag.uidaho.edu/aers/ 



Sugarbeet and onion farmers in southwestern Idaho are learn-
ing that improving their delivery system can produce far-reaching 
beneþ ts. But itõs not the delivery of products to market, rather 
the delivery of water to the crops that has farmers re-evaluating 
their methods.

Research initially intended to improve crop quality by helping 
producers better manage the application of irrigation water may 
lead to two other important beneþ tsñ(1) a reduction in nitrate 
contaminants in ground water and (2) better crop yields.

Steve Reddy and colleague Jerry Neufeld, UI Extension 
educators from Washington and Canyon counties, applied for 
a critical issues grant from the University of Idaho in 2000 to 
address crop degradation resulting from over-irrigation. Many 
sugarbeet and onion growers in Washington County choose fur-
row irrigationñgravity ÿ ow of water siphoned from a primary 
ditch. The process is inexpensive, but unless monitored carefully, 
it also is inefþ cient.

Reddy introduced a monitoring system to Ernie Chandlerõs 
sugarbeet þ eld near Weiser in 2000. Soil moisture sensors placed 
at depths of one, two, and three feet and at two locations along 
an irrigated furrow were connected to a data-logger monitoring 
box. Information shows in the form of graphs on a small screen, 
indicating the penetration level of irrigation water. Without such 
information, growers donõt know how much water is available 
deep in the soil proþ le and, therefore, have difþ culty determining 
the most efþ cient and effective use of irrigation water.

òThe best management practice that weõre trying to emphasize 
for growers is to meet the water requirements of crops more efþ -
ciently. In the past, they didnõt have the tools. We found that most 
producers had an irrigation schedule, but not a systemñsched-
ules that were based on past experience, not on actual measure-
ments,ó Reddy said.

One grower achieved a signiþ cant increase in onion produc-
tionñas much as 30 percentñpartly the result of electronically 
monitoring irrigation. òFurrow-irrigation onion growers could 
see increased yields of 10 percent or more,ó Reddy said.

At the same time, Neufeld is using irrigation monitoring to 
help producers in Canyon County achieve better production 
while using less water.

òWhat we are trying to do is introduce technology that gives 
growers more information so they can determine when to ir-
rigate,ó Neufeld said. òWe want to provide information to help 
them so they can base their irrigation decisions on the needs of 
the crop and the available water in the soil as opposed to some 
pre-set irrigation schedule.

òWhat we know in Canyon County is that sugarbeets are 
generally being over-irrigatedé (This project) has been very 
successful in that we were able to demonstrate in the growersõ 
þ elds that by using this technology we can maintain the quality 
and tonnage while using less water.ó

Perhaps even more important than improved production and 
limiting disease-related crop losses are the positive effects that  
judicious irrigation practices can have on ground water quality. 
Applying too much water is considered a signiþ cant factor in the 
rising level of nitrates in the shallow water table in Canyon and 
Washington counties. The Department of Environmental Quality 
and Department of Water Resources have detected elevated levels 
of nitrates in wells used for domestic waterñsometimes more 
than twice the amount considered acceptable.

òNitrates have been accumulating in ground water over the 
years, some of which is due to excessive irrigation,ó Reddy 
explains. òNitrogen will go wherever the water goes. It doesnõt 
bind with the soil like a lot of other nutrients, so it moves with 
the water. If youõre percolating water down to 10 feet, you can 
assume that nitrogen will be there too.ó

Monitoring the penetration of water in the soil and limiting 
it to a depth that is most appropriate for the crops will help 
limit the loss of nutrientsñincluding nitrogenñand make the 
nutrients more readily available to crops. In addition to chang-
ing irrigation practices, Reddy and Neufeld encourage growers 
to split nitrogen fertilizer applications betweeen early and late 
growing seasons. They also encourage rotating crops and the use 
of cover crops that will use residual nitrogen before it leaches 
deeper into the soil.

òNitrogen contamination has steadily occurred over many 
years, so we expect that same progressionñover several yearsñ
to show results in reduced nitrogen levels,ó Reddy explains.

Å Contact Reddy at 414-0415 or sreddy@uidaho.edu and 
Neufeld at 459-6003 or jerryn@uidaho.edu



When asked þ ve years ago if he would consider participating 
in a new technology-based study of irrigation methods, Ernie 
Chandler readily agreed. The Weiser-area farmer had noticed 
a loss of sugarbeet productivity because of rhizoctonia (root 
rot). Perhaps the new monitoring system recommended by 
Washington County Extension Educator Steve Reddy would 
provide answers.

òRealistically, we were trying to get better quality, to reduce 
the rhizoctonia in the þ eld before the beets could be harvested,ó 
Chandler said. òThat usually is a result of over-watering. I would 
have thought that we were pretty close on watering, but since the 
project over the last four or þ ve years, we found that we were 
applying too much water, especially in the middle of the season. 
We went from a 24-hour set to 12-hour sets and spread the sets 
out in the middle of the season.ó

The study was based on electronically monitoring the moisture 
content of soil at one, two, and three-foot levels. Two groups of 
three sensors were inserted into the soil along his irrigated fur-
rows. Sensors were connected to a monitor box at the end of the 
row, providing visual graphs of water penetration along the fur-
rows. Equipment was provided as part of a University of Idaho 

critical issues grant. Since the 
initial study, Chandler has in-
vested in four or þ ve of his own 
monitoring systems.

He also discovered that 
sugarbeets require more of a 
straight lineñconsistent irri-
gation throughout the season 
without significant fluctua-

tions, tapering off toward the end to increase sugar levels. òI 
believe the yields are better and the quality is better as a result 
of changing the irrigation patterns,ó Chandler said.

The study was expanded in 2001 to include Chandlerõs on-
ion þ elds, which require a different irrigation approach. Tests 
revealed that he tended to under-irrigate in the middle of the 
season and apply too much water toward the end. òWith the 
monitors, we could see that we could actually cut watering at 
the end of the season.

òWe want to optimize our water use to provide the greatest 
beneþ t for our crop. This (study) has deþ nitely been beneþ cial,ó 
Chandler said. While it has helped reduce sugarbeet rot, perhaps 
the greatest beneþ t wonõt be realized until this summer, when 
water supplies are expected to be signiþ cantly reduced by a long, 
dry winter. òI think it (monitoring) will be even more valuable 
in a year like weõre going to have this year, where we have to 
stretch our water a little farther.ó

Chandler, who studied agriculture at the University of Idaho 
in the 1980s, has more than a passing interest in the effect irri-
gation has on nitrate movement and ground water. His domestic 
water supply is a 50-foot well in the Weiser Flats. Water quality 
tests indicate nitrate levels of 15 parts per million in his well; the 
commonly accepted health threshold is 10 parts per million. He is 
participating in a federal nitrate water quality program to identify 
the source of the nitrates and possible corrective actions.

While irrigation practices may account for part of the high 
nitrate levels in ground water, Chandler is not convinced itõs 
the sole source. He believes there are other signiþ cant factors. 
The jury still is out on how much irrigation contributes to the 
problem, he says.

   
Now into its 25th year of production, the Cow-Calf Management 

Guide & Cattle Producerõs Library is a resource used mainly 
by extension educators (34 percent) and producers (49 percent). 
Among producers about 60 percent have up to 200 beef cows, 
according to a recent survey. Nearly 11,000 copies of the now 
937-page loose-leaf binder have been circulated since the þ rst 
edition was released in November 1980.

Conceptualized by a core of western extension beef special-
ists, including Idahoõs J D Mankin and Ed Duren, the Cow-Calf 
Handbook has been one of the most referenced publications by Handbook has been one of the most referenced publications by Handbook
livestock producers throughout the 12 western states. Since the 
Second Edition òyellow bookó was released in October 1992, 
annual revisions have been mailed to hundreds of continuing 
subscribers.

òA wide variety of beef cattle producers use the handbook,ó 
said Benton Glaze, UI Extension beef specialist in Twin Falls. 
òFull-time and part-time, large-scale and small-scale, commercial 
and seedstock producers all tout the usefulness of the handbook,ó 
according to a survey of 2004 subscribers.

Sections most read among the 12 available are fact sheets on 
nutrition (81 percent), animal health (74 percent), and reproduc-
tion (65 percent). About 55 percent of the respondents refer to the 
fact sheets at least monthly and also use the entire handbook.

Å See information about the Cow-Calf Handbook at http:
//www.avs.uidaho.edu/wbrc/index.html or by calling the UI 
Department of Animal and Veterinary Science at 885-6345.




