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PALISADES, Idaho — 
Rains in May temporarily put 
a stop to worsening drought 
conditions in the Snake River 
drainage in southeastern Ida-
ho.

The precipitation that fell 
in that month ranged from 160 
to 200 percent of average, de-
pending on the area, according 
to Mike Beus, the water oper-
ations manager in the Upper 

Bureau of Reclamation. He 
said there were some areas on 
the Snake plain that received 
“an extraordinary 3 inches a 
day.”

“It was especially wet on 
the south side of the Snake 
River plain and that’s where 
the irrigation takes place,” he 
said.

A dry spell in February had 
put the system well behind in 
storing water.

But the late spring rains 
lessened the demand for stored 
water for irrigation, demands 
that had come one to three 
weeks earlier than normal (ear-
ly to mid-April). With demand 

down, Jackson Lake, Palisades 
Reservoir and American Falls 
Reservoir were able to reload 
and as of mid-June, the entire 
system was 89 percent full. 
Beus said Jackson was 98 per-
cent full on June 15, Palisades 
was 99.7 percent full and 
American Falls was 77 percent 
full.

Beus said most of the 
Snake drainage’s Snowtel sites 

had no snow as of mid-May so 
the rain was much-needed.

“We were looking at a big 
hole left in the reservoirs and 
then three weeks of rain in 
May have given us a pretty ad-
equate supply of water,” said 
Brian Olmstead, manager of 
Twin Falls Canal Co., the larg-
est of the canal companies in 
Idaho. It has 120 miles of main 
canals and 1,000 miles of de-

livery laterals.
“Everybody is now starting 

out with full storage rights,” he 
said.

Southeastern Idaho pro-
ducers are feeling fortunate 
because most other areas 
in their state, Washington, 
Oregon and California are 
suffering drought conditions 
and agricultural water users 
have already been cut off or 

reduced.
Beus said this year for the 

Snake drainage has been the 
opposite of last year, when 
there was a big snowpack, but 
then a dry spring. In July last 
year there was concern about 
having enough water to get 
through the season, but then 
rain fell in August, giving the 
reservoir system a good carry-
over for the 2015 season. Late 
summer crops, however, did 
get rained on.

“Sometimes you just have 
to hold your breath and hope 
for the best,” Olmstead said.

The Palisades Reservoir 
saves about 1.3 million acre-
feet of water through the win-
ter for use during the growing 
season on about 750,000 acres 
of irrigated land. Grain, alfalfa, 
pasture and a variety of vege-
tables and seeds depend on 
the water. The annual value of 
those irrigated crops is about 
$575 million and the annual 
value of the livestock industry 
is $314 million, making the 
water an important asset.

The Palisades Project was 
constructed during the 1950s 
to deal with possible drought 
conditions.

Twin Falls Canal Co. de-
livers water to 200,000 acres.
Olmstead said if there is a
shortage later in the summer, it
would probably be alfalfa that
would be shorted.

Beus said he expects hay
growers in the upper Snake 
area to have enough water to
get three cuttings and growers
in the lower area to have four
cuttings.

Beus said while it had
been anticipated the reservoirs
would be drawn drastically
down, now it looks like at the
end of the summer Jackson
Lake will be half full, Pali-
sades Reservoir will be 10-
15 percent full and American
Falls 8 to 10 percent full.

“That would be a little less
than normal, but not a drought
situation,” he said.

While the May rains were
much needed and well re-
ceived, they did ruin or lessen 

-
ting.

“Sometimes that’s just
how it happens,” Olmstead 
said. “But we’re a whole lot
better off than a month ago. I 
think we’re going to make it
through.”

Rain brightens SE Idaho irrigation picture

Craig Reed/For the Capital Press

Three weeks of above average rainfall in the Snake River drainage in southeastern Idaho provided 
much needed water and helped Palisades Reservoir return to a nearly full level by mid-June. Water 
from the reservoir helps irrigate about 750,000 acres.
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Washington FFA Foundation 
trains students, teachers

By Matthew Weaver

Capital Press

The Washington FFA Foundation is training students 

and teachers this month.

The foundation hosts the Washington Agricultural 

Leadership Experience July 27-29 in Prosser with the 

Walla Walla Community College’s Washington 

Agriculture Center of Excellence.

Roughly 45 FFA members will attend with 13 

advisors.

At the event, Wilbur-Ellis will demonstrate its 

AgVerdict software. Members will have several hours 

to use the software, and then make a mock sales 

presentation to the advisors the next day.

“We’re getting them familiar with agriculture careers 

related to sales,” said Stewart Padelford, executive 

director of the foundation.

The students will also tour Columbia Crest Winery, 

Washington State University’s Irrigated Agriculture 

and Research Extension Center and a hands-on science 

program put on by Napa Valley Community College.

The program received a two-year grant from the 

National Institute of Food and Agriculture. Padelford 

hopes to continue to the program with support from the 

agriculture industry.

The foundation also hosts two 10-day training 

institutes for agriculture teachers. The first focuses on 

natural resources and environmental sciences July 12-

22 in Elma, Wash., and the second focuses on animal 

sciences July 19-29 in Prosser, Wash.

The institutes use new Curriculum for Agriculture 

Science Education (CASE) teaching practices based on 

STEM, or science, technology, engineering and 

mathematics, as related to agriculture. 

The teachers will purchase technology currently used 

by the industry for their programs, better preparing 

students when they enter the workforce, Padelford 

said.

“We have a generation of students coming through that 

have been raised on technology,” he said. “The more 

we can expose them to technology used in the 

agriculture industry, I think it’s going to be a great 

recruiting tool to get more students in ag careers.”

FFA members huddle before checking 
out the trade show at the Spokane 
Ag Expo and Pacific Northwest Farm 
Forum Feb. 5. The Washington FFA 
Foundation is offering several 
programs this month to get more 
industry technology into the hands of 
members, better preparing them for 
agricultural careers, says foundation 
executive director Stewart Padelford.

Stewart Padelford, 
executive director of the 

Washington FFA Foundation.


