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Seed producers concerned about aggregate land loss

FARMLAND from Page 1

Oregon Seed  Association.
Canyon County is a top-five
producer of seed in the world,
growing about 50 species of
seed crops including hundreds
of varieties and shipping to
120 countries, he said. They
include radish, carrot, turnip,
sweet corn, peas, alfalfa, clo-
ver and turfgrass seed, among
others.

But the amount of farm-
land available to grow those
crops is shrinking at an alarm-
ing rate, following the Boise
area’s push toward develop-
ment. In the next seven years,
Canyon County’s farmland
will shrink by an estimated
5.9 percent, according to the
county. Instead of 84 percent
of the county, productive
farmland will represent only
79 percent, Batt said.

Seed producers are con-
cerned about aggregate land
loss and being left without the
quarter-mile to two-mile spac-
es between fields they need to
prevent cross-pollination.

“And it’s not just isola-
tion,” Batt said. “The more
housing comes in around
farmland, the more the farmer
has to farm around the cracks.
Basically you are farming in
between so many different
housing developments. It be-
comes difficult for the farmer
to go out there and farm.”

Bigger challenge

Ben Mclntyre, whose fam-
ily farms between Caldwell
and Marsing and operates a
custom hay business, agrees
it’s logistically more chal-
lenging. Mclntyre Farms of-
ten takes its hay-processing
equipment on the road to ser-
vice other growers.

“It’s a lot more challenging
now because we’ve got to get
equipment moved around,”
Mclntyre said. “The fields
are so much smaller now be-
cause they’re being set up for
these houses. It’s just making
it harder, I guess, but I don’t
blame people. Everyone
wants a piece of paradise, but
it does make it tougher.”

Development has not had
a major impact on Mcln-
tyre Farms’ main site but has
made it tougher to operate on
ground the farm leases else-
where in the county. Mclntyre
said it’s harder to get to the
leased fields, and in and out of
them, with equipment. Find-
ing suitable ground to rent is
also more difficult.

Support businesses have
had to adopt, too.

Local farmland loss over
the past 20 to 30 years was
a factor in Meridian-based
Mountain View Equipment’s
move to add locations in more
rural areas, service manager
Gaylan Moore said.

Mountain View specializes
in hay and forage equipment.
As farmland around the Boise
area changed to other uses, so
did the company’s clientele
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Mountain View Equipment Service Manager Gaylan Moore says
the Meridian, |daho-based store expanded into rural areas as
farms became rarer near Boise and the industry moved toward
high-capacity harvest machines suited best to bigger producers.

and the mix of equipment it
sells and services.

Moore said small dairy
farms became fewer locally.
Mountain View opened or
bought dealerships closer to
where large farms are more
common, such as Homedale,
Fruitland, Jerome and Idaho
Falls.

“Right around here, there
isn’t much cropland any
more,” he said from Meridian,
where the company now sells
more compact tractors and a
few loaders suited to smaller
operations.

Protecting farms

In Canyon County, Batt
was involved with an earlier
coalition that recommended
the county adopt zoning stan-
dards to reduce the amount
of farmland available to de-
velopment. County commis-
sioners ultimately rejected the
standards as too strong and
infringing on private property
rights, he said.

The new committee aims
to discuss the importance of
protecting farmland as well
as property rights, and de-
velop language for the ag-
ricultural component of the
next 10-year comprehensive
plan, he said. “It is more of
a well-rounded focus group:
producers, ag businesses, de-
velopers, municipalities and
planners,” he said.

A Canyon County draft
map shows proposed planning
areas and two ‘“agricultur-
al belt” areas in the county’s
northern and southern stretch-
es — mainly north of the Boi-
se River and south of Lake
Lowell, respectively. The
map will be used in updat-
ing the comprehensive plan.
The committee is starting to
review current land use des-
ignations, growth projections

and land use policies.

“The northern and south-
ern ‘ag-belt’ areas have min-
imum growth in population
and jobs until the year 2040,
and we will be looking at how
the county can encourage con-
tinued and increased invest-
ment in agriculture in these
areas,” said Canyon County
Development Services Direc-
tor Tricia Nilsson, who leads
the committee’s meetings. It
will be four or five months be-
fore the committee produces
recommendations for public
comment, she said.

She said the amount of dry
grazing land in the county de-
creased in the past 10 years,
but not irrigated farmland, ac-
cording to data on parcels that
qualify for the state’s agricul-
tural exemption. The exemp-
tion reduces the property tax
on land used for agricultural
production.

Nilsson said the continued
strong presence of irrigat-
ed farmland over the decade
could reflect good commodity
prices at times and, more re-
cently, demand for productive
farmland among investors.

Meanwhile, some dry
grazing land may have been
deemed more valuable for
other uses.

Grazing impacted

Statistics  provided by
Canyon County show that
between 2007 and 2017 the
total land receiving the agri-
cultural exemption decreased
by 0.84 percent, from 262,559
acres to 260,341. The num-
ber of irrigated acres actually
increased 1.7 percent, from
203,410 to 206,830.

The number of dry grazing
acres, however, dropped by
15.4 percent, from 35,968 to
30,418.
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Boise is county seat, reported
that from 2007 to 2017, total
land receiving the agricultur-
al exemption dropped by 1.8
percent, from 185,330 acres
to 182,061. The number of
irrigated acres dropped by
3.3 percent, from 60,686 to
58,649. Dry grazing acres
held steady at 116,364.49.

But the data may not im-
mediately reflect the agricul-
tural land earmarked for de-
velopment. The agricultural
exemption may have been lost
since then or farmland may
have been annexed.

In addition, developers
will often rent out newly ac-
quired agricultural land to
farmers until they are ready
to build on it. If an owner is
holding property for develop-
ment in five to 10 years, for
example, he may lease it to an
established farmer and qualify
for an agricultural exemption,
decreasing property taxes,
said Brad Smith, chief deputy
in the Ada County Assessor’s
Office.

“We see a handful of de-
velopers who are pretty sav-
vy,” he said.

Property rights

Sid Freeman, who farms
north of Caldwell in Canyon
County, advocates preserv-
ing agricultural land as well
as owners’ property rights to
change uses by going through
established, formal processes.

“The most important thing
we talk about in farmland
preservation is preservation
of the farmer,” he said.

Making money farming
leaves the farmer less likely
to sell, but those who aren’t
making money or who have
other needs should be allowed
to seek a new land use desig-
nation through an established
process to sell at the best
price, Freeman said.

His family farms on a mix
of owned and leased ground.
The family aims to sell — as
small-farm sites — a portion
of the land it owns to help his
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“We need to do what is in
the best interest of preserving
farmers as well as farmland,
and if we have to sell some
land for development in or-
der to do that, that is what we
need to do,” he said.

Municipalities and some
other members fund the Com-
munity Planning Association
of Southwest Idaho, which
tracks the amount of farm-
land, its location and quality
as well as recent and antici-
pated development. The asso-
ciation also tracks the arrival
of new residents and where
they’re moving, housing den-
sity, jobs and other measures.
It uses the information largely
to anticipate growth and plan
for meeting transportation
needs for the next 20 or more
years.

Eric Adolfson, the associ-
ation’s principal planner and
geographic information sys-
tems coordinator, said part of
the association’s long-range
plan “talks about agriculture
and basically encourages
growth within existing foot-
prints.” Goals include im-
proving transportation while
minimizing sprawl and farm-
land encroachment.

Idaho’s 1975 Local Land
Use Planning Act requires
cities and counties to devel-
op comprehensive plans and
zoning ordinances, but offers
little direction on how the re-
quirements should be met, a
Boise State University Public
Policy Center report said.

Other states

Regulation of development
is generally more stringent in
Washington, and especially in
Oregon.

Washington’s Growth
Management Act includes
provisions for counties to
designate agricultural lands
of long-term commercial sig-
nificance, “meaning keeping
them as ag lands,” said Josh
Giuntoli, coordinator of the
state’s Office of Farmland
Preservation.

“And they have allowed
uses, which may preclude
turning a parcel into home
sites ... those are defined lo-
cally,” he said.

A statewide grant program
helps qualifying Washington
entities buy permanent ease-
ments that are legal encum-
brances saying the land must
be used for agriculture perma-
nently, he said. Several coun-
ties in the Puget Sound area
use local funds to acquire de-
velopment rights and in turn
keep land agricultural. Addi-
tionally, Washington voters
in the early 1970s established
an open-space tax program
giving landowners a property
tax break for enrolling their
agricultural properties — and
significant penalties for re-
moving them.

Exclusive Farm Use zon-
ing in Oregon greatly limits
development outside a city’s
urban growth boundary. EFU
criteria also include soil quali-
ty and other productivity mea-
sures.

“We go to some length to
protect our high-value farm-
land in this state,” said Sadie
Carney, Oregon Department
of Land Conservation rural
policy analyst and communi-
cations manager.

For example, owners of
EFU-zoned land can’t subdi-
vide it into lots of less than
80 acres west of the Cascade
Range and less than 160 acres
on the more sparsely populat-
ed east side, she said. An own-
er wishing to build a house on
EFU land must pass an in-
come test that shows he or she
is actively farming the land.
Some other types of dwellings
are allowed on farms, subject
to restrictions.

“This  would prevent
somebody who just had mon-
ey to spend from taking our
land out of production so they
could put up a mansion,” Car-
ney said.

Large acreages

Smith, who raises crops and
livestock north of Eagle, is con-
cerned about nearby residential
development, and the loss of
some irrigation infrastructure
that cannot be replaced.

“Like it or not, the five-
acre farm is an environmen-
tal disaster,” he said. “It’s too
big for the normal person to
maintain and too little to grow
enough of anything.”

Smith, a former wildland
firefighter, has a degree in
wildlife biology and also stud-
ied landscape architecture.

“We could have used that
ground more for food pro-
duction and less for person-
al use,” he said. “All of this
expansion could have taken
place out in the plateau desert,
where water could be piped.”

Smith figures 900 homes
could fit on his 200-acre Twin
Oaks Farms, but he plans to
put the property into a con-
servation easement to keep it
agricultural.

Perdue faced questions about trade from NW farmers, ranchers
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In response, the president
has threatened to place addi-
tional tariffs on up to $500
billion in products imported
from China. He reiterated his
willingness to ratchet up the
trade war in a Tweet, stating,
“Tariffs are the greatest! Ei-
ther a country which has treat-
ed the United States unfairly
on Trade negotiates a fair
deal, or it gets hit with Tariffs.
It’s as simple as that — and
everybody’s talking! Remem-
ber, we are the ‘piggy bank’
that’s being robbed. All will
be Great!”

Perdue faced questions
about trade from Northwest
farmers and ranchers during
a tour of the region July 2-4,
and he said the USDA was
looking into “some sort of
compensatory mitigation
strategy.” The result is three
programs the agency will
administer to help producers
meet the cost of disrupted
trade markets.

The first, named the Mar-
ket Facilitation Program,
will receive the bulk of the
funding and provide direct
payments for soybeans, corn,
wheat, cotton, sorghum, dairy
and pork producers.

The second is the Food
Purchase and Distribution
Program, which will buy sur-

plus fruit, nuts, beef, pork and
milk to distribute to U.S. food
banks and nutrition programs.
Finally, the Trade Promotion
Program will assist in devel-
oping new export markets on
behalf of growers.

All programs are sup-
ported under the Commod-
ity Credit Corporation, and
the package does not require
Congressional approval.

Greg Ibach, undersecretary
for marketing and regulatory
programs, said the programs
should reassure farmers that
the administration has their
support until new trade deals
can be put in place.

“We’re hoping that other
countries will see that we’re
serious now about trade nego-
tiations,” Ibach said.

Rules for the programs
have not been fully developed,
and an exact date for roll-
out has not been determined,
though Ibach said officials are
targeting Labor Day.

Brad Karmen, USDA assis-
tant deputy administrator for
farm programs, said payments
under the Market Facilitation
Program will be determined
using a formula that considers
actual production and estimat-
ed revenue loss.

While wheat harvest is un-
derway, Karmen said corn and
soybeans won’t be harvested

until later in the fall.

“We need producers to har-
vest to know their production
before we can calculate a pay-
ment,” he said.

Farm groups reacted to the
news Tuesday with a mix of
gratitude and trepidation.

Zippy Duvall, president of
the American Farm Bureau
Federation, said the $12 billion
package provides a welcome
measure of temporary relief,
but added they cannot over-
state the dire consequences that
farmers and ranchers are facing
with lost export markets.

“Our emphasis continues to
be on trade and restoring mar-
kets, and we will continue to
push for a swift and sure end to
the trade war and the tariffs im-
pacting American agriculture,”
Duvall said.

Jim Mulhern, president
and CEO of the National Milk
Producers Federation, echoed
appreciation for the aid, esti-
mating tariffs will cost U.S.
dairy farmers $1.8 billion just
through the remainder of this
year,

“We appreciate the presi-
dent following through on his
pledge that America’s farmers
won’t bear the brunt of the
economic losses generated by
the current trade conflicts,”
Mulhern said.

Chuck Connor, president

and CEO of the National
Council of Farmer Coopera-
tives, said they look forward
to working with Perdue and
the USDA over the next month
on details for the three pro-
grams, which will help farm-
ers weather the trade war in the
short term.

The U.S. Wheat Associ-
ates and National Association
of Wheat Growers issued a
statement saying that while
they appreciate the president’s
effort to push back against
China’s unfair trade practic-
es, tariffs are ultimately not
the answer. The groups urged
the Trump administration to
“recognize this self-inflicted
damage and end the trade war
immediately.”

Others criticized the $12
billion relief package, saying
the money is essentially a tax-
payer-funded bailout for farm-
ers.

“The political reality is
USDA is going to simply cut
checks and send them to farm-
ers,” said Josh Sewell, senior
policy analyst with Taxpayers
for Common Sense, a nonpar-
tisan federal budget watch-
dog. “While there is plenty
of disagreement, nobody, be
they farmer, rancher, fiscal
conservative, wants the feder-
al government to replace trade
with aid.”
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Grass seed harvest is underway in the Willamette Valley, one

of the world’s leading producers of cool-season forage and turf
varieties.

Tall fescue continues
to be in high demand
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Seed in Canby, Ore., says tall
fescue continues to be in high
demand, but cautions against
overproduction  pressuring
prices.

“I think there should be a
lot of concern about tall fes-
cue,” Solis says. “When you
have increased production
and a pie that’s only so big ...
it’s just the law of economics.
Supply goes up, price goes
down.”

Oregon  grows  about
400,000 acres of grass seed,
90 percent of which is in the
Willamette Valley. The indus-

try produces approximately
600 million pounds of seed
each year, according to the
Oregon Seed Council.

While nearly all of West-
ern Oregon is experiencing
moderate drought, Simmons
says high heat did not come
until after cutting began, spar-
ing growers a worst-case sce-
nario.

“Luckily we didn’t get
any 90- or 100-degree tem-
peratures in May while we
weren’t getting any rain,” he
said. “If that had materialized,
we would probably really be
singing the blues during har-
vest.”



