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An Oregon oilseed 
crusher claims to have lost 
nearly $4 million in expected 
revenues after a major 
national agribusiness com-
pany allegedly backed out of 
a deal.

Willamette Biomass Pro-
cessors of Rickreall, Ore., 
has filed a lawsuit accusing 
Perdue Agribusiness, head-
quartered in Salisbury, Md., 
of breaching a contract to 
supply organic soybeans for 
crushing.

According to the com-
plaint, Willamette Biomass 
Processors had a “toll pro-
cessing agreement” under 
which it was paid to crush 
Perdue’s soybeans into oil 
and meal between 2015 and 
2017.

Before the deal expired, 
Perdue officials said they 

wouldn’t renew the tolling 
agreement but still wanted 
to do business with Willa-
mette Biomass Processors at 
a reduced volume, the com-
plaint said.

Based on that commit-
ment, the oilseed crusher 
renewed its property lease for 
five years at a cost of nearly 
$650,000 and spent more 
than $260,000 on equipment 
upgrades.

The company had 
expected to earn nearly 
$800,000 annually in rev-
enues over five years from 
crushing Perdue’s soybeans, 
which represented “roughly 
half” of its sales volume.

Despite knowing about 
the “irrevocable steps” taken 
by Willamette Biomass Pro-
cessors, Perdue “reversed 
course and repudiated the 
agreement,” the complaint.

As a result, Willamette 
Biomass Processors has “suf-
fered a dramatic downturn in 
its business fortunes,” with 
losses of about $480,000 in 
2018 and $250,000 so far this 
year, the complaint said.

The lawsuit alleges that 
Perdue’s breach of contract 
makes the company liable 

for $5.6 million in damages 
sustained by Willamette Bio-
mass Processors.

Under an alternative 
“promissory estoppel” claim 
seeking $1.6 million, Willa-
mette Biomass Processors 
argues that it’s owed dam-
ages because Perdue broke 
a promise despite knowing 
about the lease and equip-
ment investments.

An attorney represent-
ing Perdue Agribusiness in 
the case did not respond to 
requests for comment. In 
court documents, the com-
pany argues the dispute must 

be sent to arbitration.
The fate of Willamette 

Valley Processors is of con-
cern to canola farmers who 
can deliver their crops to that 
facility instead of shipping 
the oilseeds to more distant 
out-of-state processors.

“They’re the only local 
processor,” said Anna Scharf, 
president of the Willamette 
Valley Oilseed Produc-
ers Association. “Any time 
you truck something, it adds 
cost.”

Scharf said the lawsuit’s 
disclosure that Willamette 
Biomass Processors had been 

losing money the past two 
years is “very concerning,” 
since most farmers haven’t 
yet been paid for the 2019 
canola crop.

The company explained 
the delayed payment was 
related to its new ownership, 
she said.

Growers nonetheless 
delivered their canola to 
the facility because storing 
canola on-farm isn’t possi-
ble due to the crop’s flam-
mability and because bins 
designed for cereal grains 
are too permeable for the tiny 
seeds, she said.

While Willamette Bio-
mass Processors usually paid 
immediately for canola, the 
storage arrangement would 
allow them to hedge on 
the commodity market for 
canola, Scharf said.

Jeremy Zuidema, the 
company’s new owner, said 
he expects farmers will be 
paid for the 2019 crop by 
mid-December, once the oil 
crusher’s accounting system 
is reconciled with his own.

Zuidema also owns a 
trucking company, a truck 
repair company and a grain 
company that do business 

with farmers, he said.
Since taking over Willa-

mette Biomass Processors 
in August, it’s been “chal-
lenging” to find replacement 
business for the lost Perdue 
contract, Zuidema said.

However, the company 
may install oil refining equip-
ment that would “help tre-
mendously” in acquiring new 
customers, since crude oil 
would no longer have to be 
transported to Iowa or South-
ern California for further pro-
cessing, he said.

The oilseed crushing com-
pany will remain operational, 
though that may mean mov-
ing its equipment to another 
of Zuidema’s businesses to 
save on lease payments, he 
said.

Over time, the com-
pany may expand to crush 
more flax and meadowfoam, 
Zuidema said.

“We have connections 
with companies that want 
non-GMO products like 
those we’re producing in the 
valley,” he said, referring to 
crops that aren’t genetically 
modified organisms. “I think 
there’s going to be a lot of 
opportunity.”
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More than 3,000 acres of 
farmland along the Columbia 
River in Oregon will be auc-
tioned off as a timber invest-
ment firm discontinues grow-
ing poplar trees.

Greenwood Resources, 
an investment company that 
owns and manages forestland, 
is selling off the final 12 par-
cels of what was once part of a 
much larger 31,000-acre pop-
lar operation in Oregon and 
Washington.

“This was the last asset in 
this investment,” said John 
Rosenthal, president of Realty 
Marketing/Northwest, a real 
estate company that’s han-
dling the auction.

The minimum bid for 
the all the Columbia County 
properties combined is nearly 
$8 million, but potential buy-
ers may also bid on individual 

parcels ranging in price from 
about $100,000 to $2.6 mil-
lion each. Sealed bids are due 
by Nov. 13.

Roughly 2,000 acres still 
have poplar trees growing on 
them, more than 500 acres 
are fallow farmland and the 
remaining acreage is consid-
ered “non-commercial” land 
that can be dedicated to wild-

life habitat and recreation.
Nearly 1,400 acres have 

water rights for irrigation and 
the parcels are located near 
the Port Westward Industrial 
Park, Rosenthal said.

“It’s an interesting collec-
tion,” he said. “It’s an unusual 
asset.”

Representatives of Green-
wood Resources did not 

respond to request for com-
ment, but timber industry 
experts say the company’s 
withdrawal from poplar pro-
duction was likely motivated 
by the tough economics of 
growing pulpwood for a U.S. 
paper industry facing stiff 
international competition.

The low profit margins 
of producing poplar proba-
bly weren’t enough to jus-
tify growing the trees on irri-
gated land in a desirable 
climate, said Gordon Culbert-
son, director of international 
business for the Forest2Mar-
ket timber industry consult-
ing firm.

“I think the owners of the 
timber came to the conclu-
sion it was more valuable as 
ag land,” he said.

Poplar plantations arose in 
the aftermath of steep logging 
declines on federal land in the 
Northwest, when paper com-
panies worried about acquir-

ing sufficient wood chips to 
run their plants, Culbertson 
said.

However, the anticipated 
wood chip shortage never 
materialized, he said.

Using the trees as biomass 
for energy production also 
encountered economic prob-
lems, since such feedstocks 
must necessarily be inex-
pensive, said Richard Zabel, 
executive director of the 
Western Forestry and Conser-
vation Association.

“The price they’re paying 
for biomass is so low, it’s not 
worth the time and expense to 
harvest your trees,” he said.

Since transporting cheap 
wood chips over long dis-
tances is financially unfeasi-
ble, pulpwood producers are 
dependent on the fortunes 
and demand of nearby mills, 
Zabel said.

“You need someone close 
by who’s going to buy it,” 

he said. “That’s always been 
the weak link. You just can’t 
afford to haul it very far.”

The economic problem 
becomes worse during down-
turns in the market, and the 
U.S. paper industry faces 
strong headwinds, said Todd 
Hansen, fuel procurement 
manager for the Biomass One 
energy company.

“For years, the pulp and 
paper business has been 
shrinking across the U.S., he 
said. “Other places produce it 
cheaper.”

Efforts to grow poplars 
to a larger size so they could 
be milled for hardwood fur-
niture were complicated by 
competition from alder trees, 
which are highly valued in 
the furniture industry, Zabel 
said.
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With the population of 
voles apparently peaking in 
Oregon’s Willamette Valley, 
farmers hope the destructive 
rodent’s numbers will soon 
take a cyclical nosedive.

Though estimating the 
pest’s specific population 
isn’t feasible, damage to 
crops indicates their regional 
numbers are “astronomical” 
— likely in the millions, said 
Nicole Anderson, field crops 
Extension agent with Oregon 
State University.

“We’ve definitely been on 
that high level for the past 
several years,” Anderson 
said.

Vole populations naturally 
fluctuate, with populations 
spiking for two to three years 
at intervals of about five to 
eight years apart, she said.

By that pattern, the rodent 
should be headed for a cycli-
cal decline soon, she said. “It 
should be imminent. I hope 
so.”

Typically, the vole pop-
ulation will “explode” but 
then encounter an outbreak 
of disease that rapidly brings 
down the rodent’s num-
bers, said Denny Thorud, 
an agronomist with Valley 
Agronomics.

More recently, though, 
the pest’s populations have 
appeared to resist steep 
plunges, he said. “We haven’t 
had a real die-off of voles in 
probably the last 10 years.”

Voles live underground 
and form groupings of con-
nected tunnels from which 
they can consume plant 
roots, depriving crops of 
water nutrients until they 
eventually die, said Ander-
son of OSU.

The rodents can reduce 
yields by up to 30 to 40 per-

cent in field crops, she said.
A vole becomes ready to 

breed roughly three weeks 
after birth and can then pro-
duce a litter of four to seven 
offspring after another three 
weeks, she said.

“They have an incredi-
ble reproductive potential,” 
Anderson said.

While voles are often 
associated with crops, 
such as grass seed and clo-
ver seed, they’re not averse 
to attacking newly planted 
hazelnut trees or blueberry 
bushes, said Thorud of Val-
ley Agronomics.

When farmers plant hazel-
nut trees in fields of grass, 
voles begin feeding on the 
green young bark when sur-
rounding grass strips go dor-
mant, he said.

“We saw a lot of orchards 
get girdled,” Thorud said. 
“There were a lot of trees that 
had to be replanted.”

Plowing a field is a direct 
way for farmers to kill voles, 
but that’s not a realistic solu-
tion for perennial crops, 
including grasses and clovers 
that produce crops for several 
years, Anderson said.

Mechanical cultivation 
also isn’t a permanent solu-
tion, as the rodents will even-
tually recolonized fields, she 
said. “They will get more 
populated the further from 
tillage you get.”

Oregon oilseed crusher files lawsuit over $4M in lost revenues
Canola growers 
depend on local 
facility to avoid 
distant shipping
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Willamette Biomass Processors oilseed crushing facility 
in Rickreall, Ore. The plant is now owned by Jeremy 
Zuidema and is called High Caliber Processing.

Oregon poplar acreage headed for auction

GeoTerra Inc. 

Poplar tree farm in Columbia County.

Oregon farmers hope 
high vole numbers 
take cyclical nosedive

Courtesy University of Idaho

Farmers in Oregon’s 
Willamette Valley hope 
that populations of voles 
recede after reaching high 
levels in recent years.
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AM1 – Optimum® AcreMax® 1 Insect Protection System 
with an integrated corn rootworm refuge solution includes 
HXX, LL, RR2. Optimum AcreMax 1 products contain 
the LibertyLink® gene and can be sprayed with Liberty® 
herbicide. The required corn borer refuge can be planted 
up to half a mile away.

AM – Optimum® AcreMax® Insect Protection system with 
YGCB, HX1, LL, RR2. Contains a single-bag integrated 
refuge solution for above-ground insects. In EPA-
designated cotton growing counties, a 20% separate 
corn borer refuge must be planted with Optimum 
AcreMax products.

AMT – Optimum® AcreMax® TRIsect® Insect Protection 
System with RW,YGCB,HX1,LL,RR2. Contains a single-
bag refuge solution for above- and below-ground insects. 
The major component contains the Agrisure® RW trait, 
the YieldGard® Corn Borer gene, and the Herculex® I 
genes. In EPA-designated cotton growing counties, a 
20% separate corn borer refuge must be planted with 
Optimum AcreMax TRIsect products.

AMX – Optimum® AcreMax® Xtra Insect Protection 
system with YGCB, HXX, LL, RR2. Contains a single-bag 
integrated refuge solution for above- and below-ground 
insects. In EPA-designated cotton growing counties, a 
20% separate corn borer refuge must be planted with 
Optimum AcreMax Xtra products.

AMXT (Optimum® AcreMax® XTreme) – Contains a 
single-bag integrated refuge solution for above- and 
below-ground insects. The major component contains 
the Agrisure® RW trait, the YieldGard® Corn Borer gene, 
and the Herculex® XTRA genes. In EPA-designated cotton 
growing counties, a 20% separate corn borer refuge must 
be planted with Optimum AcreMax XTreme products.

Q (Qrome®) – Contains a single-bag integrated refuge 
solution for above- and below-ground insects. The 
major component contains the Agrisure® RW trait, the 
YieldGard® Corn Borer gene, and the Herculex® XTRA 
genes. In EPA-designated cotton growing counties, 
a 20% separate corn borer refuge must be planted 
with Qrome products. Qrome® products are approved 
for cultivation in the U.S. and Canada. For additional 
information about the status of regulatory authorizations, 
visit http://www.biotradestatus.com/.

YGCB,HX1,LL,RR2 (Optimum® Intrasect®) – Contains 
the YieldGard® Corn Borer gene and Herculex® I gene for 
resistance to corn borer.

YGCB,HXX,LL,RR2 (Optimum® Intrasect® Xtra) – 
Contains the YieldGard® Corn Borer gene and the 
Herculex XTRA genes for resistance to corn borer and 
corn rootworm.

RW,HX1,LL,RR2 (Optimum® TRIsect®) – Contains 
the Herculex I gene for above-ground pests and the 
Agrisure® RW trait for resistance to corn rootworm.

AML – Optimum® AcreMax® Leptra® products with 
AVBL, YGCB, HX1, LL, RR2. Contains a single-bag 
integrated refuge solution for above-ground insects. In 
EPA-designated cotton growing countries, a 20% separate 
corn borer refuge must be planted with Optimum AcreMax 
Leptra products.

AVBL,YGCB,HX1,LL,RR2 (Optimum® Leptra®) – 
Contains the Agrisure Viptera® trait, the YieldGard Corn 
Borer gene, the Herculex® I gene, the LibertyLink® gene, 
and the Roundup Ready® Corn 2 trait.

HX1 – Contains the Herculex® I Insect Protection gene 
which provides protection against European corn borer, 
southwestern corn borer, black cutworm, fall armyworm, 
lesser corn stalk borer, southern corn stalk borer, and 
sugarcane borer; and suppresses corn earworm.

HXRW – The Herculex® RW insect protection trait 
contains proteins that provide enhanced resistance 
against western corn rootworm, northern corn rootworm 
and Mexican corn rootworm.

HXX – Herculex® XTRA contains the Herculex I and 
Herculex RW genes.

YGCB – The YieldGard® Corn Borer gene offers a high 
level of resistance to European corn borer, southwestern 
corn borer and southern cornstalk borer; moderate 
resistance to corn earworm and common stalk borer; 
and above average resistance to fall armyworm.

LL – Contains the LibertyLink® gene for resistance to 
Liberty® herbicide.

RR2 – Contains the Roundup Ready® Corn 2 trait that 
provides crop safety for over-the-top applications of 
labeled glyphosate herbicides when applied according 
to label directions.

AQ – Optimum® AQUAmax® product. Product 
performance in water-limited environments is variable 
and depends on many factors, such as the severity and 
timing of moisture deficiency, heat stress, soil type, 
management practices and environmental stress, as 
well as disease and pest pressures. All products may 
exhibit reduced yield under water and heat stress. 
Individual results may vary.

BMR – Brown MidRib Corn.

Herculex® Insect Protection technology by Dow 
AgroSciences and Pioneer Hi-Bred. Herculex® and the HX 
logo are registered trademarks of Dow AgroSciences LLC.

YieldGard®, the YieldGard Corn Borer Design and 
Roundup Ready® are registered trademarks used under 
license from Monsanto Company.

Liberty®, LibertyLink® and the Water Droplet Design are 
trademarks of Bayer.

Agrisure® and Agrisure Viptera® are registered 
trademarks of, and used under license from, a Syngenta 
Group Company. Agrisure® technology incorporated 
into these seeds is commercialized under a license from 
Syngenta Crop Protection AG.

Pioneer® brand products are provided subject to the terms 
and conditions of purchase which are part of the labeling 
and purchase documents. TM ® SM Trademarks and service 
marks of Dow AgroSciences, DuPont or Pioneer, and their 
affiliated companies or their respective owners. 
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