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The Zipline

By Zippy Duvall

President, American Farm Bureau Federation

innovative ag businesses

From the first iron plow, developed
nearly 200 years ago, to the driverless
tractors of today, farm tools are ever changing
to ensure farmers and ranchers can fulfill
our mission to feed and fuel our nation and
beyond.
But we wouldn’t have those tools without
innovative businesses cropping up in rural
America. That’s why 10 years ago, Farm

l nnovation drives agriculture forward.

The President’s Desk

New Spud Nation report shows impact of potatoes

otatoes play a big role in the American
P diet. Thats probably no big surprise to
anyone.

What may be surprising to many people
is the role that spuds play in the American
economy.

A new, first-of-its kind report by the
National Potato Council found that potatoes
contributed $101 billion to the U.S. economy
in 2021.

The “Spud Nation” report also found that
the domestic potato industry is responsible for

Bureau started the Ag Innovation Challenge
to help these businesses grow and thrive.
Thanks to our partnership with Farm
Credit and the support of our sponsors, we
have invested more than $1 million in ag
businesses over the last decade.
That’s $1 million to the businesses who
are investing all their energy into finding
solutions to agriculture’s greatest challenges.
See DUVALL, page 6

By Bryan Searle

President, Idaho Farm Bureau Federation

an estimated 714,000 jobs in the United States
and annual wages of about $34 billion.

[See page 3 for a story on this report.]

That $101 billion number is huge and prob-
ably came as a surprise to most people, even
those of us involved in Idaho’s potato industry.

But it’s also a very reasonable number when
you think about it. The report considered
the direct and indirect impacts of the potato.
From farm to fork, if you will.

For example, the direct impacts, valued at

See SEARLE, page 6

By Zak Miller
CEO, Idaho Farm Bureau Federation

Give and take

price takers on both sides of the ledger. A
farmer takes the price offered and accepts
the cost given to produce.
Of course, this is a general explanation that
production agriculture is a TAKE proposition.
After pricing, consider all the other TAKES
a farmer must accept: nature, labor, logistics,
inputs, regulation, politics, alternate land uses,
and the list continues.
To be a farmer or rancher, one must accept
that they will be a TAKER in most aspects.

It is given that farmers and ranchers are
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Following that beautiful reality, a fair
question is what real control does a farmer
or rancher have? In my opinion, it is only
one thing: their GIVE. In this context, GIVE
does not mean flex, bend, or abuse endured,
although those all play into it.

GIVE, in this sense, is how much effort,
heart, mind, body, and soul someone is
willing to contribute to be successful. In very
simplistic terms, the amount a GIVE is all a
farmer has to offer for their success.

See MILLER, page 7
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Potatoes are harvested in a Bingham County field in this Idaho Farm
Bureau Federation file photo. According to a recent study, potatoes
have a $101 billion impact on the nation’s economy.

Report: potatoes have massive
impact on U.S. economy

By Sean Ellis
Idaho Farm Bureau Federation

POCATELLO - A newly released report shows the potato indus-
try has a massive impact on the U.S. economy.

The National Potato Council’s “Spud Nation” report found the
U.S. potato sector contributed an estimated $101 billion to the
nation’s economy in 2021.

It also found that the nation’s potato sector generates an estimat-
ed 714,000 jobs in the United States and annual wages of about $34
billion.

“America’s most consumed vegetable is potatoes” and spuds “are
incredibly important to rural communities and the country as a
whole,” said NPC President R] Andrus, a third-generation Idaho
potato farmer and an owner of TBR Farms in Hamer.

Andrus said the report, released Feb. 28, is groundbreaking
because it marks the first time any organization has measured and
reported on the national economic impact of potatoes.

“We're incredibly excited about the information contained in this
report,” said National Potato Council CEO Kam Quarles.

The report, “Measuring the Economic Significance of the U.S. Po-
tato Industry;” looked at the direct as well as indirect contributions
of the potato sector.

For example, it found that agriculture production and agribusi-
ness services, which are direct impacts, contributed $10.8 billion to
the U.S. economy.

See POTATOES, page 11
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U.S. dairy exports reached a record level for value and volume in 2022.

U.S. dairy
exports set

a record for
value, volume

By Sean Ellis
Idaho Farm Bureau Federation

4 | Idaho Farm Bureau Producer

POCATELLO - U.S. dairy
exports hit another record level in
2022, for both volume and value.

That’s good news for Idaho’s dairy
industry, the state’s top agricultural
commodity in terms of total farm-
gate revenue.

It’s also good news for the state’s
overall economy since, according to
the U.S. Dairy Export Council, Ida-
ho’s dairy industry has a $9 billion
economic impact on the state and
supports more than $400 million in
total wages.

According to USDEC, total
export value for U.S. milk products

b
Photo by Sean Ellis

reached a record $9.6 billion in
2022, a 25 percent increase over
2021. This was the first time U.S.
dairy exports crossed the $9 billion
threshold.

Total U.S. dairy product export
volume, on a milk-solids equivalent,
reached 2.4 million metric tons in
2022, which was also a record and 5
percent higher than the 2021 total.

Last year was the third straight
record year for U.S. dairy export
volume and the second straight
record year for total export value.

“We are excited to be able to keep
setting records in both volume and




value,” USDEC President and CEO Krysta
Harden told Idaho Farm Bureau Federa-
tion during a video conference.

She said last year’s record export growth
occurred despite some of the strongest
dairy export headwinds the industry has
ever seen, including slowing economic
growth, historic global inflation, ongoing
supply chain issues, and severely reduced
demand from China.

According to USDEC, total export
volume of U.S. dairy products last year
was equivalent to 18 percent of all the milk
produced in the
United States, which
was also an all-time
high.

Growth in the
export market con-
tinues to outpace
domestic demand
for U.S. dairy prod-
ucts.

U.S. dairy exports
have grown more
than domestic sales,
percentage-wise,
five out of the last
six years.

Mexico

Canada
China

Southeast Asia

South Korea

the European Union and New Zealand,
are facing challenging supply outlooks as
well as government policies limiting their
capacity to grow.

“We're kind of in this perfect situation
coming where our biggest competitors
have limitations that we really don’t have,”
she said. “We still do have a robust support
for agriculture in our country. Our farm-
ers are getting more and more sustainable,
and they are doing this the right way,
which will put us I believe at the top of the
heap in the short term.

U.S. DAIRY EXPORTS, TOP MARKETS BY VALUE
2022, million $

2022

VvS. prior year

Dairymen’s Association.

“It’s definitely good news for a state like
Idaho that makes so many milk ingredi-
ents that are exported,” he said.

While dairy export growth is good news
for the U.S. and Idaho dairy industry, he
added, current farm-level dairy prices are
not doing so well right now.

Farm-level milk prices in Idaho and the
U.S. reached record levels last year but
prices on the futures market are currently
below the cost of production.

At the same time,
dairy production
expenses remain at
record levels.

“All of these in-
flationary costs are

$2.453
1,677
1,096
802
569

“We continue to South America 546
see the growth out-
side of the country;, Japan 220
Harden said. MENA 433
A lot of that .
export growth is Central America 415

occurring in Asia,
particularly south-
east Asia.

While Americans
already incorporate
dairy into their diet
in a lot of different
ways, much of the
population in the southeast Asian coun-
tries is still learning about dairy and while
those nations have some milk produc-
tion, it’s not enough to feed the growing
demand, Harden said.

“They are also going to need other
sources,” she said. “We want to be that
source of choice. We want to be that reli-
able, high-quality, high-value source”

While global demand for dairy products
is growing, Harden said, the United States
dairy industry’s two main competitors,

Caribbean

Australia-New Zealand

ms \ -+ YT
Dairy Export Council,

326
321

U.S. cheese exports rose 12 percent in
volume in 2022, hitting a record 451,000
metric tons, which is good news for Idaho
since most of the 13 billion pounds of milk
produced in the state each year is used to
make cheese.

Idaho ranked No. 3 in the U.S. last year
in total milk production and the record ex-
port numbers certainly are welcome news
since the vast majority of dairy products
produced in Idaho are exported, said Rick
Naerebout, executive director of the Idaho

hitting the bottom
line now;” Naerebout
said. “We’ve never

+37%
+22%
+19%
+14%
+34%
+24%
+39%

+2%

seen our costs this
high. It’s astound-
ing”

Idaho dairy pro-
ducers need to make
about $21 to $22 per
hundred pounds of
production to break
even right now.

“There are a lot

+46% of $17s and $18s on
the futures board
0
+32% right now,” Naere-
+16% bout said.
Depending on
how the year plays

out, that could
amount to some
significant losses for
Idaho dairymen, he said.

“It’s a little bit scary what might tran-
spire if we see those significant losses play
out throughout the year;” Naerebout said.

If those losses do play out, Idaho dairy-
men will lose a significant amount of mon-
ey this year and the end result will be more
consolidation in the industry, he said.

“We will still have a healthy dairy indus-
try in Idaho, we'll just have fewer dairy-
men be a part of it;” Naerebout said. B
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DUVALL

Continued from page 2

While we all know that funding is key to any business,
especially in its early stages, our recent winners say it’s the
competitive experience and relationship-building that has been
critical to their success as well.

Hydroside, the 2020 Challenge winner, credits the competition
with transforming their business from a “fledgling startup” to a
“focused company with a mission.”

That’s the first thing co-founder and CEO Dana Mohr had to
say about the impact of the Challenge.

Hydroside, like many other Challenge competitors, found great
value in the application process, long before their journey to
center stage at the American Farm Bureau Annual Convention.

That might surprise you, but what we heard from them and
other competitors, is that the creativity, market analysis and vision
that the competition demands provides a solid footing for future
success.

I hope that encourages any entrepreneurs reading to apply!

The Ag Innovation Challenge is meant to be more than a
competition; we want entrepreneurs to have access to the tools
and network they need to grow.

You can’t put a price tag on those relationships either.

According to Mohr, that networking gave Hydroside a real
boost: “The relationships that we established while competing,
both with the fellow competitors and industry players, set us up
with the initial connections that companies usually dream of after
years in business.”

The 2023 Challenge winner, Will Walls of NORDEF, agrees:
“The relationships, the networking, has been wonderful. And
we've gotten to meet a lot of great people who have only validated
our idea and our business model”

The Challenge also provides these startups with much needed

“The Ag Innovation Challenge is meant
to be more than a competition; we want
entrepreneurs to have access to the tools

and network they need to grow.

exposure—a benefit to them and the farmers and ranchers they’re
marketing to.

We purposely set up the final judging round of the competition
on our trade show floor to give our members a chance to hear
directly from these businesses and learn how their innovations
can directly help their farm or ranch.

That exposure is the first thing that our recent winner noted, in
fact. According to Walls, “Just the awareness of our product and
that we exist. That’s been wonderful”

At Farm Bureau, we want as many farmers and ranchers
to know about these businesses as possible, whether that be
innovative technology like NORDEEF, producing diesel exhaust
fluid at the point of use, or runners-up like EmGenisys Inc.
offering a non-invasive solution to improve pregnancy outcomes
of assisted reproductive techniques in livestock.

We know that their success can mean success for the farmers
and ranchers they serve. I hope you’ll check out fb.org/challenge
to learn more about this competition.

If you have an innovative ag business, or know about one that
should apply, applications for the 2024 Ag Innovation Challenge
are now open and will close on May 12.

I cannot wait to see the next crop of businesses that are
cultivated through this year’s Challenge, or how the last decade of
investments continue to reap benefits for America’s farmers and
ranchers for years to come. B

SEARLE

Continued from page 2 makes sense.

down to the state level, but since Idaho

$10.8 billion, included the farm-level
economic impacts of potato production -
the actual growing of spuds and all of the
inputs that go into that process.

The indirect impacts included things
like the transportation and processing of
spuds, which was valued at $49.1 billion, as
well as wholesale and retail activity associ-
ated with spud products, which was valued
at $41 billion.

When you consider all aspects associat-
ed with the most consumed vegetable in
the United States, that $101 billion number

6 | Idaho Farm Bureau Producer

By the way, spuds and potatoes are the
same thing.

A few years back as American Farm
Bureau Federation President Zippy Duvall,
from Georgia, spent some time visiting
different parts of Idaho, he noticed I used
the word potatoes one time, then spuds
another time.

He asked me, “Bryan what's the differ-
ence between spuds and potatoes?” and I
said, Nothing, they’re the same. Potatoes
have earned many respected names, in-
cluding spuds and taters.

The NPC report didn’t break that data

produces about a third of the nation’s
annual potato crop, one could rightfully
assume that roughly one-third of that eco-
nomic impact could be traced to Idaho.

Idaho, a state with potatoes on its license
plates, is known far and wide as the potato
state and for good reason.

In fact, Idaho, which ranks No. 1 in the
U.S. in total spud production, is known
more for potatoes than any state is known
for anything else.

That didn’t happen by accident.

We have the right soil, water, climate,
processing facilities, and best farmers to



‘Many people associate
Idaho products with
quality and that can
be attributed in part
to the reputation that
Idaho potatoes enjoy
around the globe’

accomplish this. Growers pay an assess-
ment on their total potato production - up
to $70 an acre — and that money is pooled
together and used to promote the Idaho
potato.

The state’s spud farmers have for many
decades produced a large chunk of the

potatoes that Americans consume in the
form of baked and fried potatoes, French
fries, chips, hash browns and many more
products.

One nice thing about a potato is it helps
many other farm commodities as well. A
baked potato is complimented by the dairy
industry’s butter and sour cream, and it
compliments many dishes.

Of course, you always need those French
fries with a hamburger or steak.

All Idahoans, and particularly the state’s
potato farmers, should be proud of the
data contained in this 15-page report.

Those of us involved in the state’s potato
industry have always known that potatoes
have a large impact on the economy but
even we were pleasantly surprised to see
just how big that impact was.

The impact that potatoes have on Idaho
goes far beyond just economic terms.
When people all over the United States

and the world hear the word “Idaho,”
they think not just “potatoes,” but “quality
potatoes”

That reputation for producing quality
potatoes has been extended to other Idaho
products as well, and not just agricultural
products. Many people associate Idaho
products with quality and that can be
attributed in part to the reputation that
Idaho potatoes enjoy around the globe.

This report will only help improve the
state’s reputation for producing quality
products.

So, a big thank you to Idaho spud farm-
ers and also a big thank you to the humble
potato.

Idaho is proud to be a major part of
Spud Nation.

Bryan Searle is a potato farmer from
Shelley.

MILLER

Continued from page 2

I will try to explain the dance of GIVE and TAKE that occurs in
agriculture with an example.

Virtually every corner of our fair state has experienced drought
recently. This past fall, everyone universally hoped for a signifi-
cant winter to help relieve the effects of our recent drought.

While moisture is needed, we can only TAKE what we get and
how we get it. Thankfully, we have experienced an above-nor-
mal winter with moisture levels, as of this writing, above average
throughout the state.

We will all gladly TAKE that, and while it may not end our wa-
ter concerns, it surely helps. As wonderful as a wetter-than-nor-
mal winter is, it has also forced our ranchers to TAKE on a hard
calving and lambing season.

The only recourse they had was their GIVE to protect their
livestock. Many ranchers deserve a nap and dinner in town for all
their night work these past months.

If we didn’t TAKE on the winter (and the snowpack it brings),
we would be forced to TAKE a miserable summer with very little
water.

Again, our best farmers and ranchers have been wise to GIVE
their time and wisdom to put in place management tools to en-
sure that deep winters can mean fruitful summers.

It takes a lot of GIVE to negotiate the water management agree-
ments necessary to build and maintain reservoirs and delivery
systems to save and use our precious water when we need it the
most.

Contrast Idaho’s water management with California’s — drought

It takes a lot of GIVE to negotiate the
water management agreements necessary
to build and maintain reservoirs and
delivery systems to save and use our
precious water when we need it the most.

coupled with lack of proper foresight when it comes to water
management has caused that state’s situation to be much worse
than ours.

Californians are TAKERS of weather just like us; however, along
the way, their GIVE has not been as successful or powerful to
address their water needs.

Sadly, because California has not built any new water storage
capacity in more than six decades, so much-needed water that is
available in that state’s mountain snowpack right now will simply
go out to sea.

I genuinely feel for the farmers in California. There are so many
TAKES forced upon them that one wonders if the state will ever
find a solution to its water needs.

It takes so much GIVE to accept what Mother Nature offers.
Those farmers and ranchers continually GIVING to find solutions
to the TAKES placed upon them by both man and nature deserve
our gratitude.

The fact that so many continue to GIVE to improve our state’s
water situation should give us great pride in Idaho’s water man-
agement plan. B
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U of 1
program with
live insects,
spiders helps
participants
overcome
fears

By John O’Connell
University of Idaho

With his live, exotic insect and
arachnid collection, University of
Idaho Extension educator Jason Thomas
has taught thousands of Idaho children
that there’s nothing necessarily creepy
about a cockroach, terrifying about a
tarantula or repulsive about a roly-poly.

Fewer than 3% of insects and spi-
ders are considered pests, though most
people lump them all together in the
creepy-crawly category.

Thomas, of Minidoka County, reasons
that improving perceptions about these
misunderstood arthropods is the best
path toward preventing the needless
spraying of creatures that appear menac-
ing but are harmless, or even beneficial.

He’s developed a hands-on program
that’s brought upwards of 80 different

insect and spider species to 4-H
group functions, commu-
nity events and classrooms,
enabling the public to handle

live specimens and overcome
fears.
“It’s a very rewarding experience
because we will have some people who
are scared to death of spiders and by the
end of them getting to hold all of these
different things they are fascinat-
ed and interested, and they keep
asking to hold the spiders again,”
Thomas said.

Thomas has also provided training and
specimens to Extension educators who
have launched smaller satellite programs
in Jefferson, Clark, Caribou, Bear

Lake, Teton and Blaine counties.
Heading forward, Thomas will
prioritize training
teachers and
leaders of
organizations

within his
community
who would
like to
borrow and
showcase
these
organ-
isms to

learners.

“You want things that are big, exotic
and different-looking,” Thomas said.

Thomas has been providing opportu-
nities for people - especially youth - to
handle and interact with bugs since he
first joined UI Extension in January
2018.

His early hands-on lessons featured
hissing cockroaches and giant prickly
stick insects, which he obtained through
U of I's William F. Barr Entomological
Museum.

“Initially, I was working with 4-H
youth in the county. Wed always take
bugs to the county fair and have a booth,”
Thomas said, adding that younger
children are most receptive to handling
insects and spiders. “And then I started
getting calls from public schools in Mini-
doka County. Then I was getting calls
from homeschool groups”

In September 2021, Thomas received
an American Rescue Plan Act grant to
support his 4-H efforts, which he com-
bined with county funding to significant-
ly grow the program.

With the funding, he significantly ex-
panded his collection by reaching out to
arthropod breeders who sell online and
visiting exotic pet stores.

Giant prickly stick insects, giant
African millipedes, blue feigning death
beetles, pink-toe tarantulas, giant vine-
garoons, wide-horn hissing roaches and
dairy cow isopods have been among his
greatest attractions.

The exoskeletons of the ironclad
beetles in his collection are structural
marvels, capable of withstanding being
run over by a small car.

The grant enabled Thomas to hire high
school students and others to assist in
caring for the creatures and taking them
out to classrooms. Cleaning cages and
feeding and watering the insects and
spiders required a time investment of up
to eight hours per week at the height of
the collection.

Thomas has also taken specimens from
his collection to events and classrooms
in surrounding counties, including a Bug



Photo by John O'Connell

Jason Thomas, a University of Idaho Extension entomologist from Minidoka County, holds a giant African millipede from his insect collection

while a tarantula crawls along his arm.

Day event in Boise attended by more than 3,000 participants.

He hosted in-service trainings for Extension educators starting
their own smaller collections.

Joseph Sagers, a UI Extension educator in Jefferson County,
takes the insect and spider collection Thomas helped him start to
area schools and 4-H day camps.

“A lot of times you can do presentations to some kids and it just
goes over their head, but most kids remember that day a tarantula
walked over their hand,” Sagers said.

Thomas breeds thousands of mealworms and cockroaches to
feed his numerous predatory insects and spiders.

Under his supervision or the supervision of a trained helper,
Thomas allows participants to handle the more docile creatures.
He also has some insects and spiders that aren’t safe to handle,
such as black widows and burgundy Goliath birdeater tarantulas,
which are kept inside of cages while participants view them.

“Another purpose is to get kids excited about science and
STEM, and it’s a great thing to study;,” Thomas said.

From September 2021 to August 2022, his program reached
8,107 youth about insects and spiders. He also educated 1,977
adults about insects during that year.

During the recent Idaho Potato Conference in Pocatello, Thom-
as shared his insect collection with adult farmworkers attending
sessions offered in Spanish.

He hopes the experience will lead them to make more informed
decisions about when to apply pesticides.

Now that the grant has ended, Thomas no longer has access to
program staff. He’s scaled back his collection to where it takes him
no more than an hour per week to care for all of his insects and
spiders.

“We're continuing it, just not at the pace we were before,”
Thomas said.

Those interested in learning more about using insects, spiders
or other arthropods for education can reach out to Thomas at
jasont@uidaho.edu to learn more. ®
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Country Chucklies

By Jonny Hawkins
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Tater Totter

Your referral, like
Darla’s, could
be worth $525.

*You're automatically entered into our $500 drawing when you refer a friend, even if they don’t purchase a policy.
Visit: idahofarmbureauinsurance.com/refer-a-friend-get-a-gift for complete rules and restrictions. Above left:
Darla Fletcher (third from left) of Cocolalla, the winner of our 4th quarter 2022 Refer A Friend, Get A Gift $500 drawing.
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POTATOES

Continued from page 3

It also found the industry was respon-
sible for contributing $49.1 billion in pro-
cessing, wholesaling and retail activity and
another $41 billion through food service
industries and household consumption.

The report said potatoes are the most
consumed vegetable by U.S. consumers.

“We’re very proud that America is a
spud nation,” Quarles said. “We're provid-
ing a lot of value for the U.S. economy”

The analysis was authored by Michigan
State University economists. Highlights
and a link to the 15-page report can be
found at nationalpotatocouncil.org/spud-
nation.

NPC represents potato growers across
the United States and the report’s release
coincides with the NPC’s 2023 Washing-
ton Summit, a forum in Washington, D.C.,
where members discuss and advocate for
the policy priorities of the nation’s spud
industry.

Quarles said the information contained
in the report will be incredibly important
“for demonstrating the importance of this
industry to our nation’s economy.’

He said that when meeting with elected
officials and policy makers, two of the
main questions they want to know are,
“Who are you and why do you matter?”

The information in the recent report
“clearly defines how important the U.S.
potato industry is overall,” Quarles said.

“Not only are potatoes an essential and
healthy component in our diet, but now
we can say unequivocally that they are
vital to the American economy,” Andrus
said. “Today’s report cements the fact that
potatoes are America’s favorite vegetable
with value”

The report’s analysis looked at the entire
U.S. potato supply chain, from agricultural
production to wholesaling, processing and
distribution, to consumer purchases of
final products through retail channels or
food service providers.

U.S. potato growers typically produce
between 41-45 billion pounds of spuds per
year. Idaho is the nation’s top potato-pro-
ducing state and produces about a third of
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Potatoes are sorted in én Eastern Idaho field in this Idaho Farm Bureau Federation file

photo. A new report by the National Potato Council shows that the nation’s potato industry is
responsible for an estimated 714,000 jobs in the United States.

the total U.S. potato crop.

Idaho farmers typically plant about
300,000 acres of potatoes each year.

Washington ranks No. 2 in potato pro-
duction in the United States. Other major
spud-producing states include Wisconsin,
Oregon, North Dakota, Colorado, Min-
nesota, Maine, Michigan, Nebraska and
California.

The report did not break data down to
the state level.

According to an NPC news release, the
fact that potato farm production itself con-
tributed $10.8 billion to the U.S. economy

underscores “the significance of largely
family-owned potato farms as rural job
creators and wealth generators throughout
the U.S. economy.”

The report also found that export
markets are an important avenue for the
U.S. potato sector. About 20 percent of
the spuds grown in the United States are
exported, either as fresh or processed
potatoes.

The United States ranks fifth in the
world in total potato production, behind
China, India, Russia and Ukraine. B
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Idaho has a
few thousand
ostriches?

By Sean Ellis
Idaho Farm Bureau Federation

Ostrich Farms Feb. 23. Photos by Sean Ellis



KUNA - It’s hard to believe at first, but there are a few thousand
ostriches in Idaho.

The very large, flightless birds are being raised at American
Ostrich Farms in Kuna.

“When I first looked at the job, I thought, “There’s no way there’s
ostriches in Idaho,” says Sarabeth Henderson, the animal hus-
bandry manager at the 120-acre ostrich farm.

Alas, there are. And lots of them.

AOF Founder and CEO Alex McCoy got the idea to raise os-
triches while training for an Ironman triathlon in South Africa.

He tried ostrich one day to satisfy his red meat craving. He
instantly fell in love with the taste and energy jolt he got from the
meat.

“I ate this huge ostrich steak,” says McCoy. “It tasted just like
beef; it was amazing
and satisfied my
red meat craving ...
From that moment
on, I was hooked”

It didn’t take long
for McCoy, an Ida-
ho native from the
Wood River Valley
area, to think about
the possibility of
raising ostriches in
the Gem State. \ i i

“Long story % . e i I
short, I left my .
previous career to
bring ostrich to
America,” he says.

He left his career
in investment
banking and ven-
ture capital to do
just that.

In 2014, he
opened the AOF
ranch, which now
has upward of 2,000 ostriches depending on the time of year.

McCoy says ostrich meat tastes just like beef and has similar
nutrition benefits.

“This product doesn’t require consumers to do a whole switch;
it’s not something bizarre or a new flavor profile;” he says. “This
is red meat that tastes just like beef. If you like beef, if you like
hamburgers and steaks, you're going to like ostrich”

American Ostrich Farms sells its meat via its website — Amer-
icanOstrichFarms.com - and their product is delivered every
week, anywhere in the nation.

The primary business focus of AOF is ostrich meat, which can
be thought of as red meat with wings.

“Traditionally, ostriches were raised primarily for their hides,”
McCoy says. “Ostrich meat recently has become more attractive as
an alternative red meat”

Sarabeth Henderson, animal husbandry manager at American Ostrich Farms in Kuna, describes
ostrich habits Feb. 23. She said they are mostly docile, curious and sometimes goofy birds.

Ostrich eggs are enormous and one of them is equivalent to
about 24 chicken eggs, which they taste similar to, McCoy says.
However, AOF can make more money raising each egg to adult-
hood than it could by selling the eggs themselves.

“It’s worth a lot more to us as a real-live ostrich than as 24
chicken eggs, as awesome as that sounds,” he says.

The infertile eggs are blown out and sterilized and AOF sells
those as crafts.

“It’s a natural thing that’s shockingly large and very different
from something that you might find on your bookshelf,” McCoy
says.

While ostriches are more commonly associated with Africa,
they fare well in southern Idaho’s arid desert climate.

The birds don’t like humidity and they thrive here as long as
they’re kept dry,
Henderson says.

“They are not
humid-tolerant;
that’s why the arid
environment here is
so useful to them,”
she says. “They do
really well with dry.
They can do cold,
as long as it’s dry”

Especially during
the wintertime, “It’s
all about keeping
them dry,” McCoy
says. “As long as we
keep them inside
and give them shel-
ter when it’s raining
or snowing, theyre
fine. By the way,
ostriches love Idaho
because it’s dry”

Ostriches may

not be able to fly
but since they can
run at speeds greater than 40 mph, they are easily the fastest birds
on land.

Henderson says big male ostriches weigh from 250-280 pounds,
while females oftentimes are 150-175 pounds and sometimes top
200 pounds.

Henderson and McCoy describe the animals as gentle and
curious.

“Their disposition is curious,” McCoy says. “They are super
curious, and they’re very social. If one bird goes and does some-
thing, the others follow.”

The birds are mostly docile and gentle but there are a few males
that are on the aggressive side, which is something the farm is
trying to breed out of the birds, Henderson says.

“That’s the type of stuff we want to get out of our genetics,” Mc-
Coy says. “For the safety of our staff, a mean ostrich is an ostrich
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Adult ostriches can grow up to 8 feet tall and weigh up to 300 pounds.

that’s going to be in the freezer soon”

Sometimes, the birds are goofy, especially when it’s windy,
Henderson says.

“If it gets a little windy but it’s a nice day otherwise, the adults
do this little happy dance,” she says. “They swing around in circles
with their wings up in the air. They’re extremely animated, fun
critters.”

AOF is not conducting farm tours at this time, although it’s
something the business would like to do in the future, McCoy
says.

“We would love to do tours in the future but we’re just not set
up for it yet,” he says.

AOF employees 26 people and part of the draw for them is the
uniqueness of the job, McCoy says.

“That’s how we attract employees here,” he says. “You are the
most interesting person at the cocktail party. You work at an
ostrich farm”

During the COVID pandemic, AOF lost access to the process-
ing plant it was using so the farm built its own.

“So now we’re a completely vertically integrated operation, from
genetics research and feeding and hatching and processing to
direct distribution sales to consumers,” McCoy says.

American Ostrich Farms having its own processing plant has
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“I'm really proud of what weve built and
we'e really just getting started. It's a lot
more work than I thought it would be, but
its rewarding because were the first people
actually doing this.”

- Alex McCoy, AOF Founder and CEO

opened up opportunities for other Idaho producers, including
Boise River Lamb, a Caldwell ranch that sends its animals there.

Having the operation “helps support all of Idaho agriculture
because it provides additional processing capacity that allows
other producers to explore direct-to-consumer opportunities,”
says Boise River Lamb owner Liz Wilder. “It really opens the door
for all of us to take advantage of that marketing opportunity for
direct-to-consumer sales.”

A baby ostrich pops out at 2-3 pounds and about a foot tall. It
grows almost a foot every month and is a good 6 feet tall at six
months.

Adult ostriches eat about 5 pounds of feed per day, need little
water and reach a height of 7-8 feet.

Those are some of the things AOF knows about the birds. But
there is a lot that it doesn't know, McCoy says.

“There is a big learning curve,” he says. “Raising ostriches is not
easy. This is not like raising cows or sheep where we've been doing
that for millennia and people know what they’re doing. With
ostrich, we're writing a lot of this book ourselves”

He says there is very little research on raising ostriches com-
mercially. “Ostriches is such a small industry that we have so
much yet to learn”

There have been a lot of studies conducted about the cattle,
sheep and poultry industries, Henderson says.

“In ostriches, none of that has been done, so we don’t have that
basis of knowledge to build from and we're really literally building
it from scratch,” she says.

But AOF is definitely tracking the data as it goes, Henderson
adds.

“Relevant information that should get tracked is getting tracked
here,” she says. “That way, we can look and see the patterns and
actually build manual-type information so that eventually if Alex
got it in his brain to do it, we could sit down and write an ostrich
manual because we'll have the data to track it”

McCoy says he has no second-guesses about his decision to
leave the investment banking and venture capital world and invest
his life in ostrich farming.

“I'm really proud of what we've built and we're really just getting
started,” he says. “It’s a lot more work than I thought it would be,
but it’s rewarding because we're the first people actually doing
this”

Henderson says the farm is looking for “bird team members”
and anyone interested in working there can contact AOF through
its website. B



Study finds correlation between
cognition, infant beef consumption

By John O’Connell
University of Idaho

MOSCOW, Idaho - A recently published
University of Idaho study finds consuming
beef during the critical first year of life
strongly correlates with improved cogni-
tive function among 3- to 5-year-olds.

The paper, “Early Life Beef Consump-
tion Patterns Are Related to Cognitive
Outcomes at 1-5 Years of Age: An Explor-
atory Study,” was published Oct. 26, 2022,
in the scientific journal Nutrients.

Annie Roe, a UI Extension specialist fo-
cusing on nutrition and cognition research
and an assistant professor in the Margaret
Ritchie School of Family and Consumer
Sciences, was the study’s principal investi-
gator.

The research team also included the
school’s director, Professor Shelley Mc-
Guire, as co-principal investigator and Vic-
toria Wilk, a Moscow resident who worked
on the project to earn a master’s thesis in
family and consumer sciences and is now
enrolled in medical school.

The study was funded with a $50,000
grant from the Idaho Beef Council.

“From birth to 5 years old, what is fed
is critical for brain development. There
is reason to believe that what is eaten
early on carries on through life,” Roe said.
“There are times in brain development if
we do not provide these key nutrients in
the right amounts then there are deficits
that can’t be overcome later in life”

The researchers evaluated 61 children,
about half of whom were 3 to 5 years old
and the rest of whom were under 3.

Parents completed surveys explaining
their perceptions about nutrition and the
types of foods they fed their children be-
tween 6 months old and 1 year old.

The team also administered tests assess-
ing the cognitive ability of children. They
used the National Institute of Health Tool-
box to assess cognition of children in the

older age group, who played five different
games on an iPad.

While results were inconclusive with
children under 3, the researchers found
a strong correlation between beef con-
sumption during the second six months
of life and the ability to pay attention and
inhibitory control - the ability to demon-
strate proper responses to stimuli -- in 3-
to 5-year-olds.

Consumption of the key nutrients zinc
and choline was also correlated with better
cognition.

The team calculated nutrient values of
diets using specialized software. Because
infants eat small servings, it’s crucial to
feed them nutrient-dense foods.

“We were really looking at food rich in
those nutrients for brain development.
Beef happens to be one of those foods,”
Roe said.

While the study provides Roe and her
colleagues with evidence that the benefits

University of Idaho photo
Research at the University of Idaho has found a link between beef consumption and improved
cognition in young children.

of feeding beef to infants warrants further
research, it wasn’t designed to indicate
causation.

It didn’t include a control group and
socioeconomic status wasn’t factored.
Other external factors, such as whether
families dined together and engaged in
conversations during meals, could also
have influenced cognitive function.

“I'm really cautious in the conclusions
of our study;” Roe said. “We’re not saying
beef is the miracle developmental food
everyone has to include. We're saying beef,
probably because it is rich in these nutri-
ents that are important for early childhood
development, is related to improved cogni-
tion later in life.

“I think this is the beginning of a series
of studies that can help us have a bigger
picture of how we should feed young
children” B
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Voles are causing a lot of damage to fields in the Mud Lake area of Jefferson County.

UI Extension
educators seek
solutions for
Idaho farmers
vexed by voles

By John O’Connell
University of Idaho
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MOSCOW, Idaho — Feb. 9, 2023 —
When Idaho’s vole populations spike,
environmental factors and a correspond-
ing surge in predators usually bring their
numbers back into equilibrium by the
following year.

In the Mud Lake area of Jefferson
County, however, the mouse-like,
burrowing rodents have been plaguing
farmers for three consecutive seasons,
with no relief in sight.

Last fall, the problem grew so acute in
the rural eastern Idaho community that
area farmers called an emergency meet-
ing attended by congressional leaders,
state lawmakers, regulators and Uni-
versity of Idaho Extension staff. Shortly
after the meeting, Gov. Brad Little flew

Adobe Stock photo

over the area in a helicopter to survey the
damage.

UI Extension experts who have been
contemplating how to address the
problem in Mud Lake and other pock-
ets of the state where voles are running
rampant acknowledge there’s no “silver
bullet” solution, but they’ve identified
several simple practices to help growers
better weather the storm.

UI Extension Educator Joseph Sag-
ers, Jefferson County, believes it might
be worthwhile for growers to consider
pre-baiting. Zinc phosphide, the most
used toxicant for vole control, is com-
monly applied to wheat, oat or millet
seed and broadcast onto fields for voles to
consume. Broadcasting untreated grain




seed onto fields, known as pre-baiting, aims to increase voles’
appetite for the bait, thereby leading them to eat more of it when
growers spread treated kernels.

Sagers also plans to host a demonstration project for area grow-
ers, setting up barn owl boxes to support predators. UI Extension
Educator Jason Thomas, Minidoka County, has promoted the use
of predators to control voles and has posted free plans online for
farmers who would like to make their own boxes.

Sagers distributed a survey to farmers at last fall’s vole meeting
to assess the scope of the problem. Yield losses in the hardest-hit
crop, alfalfa, averaged 27% among the survey’s 30 respondents.
Many farmers said they were forced to take fields out of alfalfa
after only two years, rather than the five to eight years of alfalfa
they expected to get.

“They had 27% yield losses. That’s really bad for operations
working on single-digit profit margins,” Sagers said. “They’ve
reached this critical mass in the alfalfa fields that voles are spread-
ing out into other fields”

In potatoes, even a small amount of vole damage may cause
tubers to turn green and decrease crop value. Voles have also been
decimating small grains, rangeland and sugar beets.

Sagers plans to conduct another survey of area farmers to gath-
er additional information, and he’ll be working with UI Extension
agricultural economist Patrick Hatzenbuehler to evaluate the eco-
nomic impact of voles in the county. Sagers may also set up trail
cameras in certain fields to help quantify vole numbers.

Terreton farmer Steve Shively advocates for a local disaster
declaration to fund the widespread distribution of zinc phosphide
bait.

“I think it’s going to take a disease to get them to thin out,”
Shively acknowledged. “We’ve had to tear up some of our alfalfa
just because it was chewed up too bad and too rough. We had
some fields we were tilling two or three times trying to thin them
out and planting winter wheat, and the voles were still in there”

Some of the same shifts in practices that have made Idaho
farmers better stewards of the environment have also given voles
an advantage. Throughout the past few decades, vole outbreaks
have gotten worse as growers have dramatically reduced tillage to
improve soil health, while also installing highly efficient sprinkler
systems in fields that were formerly flood irrigated. The combi-
nation of deep, moldboard plowing and flood irrigating formerly
disturbed a lot more vole habitat and subterranean dens.

“We're having alfalfa that survives longer and we're doing better
with no-till, which is amazing for soil health, but as we build
these efficient crop systems it's making things better for the voles,”
Sagers said.

In southeast Idaho and the Magic Valley, the vole population
explosion started last fall, thanks to perfect habitat conditions and
an abundance of grass and forage. Danielle Gunn, a UI Extension
educator based at the Fort Hall Reservation, believes producers
should begin gathering hard data on vole losses in support of the
establishment of a vertebrate task force to help tackle the problem.

“If we can begin working more cohesively with growers and
vertebrate pest specialists, we can compile vole-loss statistics,
track populations by year and develop additional solutions to this

University of Idaho photo
Vole damage in a field in the Mud Lake area.

significant problem,” Gunn said.

Gunn’s primary advice to growers for the time being is to care-
fully follow product labels when deploying vole-control toxicants,
making sure to use bait at the proper timing. For example, voles
prefer to eat surrounding vegetation and ignore bait when stubble
height in fields is greater than 2 inches.

In addition to modern tillage and irrigation practices, Gunn be-
lieves the proliferation of cover crops, development pressure, land
conservation programs and the shift toward mild, open winters
and wet springs and falls due to climate change have contributed
to worse vole outbreaks. Typically, vole populations experience
a minor peak every four to six years, with epidemic population
increases occurring every 10 to 12 years.

Gunn advises farmers who have the flexibility to rotate out of
alfalfa in favor of crops with fibrous root systems, such as wheat,
when voles become a problem. Gunn recommends cultivating
a 15- to 30-foot perimeter of bare ground surrounding fields,
as voles are wary of crossing areas where there’s no cover due to
predator concerns. Furthermore, growers may wish to use antico-
agulant bait adjacent to those perimeters, taking care not to use it
directly in crops.

Removing weeds surrounding fields and burning vegetation
along ditch banks can also help farmers eliminate vole habitat and
food sources. In some foreign countries where voles have caused
major crop losses, producers have buried 5-gallon buckets in
fields, each filled with a little water to trap the rodents that fall in
them. Gunn believes the approach is worth a look in Idaho.

The bad news for farmers is that the U.S. Environmental Pro-
tection Agency has been reviewing some of the crucial toxicants
used in vole control, and new restrictions may be forthcoming.

“It’s really important that we start being more proactive with the
problem,” Gunn said. B
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-~ Ham-Potato Salad.
INGREDIENTS

4 cups cubed, cooked potatoes

1/4 cup olive oil
2 tablespoons vinegar
3 hard-cooked eggs, cut up
1 cup diced celery
1to 2 tablespoons chopped onion
2 cups diced, baked ham
1teaspoon curry powder
3/4 cup mayonnaise
Salt and pepper to taste
Lettuce

Paprika

DIRECTIONS
Marinate potatoes in olive oil and vinegar
for about one hour. Add other ingredients except
lettuce and paprika. Serve on lettuce
and sprinkle with paprika. Makes 3-10 servings.

RECIPES FROM

IDAHO
FARM
BUREAUEE
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University of Idaho photos
The photo on the left shows annual grass control when droplets are distributed properly. The photo on the right did not have herbicide applied
and the annual grasses are dense.

Site preparation before and after tree planting

By Timothy Prather
University of Idaho

Once trees are harvested and the area is
getting prepared for planting, it is import-
ant to estimate how much competition
from other plants the new tree seedlings
might encounter.

Woody debris can, in some instances, re-
duce germination of some species that may
compete with the tree seedlings.

Another possibility is use of preemer-
gent herbicides prior to planting, followed
by preemergent herbicides applied after
planting.

While there are several herbi-
cides used during site preparation,
[ will focus on indaziflam and
one other herbicide. Both can
control quite a few species and
they both control grasses.

One of the more recent-
ly available herbicides is
indaziflam, marketed as
Esplanade E that can

be used for
conifers.

Interest in
indaziflam
is high
because
control can

Idaho Farm Bureau Producer

last at least three years.

The other herbicide is imazapic and one
tradename for it is Plateau. Both can be
applied to the soil and they both can be
applied by airplane or helicopter.

With indaziflam being relatively new,
we studied how it affected larch seedlings.
We applied indaziflam to larch seedlings
before other plants emerged from the soil.

The indaziflam was sprayed by ground
application rather than aerial application.
Without herbicide, there were many weed
emerging in early June, and they would
compete with the trees through the sum-
mer.

The herbicides kept most of the weeds
from competing with the tree seedlings
with indaziflam-treated trees gaining 9
inches of height when the control gained
less than 4 inches of height.

Diameter of the tree seedlings was
slighter greater when herbicides were ap-
plied, approximately 1/4 an inch larger in
diameter. We found that Esplanade F was
safe for larch seedlings.

The Esplanade F performed well when
applied by ground, typically with about 15
gallons per acre of water with the herbi-
cide.

When we consider aerial application,
the volume is reduced significantly and
5 gallons per acre would be considered a

high amount of water per acre.

The two herbicides, imazapic and inda-
ziflam behave differently when applied to
the soil.

The imazapic is mobile in soil so even if
the droplets that contain the herbicide are
not evenly distributed on the soil surface,
the herbicide does move and is able to con-
tact germinating seeds.

Indaziflam is not as mobile as imazapic
in the soil so if the droplets containing in-
daziflam are not evenly distributed, control
may not be optimal in the first year after
treatment.

We have studied the distribution prob-
lem by trying different amounts of water
that is applied with the herbicide. The
idea is that more water sprayed with the
herbicide should improve the distribution
of the herbicide.

We looked at 2 to 10 gallons of spray
volume per acre. Unfortunately, increas-
ing the amount of water applied increases
costs because the airplane or helicopter
must refill tanks more frequently.

Our study area was in rangeland, but
the principle is the same for a forestry site,
after tree planting.

Before the herbicides were applied, we
were able to put out water-sensitive paper
to capture droplets as the droplets reached
the ground. We found the distribution of



droplets did vary and they ranged from 2%
of the cards capturing droplets up to 20%
droplet capture.

So, what happened? We found more
variable control of annual grasses with
indaziflam when less than 7 % of the card
was covered with droplets.

The control ranged from nearly no
control of annual grasses up to 100% at
the low droplet coverage. Above 7%, the
control of grasses was nearly uniform.

The control of annual grasses above
7% droplet coverage ranged from 60% to
100%.

So with better droplet coverage, we have
better control. Does that mean more water
should be used?

Perhaps, but if there are other ways to
improve the droplet distribution with
additives or changes to spray nozzles, then
higher spray volume could be avoided.

Fortunately, we have seen control
increase in the second year as indaziflam
slowly moves through soil.

Another possibility is combining the two
herbicides (indaziflam + imazapic) so that
uniform control is possible during the first
year after application and then extended

The photo on the left shows he treatment of Esplanade F a
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With low droplet coverage below 7%, we see variable control. Above 7%, the control is more
consistent. The 9 MAT refers to the control being measured 9 months after the herbicides were

applied.

control with the indaziflam after the first
year.
The combination could then be applied
at lower volumes with similar control.
However, that approach is viable if the
target is only annual grasses. There are
other plant species that are controlled
with indaziflam that are not controlled
by imazapic so those plant species would
have poorer control during that first year if

area without Esplanade F and a lower rate of clopyralid.

nd a low rate clopyralid was effective. The photo on the right shows trees in a weedy

spray volume was low.

Studies like the ones described in this
article help us understand how to improve
our ability to control plants that compete
with tree seedlings during that critical
establishment phase.

Increasing seedling survival by reduced
competition should get the seedlings off to
a good start. H
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Jesse Barger places fish in the new
tanks. Photo by Trent Van Leuven

-

Resourceful agri-science students in a remote school in cen-

tral Idaho never let their barebones budget or the small size
of their fish lab — an old greenhouse they retrofitted nearly
three decades ago — limit their imagination.

Mackay Junior/Senior High School students dreamed big. What
could they do that had never been done before? Collaborating
with innovative teachers and dedicated biologists for advice, they
completed record-setting aquaculture projects.

“The best projects always come from students,” said Trent Van
Leuven, the school’s agri-science instructor and FFA advisor.
“Some have been incredibly self-motivated and never let setbacks
discourage them.”

Little did students realize at the time, their aquaculture accom-
plishments would ripple outward, far beyond their small lab, to
have significant lasting benefits for recreation and research.

For the first time in Idaho, they stocked California Golden
Trout in a creek, establishing a destination fishery for anglers in
Lower Cedar Creek east of town.

Another project focused on a unique local species, the Big Lost
River Mountain Whitefish. The fish had never been incubated
and raised in a lab until a student developed a feeding protocol of
brine shrimp and ground-up bloodworms for the tiny fry.

The popular sturgeon swimming in the native fish display at the
East Idaho Aquarium were raised in the Mackay aquaculture lab.
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Achieving big
dreams in
small lab

Mackay ag students’
pioneering aguaculture
projects and new lab
enefit research and
recredation

By Dianna Troyer
For Idaho Farm Bureau Federation

“It was a lot of fun for our elementary students to visit our
Mackay FFA sturgeon during a field trip to the aquarium,” Van
Leuven said.

Considering students’ remarkable track record, more than a
dozen diverse groups statewide, including agricultural, environ-
mental, and tribal organizations, were eager to help finance the
construction of a new state-of-the-art aquaculture lab to support
continued projects.

In 2019, the Idaho Farm Bureau Federation provided an $8,288
grant for the aquaculture program to restore the old fish lab back
into a conservatory.

“This phase would have taken an additional two years,” Van
Leuven said. “After working on that fish lab, it was really nice to
have one more project out of the way. It wouldn't have happened
without the Farm Bureau”

After breaking ground for the new lab in 2018, it was completed
last fall. Grants and donations paid for construction materials,
while local residents and students volunteered their labor. The
new $84,000 Mick Hoover Aquaculture Facility was named for a
local biologist who offered his expertise for decades.

“Our lab looks amazing,” Van Leuven said. “It’s a premier inland
fish lab, the only high school lab of its kind statewide and perhaps
nationwide. When visitors tour it, they say it’s what theyd expect
to see on a college campus, not a rural high school with only 86
students from 8" to 12 grades. We have 70 in our ag program.”



too. It’s obvious everyone put their heart
and soul into building it

Award-winning aeration system

The lab’s unique, award-winning passive
aeration system is a point of interest for
industry leaders, Van Leuven said. “It was
invented by the program, is quiet, reduces
splashing from fish, and cuts down on
fish jumping from the tanks. It oxygenates
water without using additional electricity”

Instead of using a noisy electric air
generator to provide dissolved oxygen
for the fish, students installed a venturi
aerator at each tank. They placed an hour-
glass-shaped fitting inside a %-inch hard
plastic pipe to change the water pressure
and draw air into the system, mixing it
with pumped water.

To build a prototype, students used a 3D
printer to make the fitting. They made a
video, explaining their idea, and entered it
in the Samsung Solve for Tomorrow Chal-

€

Photo by Dianna Troyer
Trent Van Leuven, left, agri-science instructor at Mackay Junior/Senior High School, explains
an award-winning aeration system to fish experts Melissa Wagner of the College of Southern

Idaho and Jacob Bledsoe with the University of Idaho.

With its gleaming white walls, bright
lights, and humming pump, the immacu-
late lab came to life in late October when
students placed 3,000 golden trout, gray-
ling, and rainbow trout in tanks filled with
clear spring water.

Operating the new lab’s 23 tanks at full
capacity, they will be able to raise 20,000
fish annually and coordinate with state and
federal agencies to release them through-
out the region.

The lab not only helps agencies boost
native fish populations and create angling
opportunities, it also teaches job skills in
aquaculture, a key component of Idaho’s
agricultural economy.

Several Mackay alums have been hired
in aquaculture jobs, based on their experi-
ence working in the lab.

Statewide, aquaculture provides 800
jobs and generates $150 million annually,
according to a University of Idaho study.

Fish farms based in southern Idaho
produce 70 percent of the nation’s domes-
tic trout, amounting to 40 million pounds
annually. More than 2 million pounds of
tilapia, catfish, and sturgeon meat and
caviar are also raised yearly.

Industry leaders from southern Idaho

RIGHT: At full capacity, students can

were impressed with the lab during a
recent tour.

“This is fantastic,” said Jacob Bledsoe,
University of Idaho assistant professor,
aquaculture research and extension spe-
cialist at Hagerman, “It’s one of the clean-
est labs I've seen and definitely the caliber
to conduct research. The fact that students
are at the forefront is amazing”

Melissa Wagner, an aquaculture and
fisheries management instructor at the
College of Southern Idaho, was equally
amazed.

“It’s incredible to see this type of facility
at a high school,” she said. “This accom-
plishment by a handful of students and
their instructor is remarkable. The com-
munity coming together is phenomenal,

|l’

lenge. Selected as a state finalist, they were
awarded a $7,500 credit to buy supplies
and assemble the system.

“The final aerators were fine-tuned and
made from reducers sawed in half with a
fender washer glued in between to create
the venturi,” Van Leuven said

While feeding fish, students recalled
the lab’s four-year progression. The
seniors were eighth-graders during the
ground-breaking ceremony. As they
helped build it in their spare time, they
learned construction trade skills.

“To see what it has become is truly
amazing,” said McKenzie Donahue, a
senior. “Our new lab creates so many op-
portunities for students. We're so lucky to
have this incredible facility”

FFA chapter president Rylee Teichert
said, “We're really thankful to everyone
who volunteered and donated. We couldn’t

' !

raise 20,000 fish annually in their new
1,400-square-foot lab. Photo by Dianna Troyer
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TOP: When the fish are large enough, they will be released in creeks
and lakes to improve angling opportunities. Photo by Dianna Troyer

ABOVE: Kali Gamett releases California Golden Trout into Lower

Cedar Creek. Photo by Bart Gamett

be more excited about its future.”

Fish feats

On the new lab’s walls, posters show grinning students working
on their pioneering projects in the old lab.

Kali Gamett cradles a radiant California Golden Trout she
reared and stocked in Lower Cedar Creek. Before her project, in
Idaho golden trout were only found in high mountain lakes, not
creeks.

In the fall of 2014, Gamett started her experiment, raising the
trout with approval of the Idaho Department of Fish and Game
and the Salmon-Challis National Forest. By spring, 146 trout were
large enough to release.

Several years later, wondering if they survived, she caught and
released one. The population did so well that students have raised
and released more than 300 into the creek since then. Some have
grown to more than 14 inches.

“I love to tell people that the first one she caught was the first
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catch-and-release record for California Golden Trout in Idaho,”
Van Leuven said. “The local joke is they’ve been caught and re-
leased so often, they pose for photos”

Another poster shows Selena Gregory, who incubated and
hatched Big Lost River Mountain Whitefish for the first time in
a lab from 2009 to 2013. She eventually stocked them in Ante-
lope Creek as part of a larger effort to re-establish the native fish
population.

Biologists’ support

When he was hired in 2014, Van Leuven was astounded at
the aquaculture program’s milestones and began envisioning its
expansion.

He eventually formed an Agriculture Technical Advisory Com-
mittee whose members included local biologists Mick Hoover
and Bart Gamett, and teacher VerNon Roche, who founded the
aquaculture program in the mid-1990s.

Students raised rainbow trout, brook trout, golden trout, tilapia,
grayling, sturgeon, catfish, and kokanee.

“The beauty of building the new lab was that we had a group
that asked what could be possible with our resources and what
resources were needed,” Van Leuven said. “So much can be done if
a group has imagination and a vision.”

Hoover, the lab’s namesake, helped students in his spare time
while working as assistant manager at the nearby Idaho Fish and
Game Fish Hatchery. He recalled students’ frustrations in the old
uninsulated lab when they confronted temperature extremes,
ranging from sweltering to frigid.

Checking on warm-water tilapia one morning, “there was an
odd aroma,” he said. “They were boiled due to an out-of-control
thermostat on their tank. Sometimes in winter, if there was a
leaky fixture or a pipe burst due to the cold, the floor turned into
an ice-skating rink”

Despite the setbacks, Hoover said the tenacious students perse-
vered.

“From humble but determined beginnings with setbacks aside,
this new lab is the envy of other schools,” he said.

Gamett, who works for the U.S. Forest Service, said teens’ ac-
complishments were unprecedented.

“Great things were done in that old lab,” he says. “What it
lacked in beauty, it made up for in innovation, especially with the
Big Lost River Mountain Whitefish. They occur nowhere else in
the world due to geologic isolation. Their eggs were collected in
the wild, hatched, and successfully reared in a lab. That had never
been done before - not even by professionals. The new lab is a
tremendous facility that will benefit students, the community, and
ultimately fish”

Eventually, Van Leuven intends for the lab to be certified as a
disease-free facility by the Idaho Department of Fish and Game -
yet another milestone for a high school lab.

“We're really excited for the program’s future,” he said. “We'd
like to se