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Potato prices for farmers are up but so are input costs

By Sean Ellis
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POCATELLO – The global potato market is tight on supply and farm-level spud prices for Idaho farmers are up
substantially.  

But so are farm input costs and, with prices for other Idaho crops also up significantly, many Idaho potato farmers may
be faced with some tough planting decisions in 2022.

Russet potato prices for Idaho farmers typically drop significantly from August to October but that didn’t happen this
year, Ben Eborn, president of North American Potato Market News, said during a University of Idaho Ag Outlook
Seminar presentation Dec. 16.

Idaho Russet prices dropped $8 per hundredweight from August to October in 2019, $12 per cwt during that period in
2020, but only $3 per cwt during that same time in 2021.  

“That’s the lowest drop in decades,” Eborn said. “Prices are extremely strong and not behaving like they normally have
in the past.”

Idaho is the nation’s top potato-producing state and Gem State farmers produce about a third of the nation’s total spud
supply.

The price increase is partly due to Idaho producing a smaller spud crop in 2021 compared with 2020. Idaho farmers
planted 315,000 acres of potatoes in 2021, compared with 300,000 in 2020, but total statewide production decreased 2
percent in 2021 to 132 million hundredweight.

That drop in Idaho potato production was due largely to the drought conditions and unusually high summer
temperatures in 2021, which sharply reduced average yields.

Total U.S. potato production also dropped, from 420 million cwt in 2020 to 413 million cwt in 2021.

Total 2021 potato production in Canada is forecast to be 535 million cwt, up from 524 million cwt in 2020.

But certain factors, including a potato quarantine in the Canadian province of Prince Edward Island, has somewhat
restricted the flow of Canadian potatoes to processors in the United States.
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Total potato production in the European Union fell 7 percent, from 863 million cwt in 2020 to 803 million cwt in 2021.

“Globally, there is a (potato) supply situation that is rather tight,” Eborn said.

That has driven farm-level potato prices up. But cost of production for spud farmers is also soaring.

“Operating costs for most growers are probably up 20 percent, minimum, and maybe as much as 30 percent,” Eborn
said.

Rising costs add tremendous risk to farmers, he said. “How do you plan when those prices jump like that in a year?”

That could present Idaho potato farmers with some tough choices when it comes to deciding what to plant in 2022,
Eborn said.

Yes, potato prices are extremely strong compared to where they were a year ago and that could encourage potato
growers to plant more spuds, he said.

But potatoes cost a lot to grow compared with many other crops grown on a large scale in Idaho and the price for some
of those crops is way up. For example, wheat prices are up 61 percent compared to a year ago.

Prices for barley, hay and corn are also up.  

“There is still a lot of uncertainly in the potato market, and other ag markets as well,” Eborn said. “It makes decision
making difficult for the coming year.”

“The question on everybody’s mind right now is how many potatoes are we going to plant in Idaho in the coming year?”
he said. “How much are we going to increase when the cost of production has skyrocketed like this?”

Idaho Farm Bureau Federation President Bryan Searle, a potato farmer from Shelley, said planning next year’s crop on
higher input costs is difficult and some potato growers may have a tough time deciding what to plant in 2022.

But he doesn’t think there will be a major change in Idaho potato acres, either up or down.

“There will be some thinking like that going on but I don’t think acres will change much,” he said. “I don’t see a big
swing in acres either way.”

Randy Hardy, an Oakley farmer who grows potatoes for the fresh market, agrees with that assessment.

He pointed out that Idaho potato acres have stayed pretty constant over the past decade – in the 300,000 to 320,000
range.

There is a lot of competition price-wise from other crops right now and soaring input costs will make decision-making
difficult for the 2022 growing season, he said.

But, he added, “I don’t see a big increase in (potato) acres and I don’t see a big decrease.”
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