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Organic Russet Marketing Challenges

Keith Esplin
Potato Growers of Idaho

While the sale of most organic foods continues
to grow rapidly, potato growers 7 especially
growers of russet potatoesi face special
challenges.

Growers in Eastern Idaho report that only about
40 percent of their organic russet potatoes are
actually sold into organic market channels. A
premium price on 40 percent of the crop is not
enough to cover the extra costs involved with
transition to organic production, inclu ding the
direct economic and management costs.

Why are only 40 percent of russet potatoes sold
as organic?

The answer is size. Currently the main market
for Idaho organic russets is in the consumer
fresh market.
Just as in the
conventional
~consumer
market, the
Size most
used in the
organic
market is the
smaller to
medium
sized
potatoes.
There is little
or no market
for organic
carton

potatoes. Due to logistical challenges most
oversized and off-grade potatoes are not sold to
organic processors. They ae either sold as
organic cattle feed or sold into conventional
dehy processing markets.

While this represents a serious challenge to
profitably marketing organic russet potatoes,
there are a number of things that growers and
the industry can do to ensure that organic
premiums are paid on a higher percentage of
the crop. This is a list of some things to
consider, recognizing that some of these options
bring additional challenges:

o Narrow the in -row spacing to avoid
larger potatoes.

o Avoid Russet Burbank, which produces
more fidehyo quality

o Consider raising red or yellow varieties,
which have a higher level of consumer
packout.

o Overcome the logistical problems of
storing and processing washed process
grade organic potatoes, through
collaboration with organic shippers and
processors.

o Work to develop an organic food service
market to use carton size potatoes.
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Growers and shippers will not continue to go
through all the efforts of producing, certifying,
and marketing organic potatoes if a premium is
available only on 40 percent of the crop.

Serious discussions within the Idaho industry
need to take place to come up with workable
solutions to this challenge. If growers, shippers,
and processors work together and include the
Idaho State Department of Agriculture and
Idaho Potato Commission, solutions can be
developed.

Once these marketing challenges are overcome
growers will have the incentive to develop long-
term organic production plans.

A larger organic base of production will also
encourage frozen and dehy processors to launch
organic lines, confident the raw material supply
i's available. | f this
organic acreage will fall back to only a few
hundred acres and other states will continue to
increase their market share of organic potato
sales. And, as consumers switch to organic
potatoes, good Idaho customers will be lost.
Letds not | et that hap

Organic Potato Fertility and Variety Trial

Amber Moore and Nora Olsen
University of Idaho

One of the greatest chdlenges for Idaho organic
potato growers is finding sources of plant
available nitrogen (N). Dairy manure is by far
the most accessible nutrient source in Idaho,
and is commonly used by organic growers in its
composted form.

In 2008, Amber Moore and Nora Olsen of the
University of Idaho evaluated dairy manure
applications and other nutrient management
methods used by established organic potato
growers in southern Idaho.

Fresh dairy manure (2.7 %N) and composted
dairy manure (0.8 %N) were spring-applied to
Russet Burbanks at rates of 50 and 1@ Ib
N/acre (2 and 4 ton manure/acre; 3 and 6 ton
compost/acre) following alfalfa on a 1-acre
section of land in Kimberly, Idaho, entering the
third year of transition to organic production.

Selectedplots also received Agrolizer 6-2-0, an
enzymatically digested fish emulsion, at a rate
of 10 Ib N/acre per application for three
application events over the growing season. The
fish emulsion was selected as a potential source
of in-season N to support tuber initiation and
bulking.
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Additions of manure, compost, and fish
emulsion had no significant impact on tuber
yield, grade, size, quality, or petiole nitrate
concentrations, suggesting that the nutrient
sources and rates used in the study did not
provid e enough plant available nitrogen in the
soil to improve tuber growth.

Average yield over all treatments was 276
cwt/acre, much lower than the 400 -500
cwt/acre tuber yields that are typically seen at
this location for conventional potatoes.

Tuber quality was also compromised for the
organic potatoes, with an average of 27% of
tubers harvested falling into the U.S. #2
category.

While modest applications of dairy compost and
fish emulsion may provide enough nutrients for
Russet Burbanks grown on established organic
fields that have had several years to build up
nutrient reserves in the soil, growers who are
transitioning from conventional to organic will
need to work with larger quantities of materials
rich in nitrogen to strengthen yield and quality
potential of the crop while continuing to build
nutrient reserves with compost applications and
alfalfa crop rotations.
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from ethanol production), Chilean nitrate, and
fresh manure applied at twice the rate that was
used in 2008. These 2009 trials are part of a
systems approach evaluating organic potato
production on a certified 11-acre field at the
Kimberly R&E Center.
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Variety Trial
Not only is it a challenge to supply adequate
nitrogen, but identifying varieties best suited for
an organic production system can also be a
challenge depending upon the final market end-

To address use of the crop, desired yield potential and size

nitrogen profile, and growing location.

deficiencies

discovered in In order to evaluate and compare how different

2008, this varieties respond under

year Olsen organic potato system in south-central Idaho,

and Moore the following varieties were planted in 2008:

fertilized 0Defender 6, OAl turasod, O

Russet Norkotah 86, 6Yukon Gold
& Burbanks Norl and6. oDefendero6 and
.~ with dried to see if acceptable processing quality under

distillers these organic conditions was achieved.

grains (an

organically Organic production methods were followed. The

approved potatoes were planted after alfalfa and a 6

ton/acre application of compost.
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The rate of emergence varied greatly between Overall yields were relatively low for this area of
varieties with o6Defender 8,dathMor kad tt ehhodu gahn dd DéeD aernkd e
Red Norlandé exhibiting réaAditdireamedr yeneded,edasover 2
compared t o ON®G koddbhkon Golardgamidc conditions where
O0Al turasdéd. O6Yukon Gol dé waNo re-dthraghimell Wegsll d wstsot ha
emerge. Processing qualitoyAlftour abd
harvested tubers were considered acceptable.
Some varietiesd growth appeared retarded due

to the inadequate fertility under the organic Three additional varieties have been added to
system and prematurely died earlier in the the2009t r i al (6Yukon Gemb,
season, compromising yield and quality. 3dnd ORusset Burbank6-) a

80 was omitted.
6Defender6é6 and 6Alturasé had green and vigorous

vines near the end of the growing season The 2009 trial also includes a study utiliz ing
indicating that these two varieties would be ORusset Bu toreindedorgaicot s
appropriate for an organic system with the methods and products to control early blight
potential of lower fertility conditions. disease development in season.

The Kimberly Potato Storage Research Facility
will continue to investigate varieties and
associated programs to store organic potabes
by minimizing sprout and disease development
while maintaining desired quality for
consumers.
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Organic Potato Pest Management Plan

Jennifer Miller
Northwest Coalition for Alternatives to Pesticides

A pest management strategic plan fa organic
potato production in the West is now available
online through the Western Integrated Pest
Management Center.

Led by Ronda Hirnyck of University of Idaho
Extension and Jennifer Miller of the Northwest
Coalition for Alternatives to Pesticides, th e plan
takes a pestby-pest approach to identifying
current management practices and summarizes
the research, regulatory, and education needs of 4
the regionbds organic potat og"

Workgroup members from California, Colorado,
Idaho, Oregon, and Washington described how
they manage insects,nematodes, diseases,
weeds, and vertebrate pests in an organic potato
cropping system. They also identified their

research, regulatory action, and educational sprout control, improved storage dormancy,
programming needs and voted on the highest evaluation of biological control agents, and
priority items. conservation of natural enemies.

Participants placed a priority on research into The pest management pln for organic potatoes
long-term organic soil management, organic is available atwww.ipmcenters.org/pmsp .

Most Critical Research Needs

1. Research thé@mpact of longterm organic soil management on
pests and soil healtland how that management helps plants
resist pests.

2. Researclorganic sprout control in storageand discovepotato
varieties that have longer dormancip further prevent
sprouting in storage.

3. Scientificallyevaluate all biological control agents.

4. Determine how best t@onserve natural enemies an organic
potato crgping system.

5. Dedicatelong-term organic research sites



http://www.ipmcenters.org/pmsp
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Organic Potato Buyer Survey

Gina Greenway
University of Idaho

In 2007, phone interviews with organic potato
buyers in California, ldaho, Oregon, and
Washington were conducted to identify the
most desirable attributes of an organic potato.

One year later, the same 23 buyers were
contacted to evaluated changes in the
marketplace. Of the 23 original survey
participants, two were no longer carrying
organic potatoes. Ofthe remaining 21 buyers
still carrying organic potatoes, 14 participated in
the second round of surveys.

Organic Potato Demand
In 2007, 20 of 23 buyers thought that organic
potato demand was increasing

In 2008, 10 of the 14 buyers thought that
demand was increasing, 2 thought demand
remained steady, and 2 thought demand was
not increasing.

Potato Type Preference s

In 2007, the strongest preferencewas for
russets, followed by reds, then yellows Buyers
alsoreported a small market for fingerlings,
purples, and other specialty organic potatoes.

In 2008, the majority of buyers still preferred
russet potatoes; however, reds and Yukons did
not lag far behind with equal preference among
buyers following a russet.

Size Preferences
In 2007, buyers reported a strong preference for
medium sized organic potatoes.

In 2008, buyers still preferred a medium 6 to 9
ounce potato.

Appearance and Quality Matters

In 2007, 52% of buyers noted that they were
more tolerant to appearance flaws in organic
potatoes, such as blemishes or discoloration.

In 2008, half of the buyers expressed leniency
towards appearance flaws.

Buyers noted that it is becoming increasingly
difficult to relax appearance standards because
buyers haveexpectations that they can place an
organic potato next to a conventional one and
have them look very similar.




