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Executive Summary 

Drivers for the potato industry include harvest delays, elevated prices for open potatoes and rising input costs. 

• The 2022-23 Northwest crop will be smaller than 2021-22 but has significant quality improvements. 

Potatoes were three to four weeks behind normal development and where possible, harvest was delayed 

so potatoes could grow larger. 

• Processors were experiencing potato shortages and needed the new crop to continue operating their 

plants, growers able to harvest early were awarded with higher open prices. 

• Contracted growers’ profits were negatively impacted by lower yields and quality concerns.  

 

Northwest FCS’ 12-month profitability outlook suggests slightly profitable 

returns for contracted potatoes and profitable returns for uncontracted 

potatoes. For contracted growers, profits were negatively impacted by lower-

than-normal yields and higher bruising. Uncontracted growers were able to 

offset production and quality challenges with high open market pricing and a 

solid price floor as processors were actively buying open market products.

Northwest Situation 

The combination of a smaller 2021-22 crop and late plantings for the 2022-23 crop culminated in a gap for 

processors who did not have enough potatoes to operate fry plants. In a normal year, there is a small, but 

manageable window where processors use the remaining crop in storage and transition to the new crop without 

disruptions. For 2022, potato harvest was delayed three to four weeks due to the late planting start. Harvest 

delays combined with the short 2021 crop, down 29 million tons (6.7%) from the five-year average, meant 

processors lacked the necessary potatoes in storage to last until the start of harvest for the new crop.  

To minimize the time factories were offline, open potato growers were given substantial monetary incentives to 

harvest potatoes early. Weighted average prices for fresh russet table potatoes in Idaho and the Columbia Basin 

were more than double prices at the same time in 2021. Grower returns on Sept. 14, 2022 in Idaho were $25.36 

per cwt, up 76.1% year over year. Similarly in the Columbia Basin, returns were up 82.4% to $22.85 per cwt. Fresh 

growers offset production and quality challenges (smaller size profiles and more bruising) with high open market 

prices. 

 

12-Month Profitability Outlook 
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While early harvest has benefitted processors by filling their processing lines and awards fresh growers with 

higher prices, it makes a short crop, shorter. Early harvest is a near term solution, but if overused, could create 

long term cyclical potato production challenges. Ideally, the Northwest potato crop is large enough for potatoes in 

storage to sustain processor demand until harvest for the new crop begins.    

For many contract potato growers, profits will be negatively impacted by lower-than-normal yields and higher 

bruising this year. Contract growers negotiated prices in the fall of 2021. While most contracts increased by 20%, 

prices weren’t enough to overcome rising production expenses. Contract growers’ profits will take a hit from the 

lackluster 2022-23 crop coupled with high input costs.  

In Idaho, early test digs showed small size profiles, and some producers with flexibility decided to delay harvest so 

potatoes could grow larger. Idaho’s 2022-23 crop experienced headwinds of 25,000 fewer planted acres coupled 

with yield reductions. In the Columbia Basin, prolonged record heat impacted potato yields and quality. Higher 

rates of bruising with the 2022-23 crop will cause storage issues and more potato wastage is expected.   

The cost to produce an acre of potatoes has soared with costs unlikely to improve in 2023. For contract growers in 

Idaho, production costs ranged from $2,200 to $2,400 per acre in 2020. The price of nearly every input has surged, 

causing production costs to range between $3,500 to $4,000 per acre in 2022. Volatility in expenses and inflation 

have made it harder to estimate rising breakeven prices.   

European Production 

Drought and excessive heat in Europe have decimated the 2022-23 crop. In northwestern Europe (Belgium, the 

Netherlands, France, and Germany), yields declined by 12.1% year over year leaving growers unable to fulfill their 

contract obligations. Greater quality issues are expected to cause higher incidents of weight loss and wastage for 

potatoes in storage. Northwestern Europe is a major potato exporter, exporting 47.5% of raw potatoes and 52.4% 

of prepared/preserved potatoes in 2021. The short potato crop will impact global potato and French fry exports.  

European growers face the same challenges as U.S. producers. Profit margins for potatoes are tight and contract 

prices are not keeping pace with rising production costs. Concerned about income, many European producers may 

consider planting alternative crops next year.   

Trade 

Total potato imports increased 11.7% from September 2021 through July 2022 compared to the same period a 

year ago. Stronger imports were led by impressive fresh and chilled volume, which were up 20.6% year over year. 

To continue operating during local raw potato shortages, processors imported more fresh and chilled potatoes.  

Canada is the largest importer of United States’ seed potatoes, accounting for more than 99% of imports. Blight 

concerns shut down trade between the U.S. and portions of Canada, specifically in some of the largest seed 

production areas. The shutdowns drove reductions in seed potato imports, down 18.5% year over year. 
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Source: Economic Research Service (USDA), Potato Imports/Exports. September 7, 2022. 

Potato Imports by Volume, 2021-22 Market Year (September-July)  
2020-21 (1,000 lbs.) 2021-22 (1,000 lbs.) Change (1,000 lbs.) % Year-Over-Year Change 

Chips 63,992 64,548 556 0.9% 

Dried, flour and meal 17,355 13,125 -4,230 -32.2% 

Flakes and granules 124,756 115,017 -9,739 -7.8% 

Fresh or chilled 858,917 1,035,478 176,561 20.6% 

Frozen, fries 1,991,590 2,261,178 269,588 13.5% 

Frozen, other 387,672 443,535 55,863 14.4% 

Prepared or preserved 69,046 67,129 -1,917 -2.8% 

Seed 160,705 130,926 -29,779 -18.5% 

Starch 298,411 304,574 6,163 2.1% 

Total overall  3,972,444 4,435,510 463,066 11.7% 

 

 

Cold Storage 

U.S. total frozen potatoes will serve as a cushion for domestic demand. Expected losses from the new crop will not 

be fully offset by imports. The increase in U.S. total frozen potatoes in cold storage, up 11% year over year, will 

assist in meeting national demand. Greater reliance on existing potatoes in cold storage will draw down 

inventories.  

Seasonal exports for the 2021-22 market year declined 5.8% compared to the same period the prior year. 

Dried, flour and meal exports had the largest seasonal gain, exporting 26.9% more year over year. Canada, 

South Korea and Japan drove export growth for the dried, flour and meal category. A smaller 2021-22 crop 

created greater competition for new crop fresh potatoes and reduced domestic production of processed 

potato products leading to less export volume.  

 
Potato Exports by Volume, 2021-22 Market Year (September-July) 

  2020-21 (1,000 lbs.) 2021-22 (1,000 lbs.) Change (1,000 lbs.) % Year-over-Year Change 

Chips 102,744 95,155 -7,589 -7.4% 

Dried, flour and meal 21,164 26,867 5,703 26.9% 

Flakes and granules 153,001 124,647 -28,354 -18.5% 

Fresh or chilled 1,080,151 975,499 -104,652 -9.7% 

Frozen, fries 1,816,818 1,780,942 -35,876 -2.0% 

Frozen, other 280,651 234,661 -45,990 -16.4% 

Prepared or preserved 91,783 84,150 -7,633 -8.3% 

Seed 73,737 89,069 15,332 20.8% 

Starch 13,248 12,678 -570 -4.3% 

Total overall  3,633,297 3,423,668 -209,629 -5.8% 
Source: Economic Research Service (USDA), Potato Imports/Exports. September 7, 2022. 

https://data.ers.usda.gov/reports.aspx?programArea=veg&groupName=Vegetables&commodityName=Potatoes&ID=17858#Peae59fb65501411699e2d7e273eff381_2_292
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Frozen Potatoes in Cold Storage 

Commodity 
August 31, 2021 

(1,000 lbs.) 

August 31, 2022 

(1,000 lbs.) 
% Year-over-Year Change 

French fries 

Mountain1 123,213 167,612 26.5%  

Pacific2 435,051 443,815 2.0%  

U.S. total 884,069 988,764 10.6%  
Other frozen potatoes 

Mountain 52,462 58,122 9.7%  

Pacific  52,200 55,706 6.3%  

U.S. total 195,983 225,313 13.0%  
Total frozen potatoes 

Mountain 175,675 225,734 22.2%  

Pacific  487,251 499,521 2.5%  

U.S. total  1,080,052 1,214,077 11.0%  
1Mountain = Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, Nevada, Utah, Colorado, Arizona, New Mexico.  
2Pacific = Washington, Oregon, California. Source: USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service, Cold Storage. September 22, 2022. 

Share your feedback! Click Here to complete a two-minute survey about this Market Snapshot resource. 

 

Additional Information 

Northwest FCS Business Management Center 
www.northwestfcs.com/Resources/Industry-Insights 

North American Potato Market News 
www.napmn.com 

USDA Agricultural Marketing Service 
www.ams.usda.gov  

USDA National Potato and Onion Report 
www.ams.usda.gov/mnreports/fvdidnop.pdf 

Learn More 

For more information or to share your thoughts and opinions, contact the Business Management Center at 

866.552.9193 or bmc@northwestfcs.com.  

To receive email notifications about Northwest and global agricultural and economic perspectives, trends, 

programs, events, webinars and articles, visit www.northwestfcs.com/subscribe or contact the Business 

Management Center. 
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