Estimated Bison Damage to Delta Agricultural Fields – 2010
Charles Knight
In the fall of 2010, I used aerial photos taken by Steve DuBois to indicate where bison damage was occurring in farmers’ fields.  I also visited the fields three times in August and twice in September and assessed damage by estimating yields and percent loss in damaged areas.  I interviewed several farmers and offered an on-line survey to gather additional information on bison damage.  Bison damage in 2010 was slightly higher than 2009.  The 2010 harvest season was later in the Delta area than in 2009 due to rain which delayed harvest.  The potato seed crop was also valued higher in 2010, taking into account the potential China seed potato market.  I have summarized bison damage by type and amount.
Types of damage:

Grain down = barley, oat, or canola fields that had been trampled, wallowed, or eaten.  Values were determined by field areas and percent losses estimated within each field.
Extra grain desiccation & drying costs =  In an attempt to minimize bison damage to their crops, Delta farmers often harvest their grain earlier and at a higher grain moisture level than they would have if the bison threat were not present.  In 2010, some grain was sprayed with a crop desiccant to facilitate an early harvest.  In most cases, however, harvest time in the Delta area was dictated by the weather conditions rather than the presence of bison.  Thus, additional drying costs were less in 2010 than in 2009.  However, in 2010, some oats were harvested at moisture levels as high as 33% to avoid further bison damage.  Additional costs of grain drying and crop desiccation were estimated following interviews with the farmers affected.
Grass, Hay and Straw = Hay fields along the Sawmill Creek and Gerstle River corridors get quite a bit of bison damage each year.  Bison roll and graze in the uncut fields, eat and manure in the cut hay that is drying in the windrows, and ram their horns into the big round bales and rip up the wrapping materials and eat holes in them reducing the quality, storage, and ultimately the value.  They also get into stacks of baled hay or straw and break open bales that are being stored.  Farmers occasionally don’t get their straw all baled in the fall and wait until spring to bale it.  Bison eating, bedding down, and spreading manure on the straw during the fall and winter reduces quantity and quality.  All of these losses have been lumped together in this category.
Potato Damage = a developing market in the area affected by bison is for virus-free seed potatoes.  A large company in China is soliciting seed potato producers in Alaska to grow virus-free seed for export to China.  Over 100 tons of potato seed from the 2010 crop in Delta area is being shipped to China this year.  If this market develops as planned, as much as 50,000 acres of land in Alaska could be used for potato seed production in the near future.  Bison running through potato fields step on and crack some tubers, and kick soil off others making them more susceptible to diseases and damage from the elements.  A small amount of physical damage can cause considerable reduction in the value of the crop.  When stored, a few damaged potatoes can affect all the potatoes in the storage shed.  Damaged potatoes must be dehydrated or they will cause the whole pile to rot.  To dehydrate a small percentage of damaged potatoes, the entire storage unit must be kept warmer with dry air circulating through the pile to get rid of excess moisture.  This results in weight loss in all tubers, not just the damaged ones.  The dehydration will also contribute to a higher grade-out (flabby tubers) when sorting for marketable tubers.  There is also concern that animals running through a field can break potato vines and possibly spread potato diseases from plant to plant.
Fence Damage = bison usually respect fences unless they are being pursued or are really attracted to a crop behind the fence.  I had two reports of bison going through fences in 2010 causing more labor than actual materials damage.
Missed Opportunities = many farmers would like to plant higher cash-value crops than hay or barley, such as potatoes, oats, canola, field peas, wheat, or later maturing, higher yielding varieties of barley.  However, most of these crops are highly attractive to bison or easily damaged by bison, and the farmers feel that they would be foolish to plant such crops as they would almost certainly be damaged by bison.  Several farmers mentioned that these missed opportunities were the source of their greatest losses, however, it is impossible to place a value on something never ventured.

2010 Estimated Cost of Bison Damage:
Grain down (barley, oats & canola)
$58,238
Extra grain desiccation and drying costs
$10,650
Grass, grass hay, barley and oat straw
$38,065
Potato damage
$48,000

Fence damage (labor and materials)
$  3,000
Missed opportunities
$         ?

Total
$157,953
