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More than fifteen years ago, I joined the 
board of Slow Food in the Tetons. An affili-
ate of Slow Food, it was founded by Teton 
Valley’s local food champion Sue Muncas-
ter and worked across both sides of the 
Tetons to promote food that is good, 
clean, and fair. By the time I began my role 
with University of Idaho Extension nearly 
a decade ago, Slow Food in the Tetons had 
transitioned to a Jackson-based nonprofit 
affiliate. Yet the foundation for our region-
al food and agriculture movement was 
already strong. As I approach ten years as 
an Extension educator in Teton Valley, I 
remain inspired by the collective strides 
Teton-area organizations, producers, and 
residents have made to expand awareness 
of and strengthen the health of our re-
gional food landscape. 

In 2017, I helped facilitate the formation 
of the Teton Food and Farm Coalition un-
der the leadership of University of Idaho 
Extension 
(www.tetonfoodfarmcoalition.org). Its 
roots trace back to grassroots gatherings 

in 2016, when chefs, farmers, and com-
munity members explored farm-to-table 
events and a local food directory. What 
began as a focused effort evolved into a 
broader initiative coordinating food sys-
tem work on both sides of Teton Pass—
our shared foodshed. 
 
As a coalition of farmers, ranchers, small 
businesses, nonprofits, and engaged citi-
zens, we understand that meaningful 
change requires shared effort. No single 
organization can address the complexity 
of today’s food system alone. By working 
together, we learn and strengthen region-
al partnerships and connect with similar 
coalitions across Idaho, Wyoming, and 
beyond. 
 
Recently, a small group gathered to reflect 
on the coalition’s direction. We refined 
our mission and vision while reaffirming 
our core purpose: building connection, 
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communication, and collaboration. Future 
meetings will focus on pressing regional 
issues, including our upcoming March 25th 
meeting that will focus on farmland 
preservation—an urgent concern in a re-
gion where rising land prices and develop-
ment threaten agricultural viability. 

 
Our discussions also emphasized that our 
work extends beyond the idea of “local 
food,” which often focuses solely on geog-
raphy. We embrace a broader vision of a 
community-based food system—one 
grounded in relationships that support the 
social, economic, and environmental 
health of a place. A community food sys-

tem includes the entire network of farm-
ers, ranchers, farm workers, distributors, 
retailers, chefs, food banks, and consum-
ers who move food from field to fork. 
 
Our rural, geographically isolated food-
shed presents distinct challenges. Con-
sumer demand for healthy, sustainably 
produced food is strong. However, high 
land costs, limited infrastructure, and 
short growing seasons constrain produc-
tion and distribution. Economic disparity 
adds further complexity. The Tetons have 
one of the highest income gaps in the na-
tion. While some residents can afford pre-
mium-priced products, many struggle to 
access nutritious, high-quality food. Begin-
ning farmers also face significant barriers, 
particularly in securing affordable land. 
 
These regional challenges mirror national 
trends. Over the past half-century, the U.S. 
food system has shifted toward large-
scale, specialized, and consolidated pro-
duction. Policies have favored high-volume 
commodity crops and processed foods. 
Although this model has increased effi-
ciency and expanded variety, it has also 
contributed to environmental degrada-
tion, diet-related disease, and the decline 
of diversified family farms. The COVID-19  

 
pandemic exposed vulnerabilities in con-
solidated supply chains, underscoring the 
need for stronger regional resilience. 
At the same time, farmers face growing 
uncertainty from extreme weather—
drought, wildfire, flooding, and soil degra-
dation—all of which threaten agricultural 
productivity and public health. Strength-
ening our regional community food system 
is not simply about preference; it is about 
resilience. Through collaboration, thought-
ful engagement, and sustained community 
commitment, we can cultivate a Teton 
food system that nourishes both its people 
and place for generations to come.  
 

(Continued from page 1) 

2026 pre Spring Equinox meeting on Thursday, March 19th  
7-8pm MT online via Zoom. 

 

Mark your calendars! 
 
When: Mar 19, 2026 07:00 PM Moun-
tain Time (US and Canada), via Zoom 

 

Register in advance for this meeting: 

https://uidaho.zoom.us/meeting/register/Lyoj2oz3SjKe9CvSqn_ihw  

 

After registering, you will receive a confirmation email containing infor-
mation about joining the meeting. 

Agenda: Discuss springtime management and share how your winter 
went.  
Check your bees now to see if they are alive, consider feeding them and 
treating them for mites. Order bees now if you need them. 

https://uidaho.zoom.us/meeting/register/Lyoj2oz3SjKe9CvSqn_ihw
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REXBURG, ID — If you’ve lived in Eastern 

Idaho for more than a season, you know the 

drill: don't trust a warm Spring, but a warm 

winter?. As of early 2026, we are officially 

living through one of the warmest meteoro-

logical winters in recorded history. While it’s 

warm enough to dust off the garden trowels 

and start gardening, historical data reveals a 

sobering truth: a warm winter does not 

mean an early spring.  

Key Observations  

• The 2026 "Snow Drought": As of Febru-

ary 2026, East Idaho is experiencing a 

significant "Snow Drought." While total 

precipitation (the amount of water fall-

ing from the sky) is actually above aver-

age at over 4 inches, the snowfall is 

nearly 50% below normal. A huge por-

tion of this winter's moisture fell as rain 

or mixed slush.  

• The 2003 Anomaly: The winter of 2002–

2003 remains the "brownest" winter in 

at least Rexburg’s modern memory. 

With only 11.7 inches of snow for the 

entire three-month peak, the ground 

was bare for long stretches, which is 

highly unusual for the Madison County 

area.  

• Liquid vs. Snow: In a "normal" winter, 1 

inch of liquid precipitation usually equals 

about 12–15 inches of snow. In these 

warm years, that ratio drops significant-

ly. In the current 2026 season, 1 inch of 

liquid is producing only about 5 inches of 

snow, confirming the "warm and wet" 

nature of the season.  

What does this mean for the Sum-

mer?  

Historically, these warm/dry winters in Idaho 

lead to a higher risk of early-season wildfires 

and lower reservoir levels. Even though the 

2026 liquid precipitation is decent, the lack 

of a "frozen" snowpack means the water 

runs off into the Snake River too early in the 

spring rather than melting slowly through 

June.  

For fruit growers and gardeners from 

Rexburg to American Falls, the current 

"record warmth" actually creates a danger-

ous scenario. Our plants are at risk of break-

ing dormancy early, leaving tender buds and 

sap-filled branches vulnerable to the inevita-

ble frost that always comes for us. A warm 

winter does not prevent a "polar plunge" in 

May.  

As we look across the Snake River Plain from 

Rexburg toward Idaho Falls, Pocatello, and 

American Falls, we see a consistent spike in 

temperature. These cities share a similar 

climate profile, but there are distinct differ-

ences—Pocatello and American Falls general-

ly sit at lower elevations and enjoy slightly 

longer growing seasons than the Rexburg 

bench.  

City-by-City Historical Analysis  

To assess the risk, I examined the five warm-

est winters on record (from December 1 to 

the end of February) in our region. Even dur-

ing the years with the highest average winter 

temperatures, the Last Spring Frost date still 

occurred later than one might expect. Below 

is the climate data for the five warmest win-

ters and the subsequent spring and fall frost 

patterns for these cities.  

Rexburg (The High-Bench Iceberg? Not this 

year)- ~4,860 ft  

2025–2026 Record: This ongoing season is 

breaking records, with December 2025 being 

the warmest in 85 years. Meteorological re-

ports indicate that December 2025 was the 

hottest recorded since 1939, with tempera-

tures in Rexburg reaching as high as 53°F on 

Christmas Day. Local weather services have 

officially designated this winter as the warm-

est since 1934, and it is likely to finish as the 

warmest on record.  

Idaho Falls (The Wind-Swept Plain) (Elev. 

~4,700 ft)  

Idaho Falls closely mirrors Rexburg but is 

often few degrees warmer due to its slightly 

lower elevation and urban heat island effect. 

Deviation Note: Idaho Falls had a significantly 

wetter 1953 winter than Rexburg, recording 

(Continued on page 4) 

The "False Spring" Trap:  Why East Idaho’s Record Warm Winter Is a Gardener’s Warning  

Authored by Jared Gibbons, Extension Educator, Madison County 
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nearly 4 inches of liquid precipitation, much 

of which fell as rain. 

Pocatello (The "Banana Belt") Pocatello 

(Elev. ~4,460 ft)  

Pocatello is consistently the "banana belt" of 

this group. Its lower elevation and protection 

by the Portneuf Range often result in the last 

spring frost happening much earlier. 

American Falls (The Reservoir Moderate) 

(Elev. ~4,400 ft)  

American Falls is heavily influenced by the 

reservoir, which can act as a thermal heat 

sink, slightly moderating extreme cold.  

Deviation Note: Unlike the other cities, 

American Falls saw 2014–2015 break into its 

top 5 warmest list, replacing 2003. This sug-

gests that the southern part of the plain 

stayed milder in the mid-2010s compared to 

the northern stations. 

The Summary of the "Big Picture"  

1. The Record Doesn't Change the Date: 

Despite being labeled as "warm," the 

record breaking years of 1934, 1981, and 

2003 experienced later spring frosts than 

our current 25-year average. In Rexburg, 

the winter of 2003 was one of the warm-

est on record, yet the last frost didn't 

occur until May 29th—over a week later 

than average! Even with 2026 being 

"blowout" warm winter, the average last 

frost date across all four cities has only 

budged by about 2 to 3 days over the 

last 25 years. The area's high elevation 

prevents spring from arriving "early" in a 

biological sense.  

2. Fruit Tree Danger: Fruit trees such as 

apples, cherries, and peaches require 

"chill hours" to remain dormant. If a win-

ter is excessively warm, these trees may 

meet their chill requirements early and 

"wake up" during a warm spell in March. 

If the sap begins to flow and buds swell, 

then an April night with temperatures 

dropping to 20 degrees can kill the entire 

year's fruit crop or even split the bark of 

the tree.  

3. Growing Season Irony: It might seem 

logical that a warm winter would lead to 

a longer summer, but in Rexburg and 

Idaho Falls, both 1934 and 2003 actually 

had shorter-thanaverage growing sea-

sons. The warm winter air often gives 

way to erratic cold snaps in spring and 

fall. Among all cities, 1934 remains the 

only year where a warm winter reliably 

transitioned into an extensive growing 

season, particularly benefiting Pocatello. 

This is an oddity-don’t count on it.  

4. 2026 Wetness: The current season is 

proving to be the wettest among all rec-

ord-warm winters. While not all of the 

precipitation is snow, the liquid totals 

are nearly 40% higher than those in the 

warm winters of 1934 and 2003, which is 

good news for soil moisture levels as we 

head into spring.  

Gardener’s Action Plan for 2026  

Understand the Situation  

Breaking Dormancy: Most fruit trees in our 

region (like apples and tart cherries) require a 

specific number of "chill hours" (time spent 

between and ) to break dormancy. In a 

recordwarm winter like 2026, trees reach 

this requirement weeks early.  

The Sap Trap: Once the mean temperature 

stays consistently above freezing, trees begin 

moving nutrients upward. If this is followed 

by a typical East Idaho "Spring 

Plunge" (temperatures dropping back into 

the teens or single digits in March or April), 

the water in the tree's vascular system can 

freeze, causing the bark to split or killing the 

fruit buds entirely.  

The "Pocatello Anomaly": Notice that Poca-

tello is currently averaging above freezing for 

the entire winter. This is extremely rare and 

significantly increases the likelihood of plants 

"thinking" it is already April.  

• Pruning Fruit Trees: Get out and prune 

now! More damage is done when buds 

are swelling and you take them off, that 

means the tree has already mobilized 

nutrients into the buds and that energy 

is now lost after the cut.  

• Mulch Heavily: Keep the soil around 

your perennials and trees insulated. 

Thick mulch helps keep the ground fro-

zen longer, tricking the roots into staying 

dormant even if the air is warm.  

• Don't Cheat the Calendar: Regardless of 

how nice the weather looks in April, the 

"Average Last Frost" dates (May 9 to 

(Continued from page 3) 

(Continued on page 5) 
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May 21) are grounded in decades of 

data. Keep your frost blankets ready.  

In fruit production:  

Chill Hours are the currency of the winter. 

For a tree to produce fruit, it must accumu-

late a specific number of hours between 32° 

and 45° while dormant. If it doesn't get 

enough, it won't bloom; if it gets them too 

early, it "wakes up" and risks being killed by 

a late-spring freeze.  

In this record-warm 2025–2026 winter, the 

"Total Chill" has been accumulated at a 

much faster rate than usual because we 

have spent more time in that "sweet 

spot" (32-45°) and less time in the "deep 

freeze" (below 32°), where chilling actually 

stops.  

What This Means for Your Trees  

Most fruit trees common to East Idaho have 

a chilling requirement of 800 to 1,000 

hours. As you can see from the table, every 

city in the region has already met its full 

requirement for the year.  

• The "Ready to Bloom" State: Your trees 

are now effectively "off the clock." They 

have finished their winter sleep and are 

simply waiting for a string of days 

above 50° to begin pushing sap and 

swelling buds. Which we are starting to 

have.  

• The Vulnerability Window: Usually, we 

don't hit 1,000 chill hours until late Feb-

ruary or March. By hitting it in early 

February, we have extended the 

"vulnerability window"—the time 

where a tree is awake but the weather 

is still lethal—by nearly three weeks. 

Apricot Warning: Apricots are notorious for 

waking up the earliest. Because they only 

need ~700 hours, they have been "ready" 

since mid-January this year. If we get a 

warm week in late February, these trees will 

attempt to bloom, almost certainly leading 

to a total crop loss when the March freezes 

hit.  

Can You Slow It Down?  

To help your trees stay "asleep" as long as 

possible:  

1. Mulch the Base: Apply 4–6 inches of 

wood chips or straw over the root zone 

now. This keeps the ground tempera-

ture lower for longer, delaying the sig-

nal to the roots that spring has arrived.  

2. White Trunk Paint: If you haven't al-

ready, paint the south-facing side of 

young tree trunks with a 50/50 mix of 

white interior latex paint and water. 

This reflects sunlight and keeps the tree 

tissue from heating up on sunny winter 

afternoons.  

 

(Continued from page 4) 
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Season 4 of the Inland Northwest Artisan 

Grains Podcast     Launching Soon! 
  

The goal of the Inland Northwest Artisan 

Grains Podcast is to support the development 

of artisan grains values-based supply chains 

and production of value-added artisan grains 

products in the    Inland Northwest region of 

Idaho,     Washington, Oregon, and Montana. 

Scan QR code for Podcast : 
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Scan QR code to listen: 
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Meet Emma Bauer 
AmeriCorps Service Member 

Emma Bauer is the newest AmeriCorps Volunteer working with 

University of Idaho Extension (UIE) for this winter/spring season. 

She is splitting her time alternating with weeks at UIE and Teton 

Science School (TSS), as a field educator. She recently graduated 

from the University of Washington School of Public Health with a 

Bachelor of Science in Environmental Public Health and a minor in 

Data Science. Emma was born and raised in Seattle Washington, 

and this period working and living in Jackson/Teton Valley, is the 

first time she has spent an extended time outside of the Pacific 

Northwest.  

Though she is new to the Valley, Emma has been trained to apply 

“Placed Based Education”, a driver of Teton Science School. This 

practice utilizes an immersive learning approach where the root of 

learning is led by the teaching of economy, ecology and culture and 

how they are all intertwined to make up a place. These elements 

help guide students to better understand the world around us. Al-

lowing students to understand the scaffolding of systems allows for 

a complex interpretation of why things are the way they are. This 

method of teaching has allowed Emma to understand how this new 

environment has come to be, in all its complexities. Applying this 

type of learning to new places has immensely increased Emma’s 

knowledge about this area and has allowed her to apply this aware-

ness to her work as an educator and her at UIE.  

When learning about Placed Based Education in her training at TSS, 

it reminded her of a concept drilled into her during her college edu-

cation in environmental health. The concept was titled “One 

Health”, and it was a way of approaching public health issues by 

looking at the effect of the health of the environment, animals, and 

humans. Understanding that all these issues are interconnected and 

essentially one.  

At the core of One Health lies the issue of food access, a concept 

Emma has always kept in mind. Food, whether from plants or ani-

mals, serves as an essential link connecting the health of all living 

beings. However, humans have significantly disrupted the natural 

balance between people, the environment, and animals through the 

development of industrial food systems. Ultimately reducing the 

quality of food available to us. Improving access to local, high-

quality food is an essential preventive component of any strong 

health system. It is this concept that Emma hopes to contribute 

through her work at UIE. 

Her work so far has been helping synthesize research done at the 

Teton Valley Farmers market to understand what is bringing people 

to the market. With the goal of increasing the number of people 

gaining access to high quality local foods. Another project she will 

be working on is strengthening an interactive database of local food 

providers in the area. Emma is excited to apply her knowledge of 

one health and place-based education to increase access to high 

quality local foods to all types of people in Teton Valley.  

Emma (third from the left) with her peers graduation University of Washing-

Emma pictured working at a local community health fair,  

Emma pictured working at a local Seattle farmers market. 
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TETON COUNTY 4-H NEWS 

5 Things You Need to Know About AI 
Highlights from Teton County 4-H STEAM Club by Abby Grundler 

At STEAM Club , our 4-H youth explored one of the most talked-
about technologies in the world right now—Artificial Intelligence 
(AI)! From robotics to art to agriculture, AI is becoming part of eve-
ryday life. Here are the five big takeaways our students learned: 

1. AI Is a Tool—Not a Brain 
Artificial Intelligence does not “think” or “feel” like humans. It is a 
computer system trained to recognize patterns and make predic-
tions based on data. AI follows instructions created by people. It 
can be powerful—but it is not alive, and it does not replace human 
creativity, empathy, or judgment. 

2. AI Learns From Data 
AI systems learn by studying large amounts of information. For ex-
ample, an AI trained to recognize animals looks at thousands of 
images to learn patterns. The quality of the data matters—if the 
data is incomplete or biased, the results can be too. Our 4-H youth 
discussed why human oversight is always important. 

3. AI Is Already Around Us 
AI isn’t just robots! We use it every day: 

• Voice assistants 

• Navigation apps 

• Recommendation systems (like music or video sugges-
tions) 

• Smart farming equipment 
 
We talked about how AI is even being used in agriculture to moni-
tor crops, track livestock health, and improve efficiency—
connecting directly to many of our 4-H projects. 

4. AI Requires Responsibility 
With powerful tools come important responsibilities. We discussed: 

• Fact-checking information 

• Protecting personal privacy 

• Using AI ethically in schoolwork 

• Being thoughtful digital citizens 
 
Our youth practiced thinking critically about when and how to use 
AI appropriately. 

5. Humans Are Still in Charge 
The most important lesson: AI does not replace people—it supports 
them. Creativity, leadership, teamwork, and problem-solving are 
human strengths that technology cannot duplicate. In 4-H, we focus 
on building those life skills first. 

Looking Ahead: 2026 State 4-H Ag-
Robotics Competition 
The 2026 State 4-H Ag-Robotics Competition has officially been an-
nounced—and this year’s theme is the Vet-Bot Challenge! 

The Vet-Bot Challenge will roll out in April and will focus on how 
robotics and AI can be used in veterinary science. If you’re curious 
about how robots  can assist with animal health, livestock monitor-
ing, and agricultural innovation, the 2026 Ag-Robotics competition 
is the event for you. 

This competition is an incredible opportunity for youth to: 

• Apply engineering design skills 

• Learn about real-world agricultural technology 

• Explore careers in veterinary science and ag-tech 

• Work as a team to solve hands-on challenges 
 
Competition is open to all 4-H youth 9-13 years old. More details 
will be shared as they become available. If your child is interested in 
participating, please reach out—we would love to build a team! 

 

AI fits perfectly into the 4-H pledge—using our heads to clearer 
thinking and our hands to larger service. As technology continues to 
evolve, our STEAM Club youth are learning not just how it works—
but how to use it wisely. 

— Abby Grundler 

Teton County 4-H STEAM Club Leader 
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EASTERN DISTRICT 4-H NEWS 



 18 

 



 19 

 



 20 

 

STATE 4-H NEWS 
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LEARN EVERYWHERE 
WITH 4-H 

  

Opportunity for high school 
credit. Enrollment opens:  

January 1, 2026 
  

Learn Everywhere with 4-H  

Learn Everywhere in            
Idaho gives students in grades  
7–12 enrolled in public, charter, 
and online public schools the 
opportunity to earn high school 
credit for their 4-H experiences. 

  
Through this program, students 
enroll in an online course and 
combine a 4-H project, such as 
Animal Science or Know Your 
Government, with lessons writ-
ten by University of Idaho Ex-
tension Educators.  
 
Students complete a minimum 
of 60 hours of learning, includ-
ing hands-on project work, a 
record book, a demonstration of 
skills, and an interview, along 
with learning activities that sup-
port college and career readi-
ness.  
 
Upon successful completion, 
participating Idaho schools 
award high school credit, which 
is recorded directly on the stu-

dent’s official transcript. 
 

Interested…. 

Contact the Learn Everywhere with 4-H team or 

your local University of Idaho Extension office (Teton 

County 208-776-8235 ask for Abby) to learn more 

about: 

• earning school credit 

• enrolling in an approved course 

• helping your school to be a participating high school 

Email: learneverywhere@uidaho.edu 

https://www.uidaho.edu/extension/4h/programs/learn-everywhere
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Thank you to all counties with Outbound delegates, we are excited to be sending four 

delegates abroad this summer! Host family applications are open for families inter-

ested in hosting a delegate this summer!  
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CALL TO ACTION: SEEKING 4-H HISTORY STORIES! 

Do you have a story to share?  
Submit for the National 4-H History Preservation newsletter. 

   Editor@4-HHistory.com - 500 words max. 

National 4-H NEWS 
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REGISTRATION  4-H 2025-2026 YEAR 

Now Open 4h.zsuite.org 

AG ENTREPRENERSHIP COURSE 

January  13,-March 10th See flier page 4 

FAIR BOARD MEETING 

March 11th Teton County Courthouse 7 PM 

4-H AG ROBOTICS COMPETITION  

See Page 15 

ABC AFTERSCHOOL VES/DES 

program  March 3, 4, 10 ,11, 17,18, 24, 25 Vic-

tor Elementary and Driggs Elementary 

BEEKEEPING MEETING: Mar 19, 2026 07:00 PM 

Mountain Time (US and Canada), via Zoom 

Register in advance for this meeting: 

https://uidaho.zoom.us/meeting/register/
Lyoj2oz3SjKe9CvSqn_ihw  

 

TETON VALLEY MASTER GARDENER COURSE 

January 29, 2026-September 30, 2026  

TETON FARM AND COALITION MEETING 

March 25, 2026 12am-1 pm     

www.tetonfoodfarmcoalition.org  

IGNITE BY 4-H WASHINGTON DC 

March 25-29 2026  

NATIONAL 4-H DAIRY CONFERENCE 

September 27-30 Madison WI. 

NATIONAL 4-H CONGRESS 

November 27– December 1 Atlanta GA. 

UPCOMING EVENTS 
CONTACT US 

 

UNIVERSITY OF IDAHO EXTENSION, TETON COUNTY  

 

Mailing Address: 

 150 Courthouse Dr. #208. Driggs, ID 83422 

Physical Address:                                                                      

 445 N. Main St., Driggs, ID. 83422 

Phone: 208-776-8235 

Email:   teton@uidaho.edu 

Web: https://www.uidaho.edu/extension/county/teton/4-h 

 

Staff: 

Jennifer Werlin, Extension Educator 

jwelin@uidaho.edu 

 

Tammy Sachse, Extension Assistant 

teton@uidaho.edu 

 

Abby Grundler,  4-H Coordinator 

teton4h@uidaho.edu 

 

 

https://uidaho.zoom.us/meeting/register/Lyoj2oz3SjKe9CvSqn_ihw
https://uidaho.zoom.us/meeting/register/Lyoj2oz3SjKe9CvSqn_ihw

