
Idaho at a Glance: 
CLIMATE OVERVIEW
Idaho’s economy depends on its natural resources. From small farms to diverse 
agribusinesses, high-tech to hydropower, forests to forest products, and recreation 
technology to tourism, key economic drivers require clean water and healthy land. The 
changing climate is affecting Idaho’s natural resources, posing risks and opportunities for 
Idaho businesses and communities. This Idaho at a Glance focuses on wildfire frequency, 
water availability, and human health – all of which impact Idaho’s economy.

Wildfire
Wildfire, climate, and precipitation are connected. 
Earlier spring snowmelt coupled with warmer 
summer temperatures results in drier vegetation 
and a longer period of fire potential in forests of the 
Northern Rockies. Earlier drought conditions also 
slow forest growthi. Fire also leads to significant 
property damage, including loss of historical 
buildings and monuments. Increases in the fire 
season length could have major consequences for 
the wood and paper industry, which contributes 
$1.3B to Idaho's gross domestic productii. 

The Western U.S. wildfire season increased from 5 months 
in the 1970s to 7 months todayiii. 

Since 1986, longer, warmer summers in the Western U.S. have 
resulted in 4X as many major wildfires and 6X as much 
area of forest burned, compared to 1970-1986. The 
average timespan of large fires has increased from 7.5 to 
37.1 days.iv

Warming 
since the 
1970s 
has been 
responsible for 
about half the 
increased 
dryness in 
Western U.S. 
forests.

The drier 
it was, the 
more 
forest 
burned. 

The number of  
acres burned in the 
Western U.S. doubled 
between 1984 and 
2015, adding an extra 
10M acres of charred 
trees and an additional 
10M acres of fire 
activity, equivalent to 
1/5 of the state of 
Idahov. 

A changing climate can facilitate invasive species growth. 
Invasive species, such as cheatgrass, increase fuel loads 
in grassland ecosystems and contribute to fire frequency. 

Drought heightened by warming temperatures weakens trees 
and increases susceptibility to bark beetle attacks. 

SOURCE: National Interagency Fire Center
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Water availability: At most locations across Idaho, 
substantial declines in spring snow water 
equivalent have occurred over the past 50 years. The 
largest losses occurred below 3000 feet, consistent with 
temperature increases during winter and early spring. 
Observations from stream gauges across Idaho show a 
15% decrease in cumulative annual streamflow 
over the last half centuryvi,vii.

Fish habitat: In the Boise River, 10-20% of bull 
trout stream habitat was lost between 1993 
and 2006, with increasing water temperatures 
impacting adult spawning and juvenile rearing. Stream 
temperatures increase in recently burned 
watersheds, further limiting habitatviii. 

Outdoor recreation in Idaho: Supports 37,000 jobs, 
generates $154M in annual state tax revenue, and 
produces $2.2B annually in retail sales and services, 
accounting for more than 5% of gross state producti. 
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Air quality and human health intersect: Allergies and asthma 
increase with decreased air quality. Elderly and children are most at 
risk in conditions of extreme heatix. 

Disease and climate intersect: West Nile Virus (WNV) is a vector-
borne disease present in the Pacific Northwest (Idaho, Oregon, and 
Washington). During the last 10 years, Pacific Northwest cases peaked 
in 2006, with 1068 confirmed cases. Of these, 996 were in Idaho, 
which led the U.S. Increased temperatures are correlated with 
greater WNV distributionx.  

Tribal Nations: A changing climate threatens Native Peoples’ 
access to traditional foods, such as fish, game, and wild and 
cultivated crops. These provide sustenance, and cultural, economic, 
medicinal, and community health for generationsxi. 

The University of Idaho's James A. and Louise McClure Center for Public 
Policy Research was founded in 2007. The Center’s approach to addressing 
society’s complex issues sustains Senator McClure’s legacy of thoughtfully 
pursuing bipartisan collaborations and sound public policy. View the full 
series of Idaho at a Glance at uidaho.edu/IdahoataGlance

Water
Climate impacts water availability 
and water temperature, reflected in 
changing streamflow, spring snow water 
equivalent, and fish habitat. Outdoor 
recreation intersects with water, and is 
an important aspect of Idaho’s economy.

Human Health
Human health is impacted by climate. Increasing 
temperatures lead to more fire, extreme heat, air 
pollution, and heat-related illness, influencing 
workforce productivity, healthcare costs, and 
property damage.

SOURCE: www.airnow.gov and vox.com
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Boise Airport, Days above 100°F
8.7 more days since 1940
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