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��������ǅǃǅǅĪ���������scientists 

ZHUH�VKRFNHG�WR�ȴQG�WKDW�DLU�
temperatures in the United 

Kingdom soared above 40°C 

IRU�WKH�ȴUVW�WLPH�LQ�UHFRUGHG�
history. Despite what these 

and similar events may foretell, 

discussing climate change 

remains challenging in many 

parts of the United States. 

Like many states within the 

intermountain region of the 

United States, Idaho is facing 

premature snowmelt and 

annual hydrographs that 

DUH�VXEVWDQWLDOO\�GLHUHQW�
from historical patterns. With 

changes in climate, the region’s 

snowmelt starts earlier in the 

spring than in previous years. 

)XUWKHUPRUH��WKH�SHDN�ȵRZ�
from the annual snowmelt is 

attenuated and stretched out 

over time.

 These changes are 

consequential for water 

availability and water storage 

in Idaho. Earlier snowmelt and 

DWWHQXDWHG�ȵRZ�PHDQV�OHVV�
water is readily available for 

use in mid- to late summer—

the exact time that agricultural 

needs for water peak in the 

region. The Idaho Water 

Resources Research Institute 

and the University of Idaho 

McClure Center for Public Policy 

Research framed these issues in terms of economic 

impact to reach a broad spectrum of stakeholders.

�*���+*+)%���!./,!�0%2!
With that intention in mind, the University of Idaho’s 

McClure Center spent over two years convening 

and leading the Idaho Climate-Economy Impacts 

Assessment. The assessment is a nonpartisan, science-

based resource to help Idaho business leaders, policy 

makers, and residents plan for a productive, prosperous, 

and resilient Idaho economy. The impetus for the 

assessment emerged from a two-day summit in late 

Changes in climate mean earlier snowmelt and more frequent and intense droughts, which pose 

challenges for Idaho’s economy. Source: Idaho Climate-Economy Impacts Assessment.

� �$+ų/���+*+)%���(%)�0!��$�*#!��//!//)!*0

Megan L. Foster and Alan S. Kolok

mailto:https://www.uidaho.edu/president/direct-reports/mcclure-center/iceia?subject=
mailto:https://www.uidaho.edu/president/direct-reports/mcclure-center/iceia?subject=


32  |  VOLUME 24  •  NUMBER 5  Water Resources IMPACT 

2017 that brought together over 500 participants across 

Idaho. These included community members, scientists, 

and local, state, federal, and tribal governments, as 

ZHOO�DV�UHSUHVHQWDWLYHV�IURP�WKH�QRQSURȴW��EXVLQHVV��
and industry sectors. This summit, “Safeguarding 

ΖGDKRȇV�(FRQRP\�LQ�D�&KDQJLQJ�&OLPDWH�ȋ�ZDV�WKH�ȴUVW�
statewide conversation on climate change. Framing 

this conversation from an economic perspective 

was essential to reach a diverse audience, as Idaho’s 

economy depends heavily on natural resources. 

Small farms, large agribusiness, hydropower, forest 

products, and recreation and tourism all require 

abundant water and healthy land, which are at risk from 

impacts associated with climate change. While Idahoans 

wanted to know about economic risks and opportunities, 

ΖGDKR�VSHFLȴF�GDWD�ZHUH�OLPLWHG��6XPPLW�SDUWLFLSDQWV�
LGHQWLȴHG�NH\�DUHDV�RI�IXWXUH�ZRUNȃWKH�ȴUVW�RI�ZKLFK�
was an economic impacts analysis. 

By focusing on the economic nature of this work, 

the McClure Center convened the assessment with the 

support and involvement of many organizations. An 

executive committee of leaders from Idaho business, 

QRQSURȴW��DQG�KLJKHU�HGXFDWLRQ�LQVWLWXWLRQV�RYHUVDZ�
the Idaho Climate-Economy Impacts Assessment. The 

assessment was also supported by advisory board of 

OHDGHUV�IURP�DFURVV�EXVLQHVV��LQGXVWU\��QRQSURȴWV��DQG�
communities. By including representatives from local, 

state, federal, and tribal governments, the McClure 

&HQWHU�HQVXUHG�WKDW�WKH�DVVHVVPHQW�EHQHȴWHG�IURP�
diverse perspectives and was broadly relevant, engaging, 

and actionable. In addition, scientists and engineers 

IURP�ΖGDKR�XQLYHUVLWLHV��FROOHJHV��EXVLQHVVHV��QRQSURȴWV��
and tribal and other governments collaborated in 

WKH�UHVHDUFK�HRUW��6XEMHFW�PDWWHU�H[SHUWV�SURYLGHG�
technical feedback on all sections of the assessment 

in a manner consistent with an academic peer review 

process. The assessment was funded by business, 

QRQSURȴW��DQG�JRYHUQPHQW�LQYHVWPHQWV��DV�ZHOO�DV�LQ�
kind contributions from Idaho universities and other 

organizations. 
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The assessment includes an economic analysis of the 

agriculture, energy, health, infrastructure, land (forest 

and range), and recreation and tourism sectors. Analyses 

connect the latest science on Idaho’s changing climate 

with economic risks and opportunities for innovation and 

economic development. The assessment also features 

GDWD�RQ�FOLPDWH��ZDWHU��DQG�ZLOGȴUH�VPRNH��D�VXPPDU\�
of economic opportunities; and a list of resources 

DQG�UHIHUHQFHV��7KH�DVVHVVPHQWȇV�ȴQGLQJV�DUH�ZLGHO\�
accessible: all materials—technical documents, as well 

as one-page non-technical summaries—can be found 

online.  

Upon completion of the assessment in December 

2021, the McClure Center issued a press release to share 

WKH�ȴQGLQJV��ΖQ�DGGLWLRQ��LW�SURYLGHG�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�
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resources to advisory board 

members to support their 

ORFDO�RXWUHDFK�HRUWV��
Through a variety of invited 

speaking engagements 

and media interviews, the 

assessment has reached 

broad audiences from 

advocacy groups to public 

decision-makers. The 

assessment has been 

lauded for providing a 

shared language, as well 

as a basis for conversations and planning around 

climate-related economic impacts expected in Idaho. The 

impacts of climate change on water resources do not 

UHVSHFW�SROLWLFDO�ERXQGDULHV��ΖW�LV��WKHUHIRUH��EHQHȴFLDO�
to develop a shared understanding and common 

vocabulary for assessing anticipated changes, impacts, 

and risks. Doing so can serve as a basis for conversation 

among broader water stakeholders in the Intermountain 

West. 

This approach can be used well beyond Idaho and 

the Intermountain West. To that end, the McClure 

Center has made presentations on the construction of 

an assessment to broader audiences at the national 

OHYHO��$VVHVVLQJ�FOLPDWH�LPSDFWV�FDQ�EHQHȴW�IURP�

thoughtful planning and 

broad engagement. The 

0F&OXUH�&HQWHUȇV�HRUWVȃ
developing a nonpartisan 

assessment with support 

from an advisory board 

built around common 

interest in the economic 

health of the state—

provides a template for 

other states and regions 

to address impacts from 

climate change in ways 

that meet the needs of impacted communities.  !

Megan L. Foster (meganfoster@uidaho.edu) is program 

director and research scientist at the McClure Center for 

Public Policy Research at the University of Idaho. She is a 

multi-method geographer with primary research interests 

in environmental policy and collaborative governance.  

Alan S. Kolok (akolok@uidaho.edu) is director emeritus 

of the Idaho Water Resources Research Institute. He is an 

environmental toxicologist and author of the book Modern 
3RLVRQV��$�%ULHI�ΔQWURGXFWLRQ�WR�&RQWHPSRUDU\�7R[LFRORJ\. 

Like many states within the 
intermountain region of the United 

States, Idaho is facing earlier 
snowmelt and annual hydrographs 
that are substantially different from 

historical patterns. 
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