
 

Meeting Minutes 
December 16, 2025 

 
Hosted in-person at the Fremont County Annex 
Building in St. Anthony, ID and hybrid via Zoom 

 

Attendance 

• 39 in-person 
• 30 via Zoom 

Introductions and Community Building 

Aaron Dalling, co-facilitator from the Henry’s Fork Foundation, welcomed everyone to the hybrid 
meeting. The group went around with introductions and then called for a moment of silence before 
opening for announcements and community building. 

Announcements 

• Rob Van Kirk announced the passing of Ed Clark and reminisced on his contributions to the 
Watershed Council at its founding. 

• Jan Brown reflected on the Silver Lake sedimentation incident, comparing it to a similar event 
at Island Park Reservoir in 1992. Jan also noted that the Watershed Council was chartered 
by the Idaho Legislature in 1994 and, as part of that charter, has a job to coordinate projects 
and bring together local expertise, rather than requiring agencies to spend money on 
consultants. Jan emphasized that Silve Lake event was the result of a failure of Idaho Dept. 
of Parks and Recreation to coordinate and gather scientific and policy contributions. Jan 
noted that Silver Lake is the #1 best nesting habitat for trumpeter swans. Jan appealed to 
legislators and agencies to offer IDPR the opportunity to coordinate.  

• Brandon Hoffner thanked the Eastern Idaho Water Rights Coalition for a productive meeting 
looking at the first year of the groundwater-surface water settlement. Brandon noted that the 
Watershed Council hosted a summer meeting in Rexburg with the EIWRC and that we all 
have a goal to conserve water resources and protect historic uses related to fishing and 
farming. 

• Brian Murdoch noted this was his first meeting. He discussed the need for more surface 
water storage for farmers. Brian mentioned Senator Cook’s involvement in the issue and how 
Senator Cook recognizes the importance of collaboration to avoid conflict. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Keynote Address: Bridging the Governance Gap in a Changing Watershed 
Amy Verbeten, LegacyWorks Group 

In her keynote address, Amy Verbeten reflected on her career and how she often referenced the 2007 
report titled “Bridging the Governance Gap: Strategies to Integrate Water and Land Use Planning.” 
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The themes in this report remain relevant and urgent in 2025 as our region faces growing 
development pressure, shifting hydrology, and uncertainty about the future of water use and 
increasingly complex community expectations. In defining the governance gap, Amy noted that even 
though our communities and our landscape experience water and land as being intimately 
connected together, our land- and water-use decisions are often made separately. 
 
She acknowledged there are human stories beneath the policy landscape. Amy shared a personal 
story about water issues in her Teton Valley neighborhood relative to water share delivery 
infrastructure at the time of subdivision development, lots with established trees and extensive 
lawns, and staying in compliance with new state domestic well exemption laws—and doing so 
affordably. Amy shared about how the governance gap is evident in the work she does with the 
farmers and ranchers who make of the Teton Basin Water Users Association. TBUA struggles with 
irrigating their ground after development of upgradient parcels have altered ditches, dried up spring 
sources, and lost incidental recharge. Amy also shared about the presence of the governance gap for 
city and county planners who, when deciding whether to approve a development proposal, struggle 
to determine if there will be enough water to serve a development into the future and whether 
wastewater from that development can be treated safely. This issue is exacerbated by city and county 
governments that receive an overwhelming number of proposals and are vastly understaffed due to 
regulations on a local government’s ability to fund themselves. Amy acknowledged that these 
planners are making development decisions without the data, knowledge, legal tools, and staff to do 
so effectively and efficiently. 
 
Amy noted that land use planning is handled locally by counties and municipalities—and that these 
systems often don’t interact until far too late, when problems are difficult and costly to solve. The 
2007 report warned that failing to connect these decisions creates consequences that ripple across 
communities, landscapes, and future generations and have significant economic and environmental 
impacts. Amy emphasized that the 2007 report did not place blame, but noted that our systems were 
not built to proactively talk to one another. In looking at the HFWC conference agenda, Amy invited 
the audience to think critically about how we can continue to work together to bridge this systematic 
gap in land use planning and water use decision making. 
 
Amy mentioned how Friends of the Teton River has followed groundwater in the valley for many years. 
Twenty years of sampling tell a clear and consistent story: some of the highest nitrate concentrations 
in domestic wells in Teton Valley are highly correlated with the oldest and most densely developed 
subdivisions in the earliest waves of growth in Teton Valley. Nobody was thinking about how many 
septic systems a single aquifer could handle or what cumulative loading would look like after 30 
years. Amy noted that despite this clarity, acting on this knowledge has been profoundly difficult for 
county leaders. Commissioners turn over with election cycles, yet groundwater trends unfold over 
decades. The science that is involved is expensive, technically complex, spatially variable, and rarely 
aligned with political cycles. The 2007 report talks about how the pace and structure of local land 
use decision making is mismatched with the slower, cumulative long-term dynamics of water 
systems. Real integration requires data, time, appropriate authority, and public support—items local 
governments rarely have all at once.  
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Amy noted additional barriers for local governments: uncertainty about their regulatory authority to 
impose rules that go beyond state minimums and black and white societal thinking about growth that 
are often framed as pro/anti property rights and pro/anti economic development. Amy acknowledged 
the nuances for local government as they face legal exposure when denying approvals without 
airtight, long-term data. Local governments also face a constant stream of seemingly small 
decisions that ultimately add up. In reference to the septic density study on today’s agenda, Amy said 
that these modeling studies are important tools to understand cumulative impacts before its too late. 
The governance gap shows up in long-term groundwater consequences governed by short-term land-
use decisions. If we’re serious about protecting water quality in eastern Idaho, Amy noted that we 
need to bridge that gap with better models, better data, and better collaboration. Rising nitrate levels 
are early signs in older, denser subdivisions and ultimately the impacts will become personal, 
immediate, and unavoidable. 
 
Amy shared another story of a neighbor who moved into their family’s historic farmhouse and had 
their well go dry—something they didn’t think possible. The cost to drill deeper was tens of thousands 
of dollars. Local growth decisions can unintentionally outpace hydrology. For example, the 
neighbor’s well was likely impacted y the loss of incidental recharge combined with an increase in 
groundwater withdrawal due to land conversion from agricultural to residential. In reference to the 
upcoming conference presentation on domestic well exemption, Amy asked: how do we protect 
groundwater for everyone in rural landscapes where rapidly induced changes directly impact 
hydrology? This is the governance gap at its most basic and most personal scale. Amy drew attention 
to the upcoming conference presentation on irrigation easements and real estate—small conflicts 
that add up and can turn into courtroom battles. Amy shared that she’s witnessed ditches get moved 
and blocked without permission and backhoes cut through irrigation mainlines with costly 
implications for downstream irrigators. Amy emphasized that these stories don’t start with malice, 
but with disconnect. The 2007 report plainly states that land-use decisions can alter water delivery 
patterns, sometimes irreversibly. A single real estate transaction can reshape a century of water use. 
 
Amy talked about wildfire and the upcoming conference presentation on fuels reduction. Amy noted 
how this presentation will be important for understanding the work underway to protect and restore 
resilience across a system where water, land, and fire are inseparable. The 2007 report talks about 
the need for watershed sensitive planning to adapt to a shifting landscape. Amy noted that the 
upcoming conference presentation on a river park feasibility study is a great example of 
collaborative, community-conscious water planning (as noted in the 2007 report). A river park is a 
water decision, land decision, and community-identity decision. Amy noted that the river partk is a 
chance to design something intentionally that reflects our shared values and that the more we 
engage in community-conscious decisions together, the more we deepen our relationships, exercise 
our collaboration muscles, and the better we get at working together to solve big, hard problems. 
 
The governance gap shows up in the economics of place—specifically who benefits from the 
landscapes and water that we are working to protect, and who pays for the services that those 
landscapes require. The 2007 report notes that water planning often fails to consider the broader 
economic and social trade offs of growth. In reference to the upcoming conference talk on second 
home property tax contributions, Amy talked about how land use patterns directly shape the 
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financial capacity of our communities. Land decisions, water outcomes, and economic futures are 
inseparable, even if government systems treat them as separate. 
 
In reference to the closing panel on lesson and perspectives in planning, zoning, and development, 
Amy noted that this is where efforts to close the governance gap become visible in real time. The 
panel is a great example of bringing together diverse stakeholders to share innovative, solution-
oriented ideas and to do so proactively, rather than as a band aid for an immediate crisis. When Amy 
attended her first watershed council meeting 18 years ago, the governance gap seemed like a 
massive chasm. But now Amy noted we have stronger cross-agency relationships, more data, and 
better science integration on land use and water supply. Planners are asking for and engaging with 
water data early in the decision-making process and actively discussing the interactions between 
population growth, water supply, and drinking water quality. Amy has observed irrigators sitting at 
more collective tables and being invited to explore innovative solutions, rather than simply being 
asked to give up water.  
 
Amy emphasized that the governance gap is not yet closed. The pace of development in our rural and 
ex urban landscapes experience impacts daily and stakes the highest they have been in Amy’s career. 
Amy identified where we need to push further: 

1. Strengthen our collaborative processes.  
2. Move beyond black and white thinking. Avoid defaulting to labels like anti- or pro- growth, 

anti- or pro- economic development when raising legitimate concerns about water limits and 
long-term costs. 

3. Create space for listening and having nuanced conversations that recognize growth, 
conservation, and economic vitality are not mutually exclusive. False binaries shut down 
solutions. 

4. Build durable relationships across sectors by creaing regular standing opportunities for 
planners, water managers, irrigators, scientists, and nonprofits to work together before 
decisions are on the table and not just during crisis moments. 

5. Support local leaders with education and data. Provide local planners and elected officials 
with water policy education, data about long-term trends, and clear information about the 
legal authority they have when it comes to water. Help local leaders navigate uncertainty and 
long-term risk, rather than forcing decisions into oversimplified narratives that ignore 
cumulative impacts. 

6. Educate and engage the public early and honestly. We need to involve landowners, 
developers, community members early in conversations about water limits, trade offs, and 
long-term risks—especially when data are complex and uncertain 

7. Use collaboration intentionally. Build the strength of watershed council, interagency working 
groups, planning forums, and use these collaborative groups for not just information sharing, 
but shared priority setting and problem solving. 

 
Amy noted that the hardest part of bridging the governance gap is cultural, not technical. If we take 
the easy way out, we inevitably make things hrader in the long run. The only way to actually solve hard 
problems is to be willing to lean in to engage with each other to do the hard work of shared solution 
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generation, rather than retreating into easy labels and easy fixes. We already have many of the tools, 
but need to continue using them more consistently, proactively, and intentionally. 
 
Water efficiency needs to be the default, not the exception. We need to update zoning and 
development codes to incentivize or sometimes require water efficient landscaping so that they are 
not optional add ons. This is a key management tool and key educational tool. We can’t expect our 
communities to understand how precious water is unless we establish clear expectations that it 
must be conserved. Amy noted that we need to expand the tools that we use within our communities 
and to continue to learn from other places about how we can reduce impacts before they occur. 
 
Amy talked about the need to commit to adaptive management—using monitoring, modeling, and 
new data to revisit assumptions and be willing to adjust as policies and conditions change. This is 
hard work up front. Amy acknowledged that this work is harder politically and technically, but easier 
than fixing problems decades later. 
 
Amy added that we need to think about institutional and policy reforms. Integration becomes real 
where costs need to be planned and accounted for. We need to work together to better assess and 
account for the real cost of water as we grow—including the cost of water rights to provide drinking 
water to communities over the long term, the cost of irrigation water, the cost of safe and effective 
water treatment in growing communities, and the true costs of infrastructure for the operation and 
maintenance in communities where expenses are increasingly rapidly.  
 
Amy also noted that land use planning documents need to explicitly integrate water—water 
availability, infrastructure, capacity, and cumulative impacts into comprehensive plans, 
development codes, and approval processes. We need to evaluate basin-wide impacts and localized 
impacts of water withdrawal. We need to focus on mitigating the impacts of water withdrawal 
changes out of the basin as well. Amy talked about how although water users and policy systems are 
set up as the primary evaluator tool, the system often doesn’t consider local water users (like the 
neighbors and friends she mentioned today). Buying a water right miles away may not offset the 
impacts to immediate neighbors, and that needs to be addressed. 
 
Counties and cities need help to understand and use the tools they already have under state law to 
manage demand, protect water resources, and respond to documented risks and cumulative 
impacts. Amy noted that it is easy to avoid hard conversations by falling back on rhetoric, and easy 
to assume someone else will deal with consequences later. But these easy paths are incredibly hard 
in the long run and communities are currently stuck paying for problems they didn’t fully understand 
when decisions were made. Amy acknowledged that doing the hard work up front, honest cost 
accounting, integrated planning, and collaborative problem solving is politically harder, technically 
harder, and emotionally harder. But bridging the governance gap means choosing hard work now so 
we don’t leave an even harder legacy behind. 
 
In closing, Amy noted that the Henry’s Fork Watershed Council is one of the longest running, most 
effective collaborative bodies in the West. She shared that this room has all the ingredients to 
continue to be a national leader in bridging the governance gap. But Amy emphasized that 
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collaboration doesn’t happen by accident. It happens because people choose to show up again and 
again across differences, jurisdictions, and systems that weren’t designed to talk to each other. The 
governance gap is not a technical problem, it’s a relational one. It’s a story problem. It’s a people 
problem. And, Amy exhorted, the people who fill this room is how we bridge it. The governance gap 
report ends with a simple hope that communities can integrate land use and water planning to 
ensure sustainable futures. We are those communities and this is our future. 
 
Amy then transitioned the room to get into pairs and discuss questions like: How can we continue to 
connect land and water decisions? Where are we already integrating things well? Where are gaps still 
present? What could you or your organization do to move us toward more integrated governance? 
What are the conversations that are still missing? Who is not yet part of the solution that needs to 
be? 
 
Following the 10-minute paired discussion, Amy gathered the group back together and invited folks 
to share out major takeaways from their discussions.  
 
Share Out: Bridging the Governance Gap in a Changing Watershed 
• Flint Hall added that everything Amy talked about was relevant to all of Idaho, not just the Henry’s 

Fork Watershed—sharing about a septic density study he’s working on in Bonner County as an 
example. 

• Aaron Dalling shared that he chatted with Mayor Powell about something they should have 
discussed five years ago. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Modeling Septic Tank Density in Idaho’s Treasure Valley 
Alexis Clark, Idaho Geological Survey 

Alexis Clark presented a technical project focused on modeling nitrate impacts from septic systems 
on groundwater using a mass-balance approach in Idaho. Alexis first provided an orientation to 
conventional septic systems, that typically have a septic tank that discharges partially treated 
wastewater into a drainfield. The drainfield provides additional microbial treatment and effluent 
infiltrates into the soil or subsurface. Nitrate is not entirely removed during this treatment and may 
reach the groundwater table as a result. Nitrate is a human health and environmental issue in Idaho. 
Common sources include agriculture (fertilizer, livestock manure), developed land practices, on-site 
wastewater treatment, and point-source wastewater discharge. The state and federal regulatory MCL 
is 10 mg/l and, as of 2020, there were 35 nitrate priority areas (NPAs) in Idaho. 

The Nitrate Loading Modeling Project started in 2023 and is set to finish in 2026. This project is driven 
by nitrate loading to groundwater due to developments using individual septic tank systems and 
private well susceptibility. The project emphasis is on urban/agricultural and urban/undeveloped 
interfaces. The project goals are to develop analytical predictive modeling tools to assess nitrate 
loading to groundwater, provide an approach for future updates, and support decision making and 
planning about lot size density. 

For the project, Alexis is working to develop analytical mass-balance models for three subareas in 
the Treasure Valley (two in Canyon County, one near Mayfield, Elmore County). The project does not 
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involve new data collection. Holly Taylor is working on a data evaluation and data gap 
assessment for seven counties: Bannock, Madison, Bonneville, Teton, Nez Perce, Valley, and Twin 
Falls and produce two reports by next December: one for the Treasure Valley modeling and one for 
the statewide data/gaps assessment. The work is contracted through DEQ under the State Revolving 
Fund. 

The modeling approach uses a mass-balance equation (similar to Utah Geological Survey’s 
approach) to estimate projected nitrate concentration in groundwater, defined as: Nitrate mass 
from septic systems + background nitrate mass, divided by groundwater flow rate and effluent rate (a 
dilution effect). Some inputs are well known (e.g., nitrate concentration in septic effluent), 
but groundwater flow rate and existing number of septic tanks require estimation and introduce 
uncertainty. 

Key data inputs include physical data, community/land-use data, and GIS overlays. Physical data 
include climate, soils, surficial geology, hydrogeology, aquifer properties, groundwater levels, water 
quality data, and geophysics. Community/land-use data include crop and land-cover datasets 
(Cropland Data Layer, NLCD), county GIS and comprehensive plans, census data, subdivision maps, 
sewer vs. septic service areas, plus local health district and literature values for septic performance. 
The study will also use GIS overlays of parcels, subdivisions, and sewer service boundaries to 
estimate where septic systems are likely present. 

Alexis provided geologic and hydrogeologic context. Treasure Valley has complex geology with 
quaternary alluvial and alluvial fan deposits (yellow on maps) and terrace gravels from ancestral 
Boise River courses (important for nitrate distribution). Lake Bonneville and flood deposits exist in 
parts of the valley. There are also Idaho Group sediments (alternating fine/coarse layers: clays, silts, 
sands, gravels) and basalt flows (southern/southeastern valley) where fractures and voids can 
preferentially transmit groundwater. Alex highlighted that elevated nitrate is often associated 
with shallow parts of the aquifer, so understanding near-surface geology is critical. 

In terms of the three focus subareas, Alexis shared why each were chosen. The Northeast Canyon 
County Nitrate Priority Area is located North of Boise River, near Middleton. This area is long-
recognized as having a high vulnerability to nitrate. It is also a designated high-priority MPA (Nitrate 
Priority Area) by DEQ and has been studied previously by DEQ and the Idaho Department of 
Agriculture. The Area South of Lake Lowell is subarea #2. It is experiencing growth and land-use 
change. It is the site of water-rights disputes and numerous pending water rights (shown as many 
points of diversion in IDWR’s system). This subarea is also relevant for understanding how increased 
domestic and septic use might affect nitrate loading. Mayfield Vicinity (Ada/Elmore County 
boundary) is subarea #3. It is located near the I-84 corridor, a transitional area between basin 
sediments and Boise Front. Prior IGS/USGS work (2012–2013) indicates this subarea has perched 
groundwater zones disconnected from the regional water table and there is evidence of deeper, 
geothermal-influenced groundwater, suggesting possible interaction between shallow and deep 
systems. The hydrogeologic complexity of this subarea makes it important to understand how septic 
loading behaves there. 

Alexis previewed Holly Taylor’s work on the seven-county data evaluation. This evaluation is a 
systematic review of existing data and gaps needed to run similar mass-balance models in Bannock, 
Madison, Bonneville, Teton, Nez Perce, Valley, Twin Falls. Many of these counties have nitrate priority 
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areas and are facing growth, particularly with reliance on individual septic systems in rural/suburban 
settings. Evaluation is done specifically through the lens of: What is needed to populate mass-
balance models? (e.g., do we have enough groundwater level, nitrate, land-use, and septic/sewer 
data?). 

Overall, models will estimate allowable septic tank densities (number of septic systems per acre) 
that keep groundwater nitrate below a target concentration. Decision-makers can then use acres ÷ 
allowable septic tanks to translate model outputs into density thresholds for planning and zoning. 
Final project reports will be complete in December 2026 and will document model inputs, results, 
and uncertainties, as well as identify data gaps and recommend future data collection and studies. 

Q&A: Modeling Septic Tank Density in Idaho’s Treasure Valley 
• Eric Jackson asked if there have been any problems with nitrate in Twin Falls county relative to 

feed lots and large dairies. 
o Alexis shared that the IGS study does not do source forensics (attributing nitrate to 

specific sources / identifying where nitrate loading is coming from). Instead, the study 
treats existing nitrate as an aggregate background load and focuses on how additional 
septic loading will affect concentrations going forward. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2025 Legislation Revising the Domestic Exemption 
James Cefalo, Idaho Department of Water Resources 

James Cefalo introduced himself as the regional manager for the Idaho Dept. of Water Resources out 
of the Idaho Falls office, which covers all of eastern Idaho from Salmon to Bear Lake. James handles 
a lot of the contested cases for the department. When applications for new water rights or 
applications for transfer to change a water right get protested, James is the first to review it and works 
with the parties to find a resolution. If a resolution isn’t found, then James serves as the hearing 
officer for IDWR and makes a decision on those contested water right matters. 

Referencing Amy’s presentation on the governance gap, James began his presentation sharing how 
the Idaho Water Users Association (IWUA) saw problems with Idaho’s domestic well exemption, 
especially for subdivisions, and formed a work group (developers, IDWR staff, county 
commissioners). Everyone assumed someone else was in charge. IDWR by statute must generally 
approve a domestic well if the parcel has no existing well. Planning & zoning thought IDWR was 
regulating domestic wells. As a result, 100-lot subdivisions were incentivized to have 100 individual 
domestic wells, which was seen as bad policy. This led to an effort to change legislation. After 2–3 
years of discussion, the Legislature passed changes to the domestic exemption that took effect July 
1 (recent session). The legislative committee for IWUA is already considering minor amendments to 
clarify the intended meaning. 

James provided an orientation to the historical foundation to beneficial use. At statehood, you could 
create a water right simply by beneficial use (e.g., dig a ditch, irrigate, you have an unrecorded but 
valid right with a priority date). In 1963 (groundwater) and 1971 (surface water) the state moved 
to mandatory permits: new rights generally require filing an application and getting a permit. 
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The domestic exemption is a carve-out from that rule: small domestic uses of groundwater can be 
started without first obtaining a permit, based on beneficial use. 

James provided an orientation to the current statutory framework (42-227 and 42-111): 

• 42-227: Domestic wells, as defined in 42-111, are not subject to the permit requirement; 
rights can be acquired simply by withdrawing and using water. 

• 42-111(A) (what counts as “domestic” for that purpose): 
• Uses for homes, organizations, camps, public campgrounds, livestock, and related 

purposes. 
• May include irrigation up to ½ acre around the home. 
• Total use must not exceed 13,000 gallons per day. 
• 13,000 gpd is very high; most homes use far less. The work group chose not to lower 

that limit due to expected opposition. 
• “Domestic” can also include other uses (e.g., dust abatement, commercial, 

industrial, bottling, etc.) so long as total use does not exceed 2.8 acre-feet per 
year (≈ 900,000 gallons/year). 

• What “domestic” does not include (42-111(B)) 
• By default, “domestic” does not include: mobile home parks, RV parks, apartments, 

condos, subdivisions, commercial or mixed-use developments, etc. 
• Those uses can still qualify under the domestic exemption only if they stay within 

the 2.8 acre-feet/year cap. 
• They do not get the 13,000 gpd + ½-acre irrigation allowance. 
• Example: an RV park or subdivision can be “domestic exempt” only if it uses 

≤ 2.8 acre feet/year total, which is likely too small for most full scale 
subdivisions. 

James noted that for counties and planning & zoning commissioners, the main issue is how 
the domestic exemption now applies to subdivisions under the new legislation.The law changes 
both expand and contract the domestic exemption for subdivisions. 
 
In terms of expansion,  a specific part of 42-111 now explicitly allows multiple domestic water rights 
from the same point of diversion (e.g., a community well) if the use is limited to residential in-home 
(and household animal) use. Each home on a community well can develop its own unrecorded 
beneficial-use water right as it connects over time—this is now clearly sanctioned. This is intended 
to shift subdivisions away from “one well per lot” and instead encourage community wells. 
Importantly, the familiar ½-acre irrigation + 13,000 gpd limit applies only to homes, not to 
apartments, condos, etc. “In-home use” is narrowly defined: drinking, cooking, bathing, cleaning—
no outdoor irrigation (lawns, planters, landscaping) qualifies as in-home use. 
 
In terms of contraction, in 42-227, for new subdivisions in areas with a moratorium on new water 
rights, ora critical groundwater area or groundwater management area, any domestic diversion other 
than in-home use now requires a permit. Eastern Idaho (Upper Snake / ESPA) is covered by these 
orders, so in new subdivisions there, outdoor uses (lawn, trees, landscaping) from a well cannot rely 
on the domestic exemption—they need a permit. Because of the moratorium, IDWR is not approving 
new consumptive irrigation uses, so such permits just go into a “moratorium hold” file. Practically, 
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this means subdivisions must find non-exempt water for outdoor irrigation, e.g. secondary irrigation 
systems using canal/surface water or buying and transferring existing groundwater irrigation 
rights into the subdivision (which is expensive). 
 
The key question people bring to IDWR now is: “Do I need a recorded water right?” If they can fit within 
the domestic exemption, they don’t. Because of the moratorium, there’s usually no path to a new 
irrigation right, so people are highly motivated to design projects to fit the exemption. To help staff 
and the public, IDWR created an internal guidance memo (publicly available) that explains the new 
law and provides common scenarios and flow-chart style decision tools so users can work through: 
“Do I need a recorded water right for this proposed use?” 
 
James walked the audience through Scenario 1 and Scenario 5 in the memo. This memo is available 
at: https://idwr.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/legal/guidance/App-Process-No-80-Adj-No-
62.pdf  
 
 
Q&A: 2025 Legislation Revising the Domestic Exemption 
• During the presentation, Kryst Klein asked if a domestic use doesn’t have to be metered, how can 

their use be limited. 
o James Cefalo explained that IDWR does not routinely meter or measure small 

domestic-exempt uses. Instead, enforcement is complaint-driven. These are 
considered small uses, so the department doesn’t proactively measure them. If 
someone files a complaint (e.g., “my neighbor’s business is over-diverting”), the 
department will investigate. Using available evidence, they typically can determine 
whether the user is exceeding the allowed amount or not. 

• Rep. Furniss asked if subdivisions that are half full / a quarter full and drilling individual wells will 
be grandfathered in. As a legislator, he is getting questions about this. 

o James Cefalo explained that a forthcoming amendment (draft already exists) is intended 
to grandfather existing subdivisions. If a subdivision was approved before July 1, 2025, it 
would be grandfathered, meaning lot owners could continue to use the ½-acre of 
irrigation around the home under the domestic exemption. James also shared that the 
amendment also significantly increases penalties for violating the domestic exemption. 
The motivation is to stop people from claiming a well is “in-home use only”, then 
later irrigating outside in violation of the rules. The old penalty was $300 per acre, which 
was too low—often cheaper than paying municipal water rates, encouraging people to 
just “pay the fine and keep going.” The new structure is meant to put real “teeth” into 
enforcement so misuse is not economically attractive. 

• Jan Brown asked in the case of an existing community well in Island Park, if folks are no longer 
allowed to irrigate with that water. 

o James Cefalo clarified that the new domestic-exemption legislation is intended to be 
forward-looking only; it is not meant to change existing lawful uses that are already in 
place. However, if an existing recorded water right already has a condition on its face 

https://idwr.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/legal/guidance/App-Process-No-80-Adj-No-62.pdf
https://idwr.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/legal/guidance/App-Process-No-80-Adj-No-62.pdf
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like “in-house use only”, then that condition still fully applies, and the water right holder 
(or enforcing entity) can require users to stop any outside irrigation that violates that 
in-house-only limitation. 

• Rep. Furniss asked if someone would be subject to the new penalties if they are currently 
watering a lot that is larger than a half acre, as they would be in violation. 

o James Cefalo highlighted that there is a practical disconnect between the legal limits and 
actual behavior, especially on 2–3 acre lots (e.g., in Jefferson County). In reality, 
landowners on these larger lots are likely irrigating the entire property from their domestic 
well, rather than splitting use between canal water and the well as the law would imply. 
The Department of Water Resources has not yet decided how to address these 
widespread non-compliant uses. At some point, the department expects it will need 
to “canvass the land” and actively work to bring people into compliance with the 
domestic exemption limits. 

• Keith Esplin added that when irrigated land is converted to subdivisions that switch from surface 
water (ditch) to individual groundwater wells, two things happen: 1) Incidental recharge is 
lost because canal/surface water is no longer applied to the ground and 2) New groundwater 
pumping is added from domestic wells. That creates a double negative impact on the aquifer. 
In-house use is mostly non-consumptive: water pumped from a well typically goes back into the 
ground via septic, so net depletion is limited. The bigger consumptive impact is outdoor 
irrigation, not in-house use. Requiring surface water for outdoor irrigation in subdivisions helps 
maintain incidental recharge from canal deliveries and avoid new consumptive groundwater 
withdrawals for landscaping. Keith is working with Roger Warner on a stronger mitigation 
framework. For example, if a 100-acre subdivision used to be supplied by a ditch, take the entire 
historical irrigation water and send it to a recharge site for mitigation all season. This “expanded 
mitigation” idea is still under discussion. The work group hasn’t found a practical way to 
implement it yet. There are conflicts because canals may benefit when land stops using water 
(they can reallocate or sell that water), so the water committee is not in full agreement. 

o James Cefalo asked about the future of the working group to continue trying to tackle the 
mitigation problem. 

o Keith Esplin shared that he thinks so, but that it is up to Paul Arrington. 
• Hal Gordon asked how “use it or lose it” (forfeiture) interacts with the idea of buying/leasing water 

rights to create a water market, where recreational or domestic uses could acquire water from 
agriculture. 

o James Cefalo shared that Idaho already has limited water market tools: 1) A rental 
pool that mainly moves storage water (e.g., from Palisades, American Falls, Jackson 
Lake), some of which is used for aquifer recharge, and 2) A water supply bank, which is 
used to temporarily move water rights around to meet changing demands. 

o Hal Gordon followed up, asking about the highest and best use to lose your right if you 
don’t use it. 

o James Cefalo shared that if a water right is not used for a certain period, it can be 
forfeited. However, canal companies and their shares are protected. Canal companies 
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aren’t subject to forfeiture, because they can’t force individual patrons to actually use the 
water. So both the company’s underlying rights and individual canal shares are not lost 
through non use. The Idaho Constitution allows condemnation (eminent domain) of 
water rights. For example, a city could, in theory, condemn water rights on surrounding 
lands to convert them to municipal use, even without the owner’s consent. In practice, 
this hasn’t really been used; instead, transfers generally occur via willing buyer–willing 
seller transactions in existing water markets. 

o Keith Esplin added that, in many cases, the individual landowner does not own the actual 
water right; instead they hold shares in a canal company or district. Those shares give 
them an entitlement to delivery, but not full control over the underlying water right. This 
structure is a protection (e.g., against forfeiture), but also a constraint. An individual 
landowner cannot unilaterally decide to use “their” water for things like recharge at a 
different location. Such decisions must be made by the canal company or district, which 
owns and controls the water right. 

o James Cefalo added that the canal company would have to sign off on that. 
• Flint Hall shared that he did a subdivision water assessment that limited wells to in-home 

domestic use only, with irrigation water supplied by an irrigation company. The build-out of the 
subdivision may take many years. With that background, Flint asks if the subdivision develops 
slowly, is there a risk that the irrigation company’s water right (or the ability to use it for the 
subdivision) could be lost over time by the time all lots are sold and built out? 

o James Ceaflo responded that canal company water rights are not subject to forfeiture, so 
they won’t be lost through non-use. Because of this protection, there is no risk that the 
irrigation company’s water right will simply disappear while a subdivision slowly builds 
out over many years (even 20+). In other words, the right should still be there when later 
phases of the subdivision are developed. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Irrigation Easements, Right-Of-Way, and Real Estate Transactions 
Paul Arrington, Idaho Water Users Association (joined virtually) 
 
Paul added to the domestic exemption bill (SB 1083) discussion). He noted that SB 1083 was a 
multi-year “heavy lift” with strong collaboration between the work group and the Legislature. He 
announced that a cleanup bill was just finalized the prior week to clarify intent; he will send a draft to 
Representative Furniss. 
 
Paul then shifted to cover irrigation easements, rights of way, and real estate transactions—identified 
by IWUA members (irrigation districts, canal companies, groundwater districts) as major recurring 
challenges. IWUA partnered with the Idaho Real Estate Commission to create a core CE training 
class on these topics for all licensed real estate agents. From that work they developed public 
resources for homeowners and realtors on IWA’s website (iwua.org). 
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Paul highlighted key online resources available under iwua.org → “Homeowners and Realtors”. In the 
Rights of Way & Easements section, Paul shared a pamphlet and relevant Idaho Code excerpts. 
There are “Ditch Smart” videos (~30 seconds each) answering common questions like can I pipe a 
ditch? How wide is the easement? Can I dump material in a ditch? And other right-of-way/easement 
basics. 
 
IWUA’s website has an Ag Water Safety section, providing safety education for people new to living 
near irrigation infrastructure. It includes safety videos and Bureau of Reclamation’s “Otto Otter” 
program materials. 
 
Paul walked the audience through: “10 Things to Know – Real Estate Transactions and Water” 
(condensed from the real estate core training). The intended audience is homeowners and realtors 
to clarify rights, responsibilities, and expectations around easements and water in property deals. 
Some key substantive points include the fact that an irrigation easement often isn’t listed in the 
deed. Under Idaho law, visible evidence of a ditch or buried pipeline (e.g., ditch, standpipe, vent 
valve) is strong indication that an easement exists, even if the deed is silent. Landowners are still 
subject to the rights, duties, and responsibilities associated with that easement. 
 
Canal roads are not public roads. As canal corridors urbanize, more people use canal banks/roads 
for walking, biking, jogging. These facilities are private irrigation works on private land. Most canals 
run via easements across private property; irrigation entities generally do not own the underlying 
land. Using the canal bank typically means trespassing on each individual landowner’s property, not 
the district’s. Recreational use is possible, but only where formal coordination and agreements exist 
among irrigation districts/canal companies/ditch companies, and underlying landowners. For 
example: in Paul’s neighborhood, a planned walking path along a lateral was created during 
subdivision development via such agreements. 
 
Paul walked through what an irrigation easement allows and requires. In terms of rights, the 
ditch/canal owner may enter the property at any time, with or without notice to 1) inspect, operate, 
maintain, clean, and repair the ditch; 2) use access areas on either side of the ditch as needed for 
that work. The ditch/canal owner may remove vegetation and soil, clean/scoop (“dip”) the ditch, and 
leave removed material on the banks within the easement. 
 
In terms of duties, the ditch/canal owner must keep facilities in good operating condition and from 
overflowing or otherwise damaging the underlying property. This duty to avoid damage underpins why 
they strongly protect access and keep encroachments out. 
 
Relative to landowner rights and limits (encroachments), landowners still have the right to use their 
property, but they cannot interfere with the “enjoyment” (use) of the easement. Some examples of 
problematic encroachments include building a shop right at the edge of the ditch, planting large 
trees/shrubs on the ditch banks, fences or gates that impede ditch access or force constant 
locking/unlocking. Fences/gates can sometimes be allowed, but only by agreement with the 
ditch/canal company. In dense subdivisions, multiple individual gates would make operations 
unworkable. 
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To see what water rights vs. entitlements are tied to a property parcel, IDWR provides an online 
mapping/search tool. Users enter the address where shaded polygons show associated water 
rights/entitlements. Clicking a parcel shows water right number(s) and owner name of each right. 
Interpreting the results 
 
If the right is in an individual’s name, it’s a private water right owned by that landowner. In a sale, the 
buyer should ensure the water right is transferred into their name. If the right is owned by an irrigation 
district or canal company, the landowner has an entitlement to receive water, conditioned on staying 
within the service boundary and paying assessments. 
 
On purchase, the buyer must update contact/ownership info with the delivery entity (district/canal 
company). If assessments go unpaid because notices aren’t reaching the real owner irrigation 
districts (quasi‑municipal entities) can remove water from the property, and/or ultimately take title 
(tax deed) after statutory non‑payment period (e.g., 3 years). Canal companies (private nonprofits) 
don’t have tax‑deed powers but water users are shareholders, and shares control entitlement to 
water. 
 
A property may be using water from a domestic exempt well even if there is no recorded water right 
in the database. In real estate deals, for water: “Silence equals conveyance.” Unless the sales 
documents specifically reserve a water right or entitlement, it is presumed to transfer with the land. 
Sellers who want to retain any part of a right or entitlement must explicitly state that in the sales 
documents. 
  
For sellers identify and list: water rights, irrigation district/canal entitlements, shares, domestic 
wells, shared wells. Sellers should also decide what you’re keeping vs. conveying. If you plan to retain 
any right/entitlement, it must be explicitly stated in the sales documents. Sellers should give buyers 
copies of water right documents, share certificates, well and shared‑system agreements. If on a 
shared system and no agreement exists, draft a written shared‑system agreement before selling. 
Verbal/“buddy‑buddy” arrangements in the first ownership generation rarely survive second/third 
owners without conflict. 
 
For Buyers, research what water comes with the property. Use the IDWR web mapping tool to identify 
recorded water rights and entitlements via irrigation districts/canal companies. To ensure proper 
transfer, buyers should have recorded water rights transferred into your name, update 
ownership/contact info with districts/canal companies so assessments and notices reach you, and 
ecure all agreements in writing. Buyers should obtain copies of any shared well or shared system 
agreements and other water‑use agreements tied to the property. When you take ownership, you 
clearly know what water you have, under what terms, and with what obligations. 
 
In the big picture, rapid growth around irrigation systems combined with poor understanding of rights 
and obligations is driving many of the conflicts irrigation entities are seeing. The IWUA resources 
(webpage, “10 things to know,” training materials) are intended to be shared broadly to close that 
knowledge gap. 
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Q&A: Irrigation Easements, Right-Of-Way, and Real Estate Transactions 
No questions were asked. 
 
St. Anthony River Park Feasibility Study 
Sam Swanson, Merrick Whitewater 
 
Sam Swanson introduced the audience to Merrick Whitewater, which has 20+ river‑park specialists 
(professional engineers, landscape architects, funding specialists), with experience on 18 built river 
parks in the U.S. and one in Austria. 
 
Sam provided an orientation to river parks and their core functions. River parks are designed to attract 
people to the river by mitigating hazards (especially at diversion structures), improving access to the 
river, providing passage for boaters and fish, adding in‑channel “wet” features for recreation (surf 
waves, kayaking), and maintaining or improving diversion functions for irrigation. Sam shared a river 
park example from the western Idaho: Thurman Mill diversion / Boise Whitewater Park (Phase 1, 
2012). The project has flashboards that maintain irrigation deliveries and drop during floods. It also 
has features that support both kayak surfing and stand‑up river surfing, with operations adjusted over 
time. 
 
This St. Anthony River Park project is at the planning/feasibility stage. This includes site identification, 
a park feasibility assessment, and stakeholder outreach (current meeting is part of that). Funding 
sources are covered in the report but are not the focus of this project segment. In terms of timeline, 
the feasibility study began spring 2024 with site visits in 2024. There was a public open house in June 
(draft study + feedback) and a city council presentation in July. The current presentation to the HFWC 
provides another overview; the report is posted on the city’s website. Available here: 
https://www.cityofstanthony.org/article/2304828  
 
Sam acknowledged the St. Anthony City Council and Mayor Powell as major partners. He also noted 
conversations with local stakeholders like the Barlows (local river access/boat support), Greg Grant 
(InstaGear) for equipment support, Matt Hively (Henry’s Fork Foundation), and Christina Morrisett 
(for organizing the HFWC presentation/connecting with stakeholders). Sam noted additional 
stakeholders (many present in the room) will need to be engaged further as the concept advances. 
 
Sam stated the study objectives are to improve river safety in the corridor primarily by reducing 
hazards at diversion dam. Fun Farm, Del Rio, Egin diversions are the three major focus points shown. 
Another study objective is to create/enhance river recreation via high‑quality standing waves for river 
surfing and kayaking, longer floating reaches, and improved river access for anglers, tubers, and 
other floaters. The hope is for the river park to serve as an economic driver for St. Anthony by 
attracting visitors and recreation users to town while keeping irrigation operations intact. 
 
Five locations were assessed in the site evaluation: Kiefer Park and Sandbar Park (within city limits) 
and Fun Farm diversion, Del Rio diversion, and Union and Independent diversions downstream of 
town (elsewhere in the county). These sites were screened based on location, flows, existing 
diversions, and potential for hazard mitigation plus recreation. 

https://www.cityofstanthony.org/article/2304828
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Sam provided orientation to the River Park Design Criteria. The core design has three pillars: flow, 
access, drop, and access. For flow < 300 cfs, the focus is on tubing & “nature play” (low‑energy 
features, wading/playing). For flow > 300 cfs, the river park  can support high‑performance surf waves 
and kayaking features. For drop (ft of head across the feature), < 4 ft is best for low‑energy 
tubing/nature play. For drop > 4 ft, the park is suitable for high‑performance waves. In terms of 
access, the site must be publicly accessible and free to use and ideally close to the economic center 
of town to maximize local benefit. 
 
Sam provided site hydrology snapshot. In late summer, Sam noted that the Henry’s Fork may carry 
~1,500 cfs near Harriman and flows decrease as diversions peel water off near Fun Farm and then 
Del Rio downstream. At Del Rio, streamflow might be on the order of ~1,000–1,100 cfs. Once you get 
to town, St. Anthony hydropower diversion removes water, so Kiefer Park is largely dewatered (< 300 
cfs) in late summer. Below town, at the Union and Independent diversions, flows recombine and 
~500–700 cfs is available in that reach. 
 
Using LIDAR, approximate site drops for each site are as follows: 

• Fun Farm: ~4 ft drop → borderline between low‑energy vs. high‑performance. 
• Del Rio: ~6 ft drop → good candidate for high‑performance surf/boat features. 
• Sandbar: No natural drop (headwater pool above Egin diversion). 
• Kiefer: Significant drop, but spread over a dewatered reach. 
• Union & Independent: ~10 ft total drop, spread out over longer distance. 

 
Sam honed in on the Kiefer Park Concept (Site 1 – in town). At this site, diversion sends most flow out 
of the main channels; both the north and south channels of the Henry’s Fork are largely dewatered 
in summer (< 300 cfs). A substantial gradient remains, but with low flow it is best suited to low‑energy 
uses. The proposed design elements include a “light touch” nature-play concept on the north 
channel with simple features like a rock slide for kids and families to interact safely with the river. On 
the south channel (below the dam), exposed interesting bedrock is already conducive to a tubing 
loop / gentle float. The emphasis would be on run‑of‑river tubing and play rather than 
high‑performance waves. In terms of access, extensive paths (shown in red) could improve walk‑in 
access and connect people directly to the riverbanks. For dam safety, the [diversion] dam would 
need to be stepped out to remove the dangerous hydraulic/roller at high flows. The project would 
retain the existing fish passage structure or convert to a natural‑channel fishway while improving 
safety. 
 
Aaron Dalling asked for clarification about what would be done to the dam itself. Sam Swanson said 
he would share pictures in a few slides. 
 
For a river park at the Fun Farm Diversion, Sam noted that the focus would be on hazard mitigation. 
Currently, the existing structure has a near‑vertical drop, creating a rolling hydraulic that is dangerous 
at high flows. The proposed treatment would be to “step out” the dam by adding boulders or concrete 
steps so total gradient is the same, but flow breaks over multiple steps so there is no roller. At this 
site, Sam emphasized dam‑safety / hazard mitigation, not a full high‑performance park. In terms of 
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access, Fun Farm is upstream/away from town; access partly constrained by private property. 
County land at the takeout exists, but expanding access beyond that would be a “big ask.” At this site, 
the ~4 ft drop puts it on the margin between low‑energy and high‑performance. Again, Merrick would 
they treat it primarily as a safety project with boat passage on river left to connect floating reaches 
(Blueway concept). 
 
For the Sandbar Park site, a river park would be high-performance only with major modifications. The 
site is already a very popular summer use area. There is no natural drop (flat headwater pool above 
Egin diversion). There is good flow, but the island is BLM‑owned. The left bank is also private, adding 
access and development complexity. To get a high‑performance surf feature, they’d have to create 
artificial drop using flashboards (Boise model). With boards up at low flows, they can create a drop 
for a surf wave. With boards down at high flows, they can reduce floodplain impacts. But the project 
must add a bypass channel on the left side of the island for fish and boater passage. In terms of 
character, this would not be a “light‑touch” project. This site requires significant structural 
intervention and access work. Merrick recognized the idea as complex and intensive, but kept it in 
the feasibility study as a concept.  
 
At the Del Rio Diversion site, a river park would offer prime high‑performance and connectivity. The 
site is located at the Del Rio diversion near the Hwy 20 business loop bridge where county land 
already provides underdeveloped, but public river access. The ~6 ft drop offers a “money spot” for a 
high‑performance surf wave. The site is also above the St. Anthony hydropower diversion, so ample 
flow is available. Here, they propose maintaining and ideally improving irrigation deliveries through 
the diversion. At this site, there would be two channels: main channel and a bypass channel. One 
channel would connects upper and lower reaches for drift boats, rafts, tubers, etc. to support a 
continuous float route. A high‑performance surf feature would be built in a separate slot/portion of 
the channel. There would be a counter‑weir (shorter, ~1 ft drop) downstream to refine hydraulics for 
surf. They would add separate kayak play features. Overall, this site is a strong candidate for signature 
surf/kayak attraction, would improve safety at an existing diversion, and could serve as a key node in 
a broader Blueway/floating network. 
 
Question: Aaron Dalling asked for clarification on the hazard mitigation concept, asking whether 
the existing diversion dam would stay in place and the rock/boulders would be added immediately 
downstream to spread out the drop and reduce the dangerous hydraulic, rather than fully 
reconstructing and removing the dam itself.  

• Answer: Sam Swanson said they would likely work on the dam itself as well to ensure the 
whole structure is “together and cohesive” with the new features. In some projects, 
they leave the existing dam intact and only build the step structures downstream. There 
are multiple design options for how much of the existing dam to modify vs. leave in place, 
depending on site conditions and project goals. 

 
Question: Hal Gordon asked if you can get a drift boat through the channel (on the screen). 

• Answer: Sam Swanson said that it should, asking the room how many people own drift 
boats. Given that, making sure it fits drift boats would be a priority. 
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At the Union & Independent Diversions site (Site 5, downstream of town), flow is rroughly 500–700 
cfs in this reach. The total drop is about 10 ft, spread over a longer distance (not as concentrated as 
Del Rio or Fun Farm). On the left bank is BLM land, with an existing pathway that could be enhanced 
for public access. At this site, they would create a longer “play reach” rather than one big surf feature. 
This site could offer multiple smaller kayak, drift‑boat, rafting, and tubing features with an emphasis 
on continuous, varied recreation along the reach. They could use and improve the existing path on 
BLM land to expand public river access and make the reach more usable for all river users. This 
alternative has the largest physical footprint of all options. Correspondingly, it is expected to have 
the highest cost (“largest dollar figure”). Overall, Sam noted that upgrading any of the diversions 
(including this one) helps connect river reaches, supporting a Water Trail/Blueway concept for St. 
Anthony and Fremont County. 
 
Sam emphasized that all proposed ideas are conceptual; nothing is decided. The study is 
feasibility‑level, focused on getting people and decision‑makers thinking and excited. The next steps 
are gathering stakeholder input, securing funding, and preliminary design. 
 
Q&A: St. Anthony River Park Feasibility Study 

• Hal Gordon asked for a ballpark funding estimate, and then asked St. Anthony Mayor Powell 
how the project will be financed—a bond, city fund, etc. 

o Sam Swanson provided very high-level estimates: Fun Farm (~$3–6 million), Union & 
Independent reach (~$15–25 million; largest footprint, highest cost), and the other 
sites (e.g., Del Rio, Kiefer concepts) generally $12–15 million each. The report 
includes a detailed funding section and table in the back of the feasibility report. 
Funding could be sourced from a mix of state and federal grants, with other public 
funding mechanisms and partnerships. Sam shared the funding story for the Boise 
Whitewater Park example. The early phases were funded grassroots, through design. 
Once momentum and support were clear, a major philanthropic donor (Albertsons 
Foundation) provided the final funding for both Phase 1 and Phase 2. Overall, Sam 
emphasized that there are multiple viable pathways to fund projects like this, but 
financing is a critical question that needs early, deliberate planning. 

• James Cefalo asked about monetization plans—would visitors be charged entrance to the 
park? 

o Sam Swanson stated that Merrick’s river parks are typically free to use. They have 
only one paid park, located in Austria, under a very different European model. 
Otherwise, monetization is expected to come indirectly via economic development 
(more visitors, longer stays) and drawing travelers off Highway 20, especially 
Yellowstone traffic. Sam referenced Lunch Counter (Snake River) as proof that high 
quality waves attract repeat users, sometimes regionally. There is a known user base 
willing to travel for this type of recreation. He acknowledged that economic benefits 
are real, but somewhat nebulous and harder to quantify than direct user fees. 
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• Rep. Furniss asked how long a project like this takes to pay for itself, or how that economic 
benefit returns to the community in a measurable way. 

o Sam Swanson noted that there is a general lack of robust, long-term economic follow 
up studies on river parks. Many projects fund initial economic impact analyses during 
planning, but few track actual post construction outcomes (spending, tax revenue, 
ROI) over time. For St. Anthony, an economic impact study is currently being done as 
part of this project. The Boise Whitewater Park is also funding a new study that is 
expected to be released in the spring. Sam noted that the goal is to quantify a return 
on investment (ROI) and make those findings available online. 

• Jeremy Dalling asked if the city owns the diversion structures under consideration for design. 
o Mike Rasmusson answered that all the diversion structures, except for Del Rio 

bridge, are Egin Bench Canals—and that he didn’t see stakeholder outreach to Egin 
Bench Canals yet on Merrick’s list. 

o Sam Swanson concurred and acknowledged that irrigators and canal companies are 
key stakeholders for any river park or diversion modification project. He noted they 
were funded by the City of St. Anthony, so initial outreach focused on city centric 
stakeholders, and the broader irrigator outreach is something they “need to do in the 
future.” He recognized irrigators were already on their “additional stakeholders” list 
and apologized for not contacting them earlier,  

o Aaron Dalling mentioned that there had been at least some limited contact via the 
secretary. 

• Jack McLaren asked which proposed sites/designs would most improve habitat or fish 
passage? Do all of the river-park concepts provide drift-boat passage, or only some of them? 

o Sam Swanson clarified that “boater passage” explicitly includes drift boats. 
Designs aim for a deep enough channel to safely pass drift boats, not just 
kayaks and rafts. Sam also noted that a key design goal is to improve natural 
river habitat. Fish passage is a major consideration at these modified 
diversions. Features can be designed to create deep eddies and pools, cooler 
water refugia, and better oxygenation of the riverbed, all of which support 
healthier aquatic habitat. 

• Jack McLaren asked the room if, given invasive species concerns, if fish passage is 
something that should be prioritized in this reach. The room did not respond. 

• Mayor Powell noted that the City of St. Anthony is strongly supportive of the river park 
concept. The city funded the initial feasibility study and is applying for a grant for the next 
phase. If the grant fails, they will self fund the next study step because of the perceived 
economic opportunity. The upcoming study phase will explicitly evaluate economic benefits 
to the city. The City acknowledged they cannot alone fund a ~$13M build out, but they will 
actively pursue all available funding avenues because the project is seen as important and a 
major opportunity for St. Anthony’s future. 
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• Tessa Schuldies expressed strong support for the project and asked Sam Swanson 
to emphasize the safety benefits, specifically how the proposed diversion-dam 
modifications will improve safety for children and others who currently play or recreate near 
these hazardous structures. 

o Sam Swanson reiterated that irrigators are the top priority—diversion reliability and 
deliveries must be protected or improved. Low hazard / safety is the second priority—
especially reducing dangerous hydraulics The goal for any constructed features are 
to improve safety relative to existing conditions, primarily by eliminating or reducing 
“rollers” (dangerous recirculating hydraulics) that form at high flows below current 
diversion dams. 

o Aaron Dalling underscored the public-safety problem at existing diversion structures 
as there have been multiple fatalities associated with the Fun Farm diversion, Salem 
Union area, and in town near diversions, within just the last few years. Even if not 
specifically at the Independent Canal, the pattern of loss of life at several diversion 
locations is clear and current. 

• Matt Hively asked whether, for sites that will include boat passage, the team has 
considered potential conflicts among different user groups (e.g., anglers vs. surfers vs. 
tubers vs. boaters) and developed ideas on how to proactively prevent or manage those 
conflicts in the river-park designs and operations. 

o Sam Swanson shared that that’s a good question to include in stakeholder 
engagement moving forward. 

• Brian Murdock asked whether the Boise Whitewater Park has experienced high water/flood 
conditions, and how those events affected the diversion modifications—referencing issues 
at Jensen’s Grove on the Blackfoot where high water altered a diversion project. 

o Sam Swanson responds that the Boise project was built in 2012. Since then, there 
have indeed been high water years. Through those, the system has continued to 
deliver irrigation water without fail, indicating that the design has held up under higher 
flows while maintaining diversion reliability. 

• Aaron Dalling asked the representatives from the City of St. Anthony about the kind of 
feedback they’re getting on the project. 

o Tessa Schuldies emphasized that water supply and security are central to local 
financial well‑being, especially for irrigators. The City stresses that the project is not 
intended to take water away. No reduction in existing irrigation supplies is being 
proposed. The project’s goals are to improve passage, enhance economic 
opportunities, and beautify/clean up parts of the river corridor. Tessa acknowledged 
community resistance to change, particularly in small towns. Public opinion appears 
mixed (roughly 50/50) based on survey responses. Some residents are excited about 
recreation and economic benefits. Others are wary of change and potential perceived 
risks to water use. 

o Sam Swanson added that Sandbar Park comes up as a favored location among 
supporters as people already use and enjoy Sandbar, so they naturally imagine 
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improvements there. However, from a hydrologic/engineering standpoint, Sandbar 
is not the strongest site (no natural drop, access/ownership constraints), even though 
it is a popular community focal point. 

 
 
Island Park Fuels Reduction Project 
Jon White, U.S. Forest Service 
 
Jon White introduced himself as a U.S. Forest Service fuels specialist for the Targhee National Forest 
(Idaho Falls to Montana border). Today’s presentation will focus on a proposed Island Park Fuels 
Reduction Project to protect homes and infrastructure from wildfire. Jon noted that he previously 
presented to the HFWC on a Middle Henry’s Fork Aspen Enhancement Project that didn’t proceed, 
but its data is informing this new proposal. 
 
Jon White walked the audience through a recently released Story Map. Available here: 
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/f5a87b017c5e41c0b941abac9ee535a1. A one-page 
explainer and access instructions available here: https://henrysfork.org/wp-
content/uploads/HFWC_2025-12_6_White.pdf  
 
The fuels reduction project includes ~25,000 acres on the Ashton–Island Park Ranger District, 
entirely within the designated Island Park fires and wildland–urban interface (WUI). The fuels 
reduction project focuses on numerous subdivisions and communities in Island Park, as well as 
critical infrastructure and escape routes, especially Highway 20. The goal of the project is to 
create fuel breaks and safer escape routes while reducing fire danger to structures. 
 
The context for this project is tied to USDA Forest Service’s Wildfire Crisis Strategy (launched ~2022). 
This strategy is a national effort to reduce wildfire impacts on structures and infrastructure and 
emphasizes collaboration among agencies, partners, and individuals. Implementation is guided 
by fireshed modeling of ~200+ firesheds nationwide, each ~250,000–300,000 acres. Island Park is 
the only fireshed in southeastern Idaho, identified as high risk. 
 
Jon noted that there is high wildfire potential in Island Park. The region is dominated by lodgepole 
pine (80–90%), capable of extreme fire behavior. The 1988 fires are used as benchmark for extreme 
conditions. And there are more houses and infrastructure today, risking an increase in potential 
losses. According to data from WildfireRisk.org, Island Park is flagged as high wildfire risk. Drivers 
include high fuel loads, high fire likelihood, and vulnerable populations (older, disabled). 
Both lightning and human-caused ignitions are important sources. 
 
The current “fire problem” is too little fire on the landscape due to 100 years of suppression. So the 
fuels reduction project aims to protect the WUI and infrastructure in the near term, with the plan 
to reintroduce “safe and effective” fire (prescribed or managed) where appropriate. The StoryMap 
links to the “Fire Problem” documentary (~1 hour) as context on fire exclusion and its consequences. 
 

https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/f5a87b017c5e41c0b941abac9ee535a1
https://henrysfork.org/wp-content/uploads/HFWC_2025-12_6_White.pdf
https://henrysfork.org/wp-content/uploads/HFWC_2025-12_6_White.pdf
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In terms of community engagement, there was an open house held at the Island Park EMS building 
in October introducing the project and playing the documentary. The public story map and linked 
resources are meant to build risk awareness and invite public review and feedback as the proposal 
is developed. 
 
Jon demonstrated that the online map shows the 25,000-acre Island Park fuels project area (Henry’s 
Lake, reservoir, Hwy 20, Max Inn, Yale–Kilgore Road). Users can zoom to subdivisions, landmarks, 
and even individual homes and view which “emphasis area” applies where. For the emphasis areas 
(color codes on map): Purple is for community & infrastructure protection. The highest priority WUI 
areas are near homes and critical infrastructure. Blue is for power line corridors 
along BPA and Fall River lines to reduce ignition risk and community exposure. Yellow is for escape 
routes. Hwy 20 and Yale–Kilgore are key roads. The goal is widened, treated corridors for safer 
evacuation and better fuel breaks. The yellow/red hashed areas are for fuel breaks. These are 
strategically located (especially west/southwest of town, aligned with prevailing winds) to slow 
approaching fires and give firefighters better control opportunities. Green crosses show forest 
resilience areas for lighter-touch treatments focused on forest and wildlife habitat, with an emphasis 
on Aspen restoration. 
 
Jon provided orientation to the treatment intensity gradient. Closest to homes: more intensive fuels 
reduction to directly lower structure exposure. Farther from homes: lighter treatments, more 
tolerance for fire on the landscape, but still active management. 
 
Aspen is favored because it provides high-value wildlife habitat, and burns less readily than adjacent 
conifers (Douglas-fir, lodgepole pine). The strategy will be to expand Aspen to create patches 
that keep fire on the ground, reduce crown fire potential, and support safe, beneficial fire use over 
time. 
 
The short-term fire management philosophy is to protect structures, infrastructure, and evacuation 
routes. Over the long-term, the philosophy is to increase “safe and effective” fire on the landscape to 
address fuel accumulation. The core objective is to prevent crown fires in conifer stands by reshaping 
fuels while still using fire as a tool where conditions allow. 
 
Jon shared that the Island Park Sustainable Fire Community (local 501(c)(3)) is the core partner for 
this project. They secure funding and contracts for hazardous fuels reduction on private lands. IPSFC 
also functions as the private side of the fence, complementing Forest Service work on adjacent 
federal lands. Additional partners include Idaho Fish and Game, Idaho Department of Lands, The 
Nature Conservancy, Fall River Rural Electric Cooperative, and BPA. For work with power utilities, 
treatments are designed to protect power line corridors, and reduce risk of power-line–caused 
ignitions to surrounding communities. 
 
The fuels reduction project is being advanced under Emergency Action Determination Authority. It is 
still constrained by the existing forest plan, but allows use of current science and streamlined 
review to expedite implementation relative to traditional NEPA timelines. Jon noted that the Forest 
Service will seek public input throughout, not just at a single comment window. 
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In sharing evidence of prior work, Jon referenced the Yale Creek subdivision / Old West Ranch (west 
of Hwy 20, west of Island Park). Here, the treatments used included timber harvest, pre-commercial 
thinning, and prescribed burning. The before/after examples show reduced fuels adjacent to 
subdivisions and improved community protection from wildfire—a conceptual model for Island Park 
Fuels Reduction Project. 
 
Moving forward, the project team aims to complete data analysis and release a detailed proposed 
action on the Forest Service project website, linked from the Story Map, by February. The public is 
encouraged to access the web portal (“click here” in the story map) to submit contact 
information and join the project mailing list, as well as receive notices of future meetings, open 
houses, and updates. The official public comment period is anticipated for spring–early summer as 
a formal opportunity to submit written comments on the proposed action. The goal is to have the 
decision signed (plan finalized with public input) by late summer / early fall 2026 with on-the-ground 
implementation expected to begin summer 2027 at the earliest. 
 
In summary, Jon shared that the project uses a strong federal–state–NGO–utility–community 
partnership structure; uses expedited authority, but still under the existing forest plan; has a 
clear phased timeline (analysis → proposed action → public comment → decision → implementation); 
has multiple entry points for local governments, NGOs, and residents to influence project design via 
the story map and formal comment period. 
 
Q&A: Island Park Fuels Reduction Project 

• Erik Jackson asked whether historic beetle infestations that killed many trees are still an 
issue and how that factors into the project. 

o Jon White responded that yes, beetle issues are ongoing. Spruce budworm is 
currently “wreaking havoc,” visibly affecting tree vigor (e.g., hard to find healthy green 
Christmas trees). Douglas-fir beetle is also present and contributing to mortality. 
These insects are native, not exotic, but become a management problem where 
dense dead trees intersect with homes and infrastructure. As such, the fuels 
reduction project seeks to remove dead/hazard trees where they threaten people, 
roads, structures, or power lines, while also retaining some snags in 
designated forest resilience areas to preserve wildlife habitat (e.g., for birds). 

• Keith Esplin recalled a previous, smaller-scale project similar to the current fuels proposal 
that “never got off the ground,” reportedly due to lawsuit threats, and asked if Jon knows 
about it. 

o Jon White noted that the earlier effort was the Middle Henry’s Fork Aspen Watershed 
Restoration Project, which preceded the current Island Park fuels proposal. That 
project was not focused in the WUI, so it triggered stricter wildlife protections, 
especially for Canada lynx. The project thus faced a specific lawsuit over Canada 
lynx compliance under a ~30-year-old forest plan that is now hard to apply to current 
conditions. The Middle Henry’s Fork Aspen Watershed Restoration Project as 
ultimately pulled due to these legal and planning constraints. In contrast, the current 
Island Park Fuels Reduction Project is entirely within the WUI, with a primary purpose 
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of protecting homes and infrastructure and improving firefighter access, which 
gives structure protection needs higher priority in the planning balance. 

• Keith Esplin noted strong public support for tree removal along Highway 20 (fuel reduction / 
visibility), and asks why the work wasn’t completed as expected last year. 

o Jon White shared that completion for that project has been delayed primarily due to 
funding limits—the responsible entities ran out of money. Work along Hwy 20 
involves coordination between the State/Highway Department and the Forest 
Service, complicated by easement and jurisdiction issues. There is still interest 
in extending treatments north from central Island Park, but progress is contingent 
on securing additional funding and resolving responsibilities.  

• Jan Brown referenced the historic 30 year timber sale (1965–1995) that involved extensive 
clear-cutting and mentions the North Fork fire driven by an unusual east wind. Jan asked what 
lessons from that era of large clear-cuts are being incorporated into the current Island Park 
fuels plan? 

o Jon White provided historical context, sharing that in the 1950s–60s, major beetle 
outbreaks in Island Park led to extensive thinning and timber harvest to remove dead 
trees. At that time, aspen was not valued; it was often treated as “brush” with little 
attention to its ecological role. The Forest Service now recognizes aspen’s benefits 
(fire behavior, wildlife habitat, resilience). A major shift in approach is to actively 
encourage and retain aspen wherever it occurs. Aspen promotion will be a “huge 
part” of the current Island Park Fuels Reduction Project, directly informed by lessons 
from past beetle-era logging practices. 

• Rep. Furniss expressed strong support for increased logging and cattle grazing in Island Park. 
He noted wanting to see logging “come back” to thin dense stands ad noted that cattle 
grazing can help with fire risk. Rep. Furniss asked what is the Forest Service doing to bring 
back logging and grazing, and can they “make that happen”? 

o Jon White explained that the project explicitly includes timber harvest as a key fuels 
reduction method and expects it to be a “pretty heavy tool” within the treatment mix. 
But implementation is constrained by markets and infrastructure. Historically, there 
was much more active logging in Island Park (30–40 years ago). Now, markets have 
weakened and mills are distant/limited. St. Anthony is the closest mill and is easily 
overwhelmed. Moving logs to mills is costly, so the economic feasibility of large scale 
logging is uncertain. The Forest Service anticipates needing contractors/haulers from 
Montana or from the south, depending on how markets respond. 

o Rep. Furniss pressed for clarification on current permissions for logging, asking 
whether, if someone is interested in logging in the project area, the Forest Service 
is actually issuing permits now to allow that logging to occur. 

o Jon White affirmed that logging is contingent on project approval. The Forest Service 
is not issuing new logging permits for this project area yet. Once the fuels project is 
approved, they “will certainly be logging in this project.” Even if the final footprint is 
smaller than 25,000 acres, they still anticipate substantial timber removal. Timber 
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sales are described as the only practical way to remove large volumes of wood from 
the forest. A Forest Service counterpart who specializes in timber management 
would handle the specifics of timber sale design and permitting. 

• Keith Esplin asked for the website URL. 
o Christina Morrisett added that she’d get it on the HFWC webpage by the end of the 

week. 
o Jon White said that the story map and associated webpage will serve as the primary 

public information hub for the Island Park Fuels Reduction Project. A one-page 
overview (with QR code/link) explains the project and how to access the site; it will be 
shared out (and can be forwarded by you). The site will be updated as the project 
evolves; the date at the top indicates the most recent update. If the date changes, 
that signals new information has been added. Members of the public are encouraged 
to bookmark and revisit this page as their “one-stop shop” for maps, documents, 
links, and updates on the project. 

• Jack McLaren said that timber harvest creates slash and dense regrowth, which has been 
shown to increase fire risk. If timber harvest is going to be increased, what mitigation tactics 
will be implemented to mitigate this risk? 

o Jon White noted that yes, timber harvest can increase fire risk if slash is left on the 
ground after log removal. For slash mitigation methods, using whole-tree logging 
where feasible can reduce fire risk. Fell the entire tree, yard whole trees to a landing, 
then delimb and pile slash at the landing and burn landing piles to remove 
concentrated slash. After mechanical treatments (especially timber sales), the goal 
is to follow up with prescribed burning where conditions allow. The benefits here are 
to clean up residual slash and brush and stimulate aspen regeneration (because it 
has an extensive clonal root system) as disturbance triggers vigorous sprouting. 
Prescribed fire won’t be applied uniformly everywhere. Treatments will be surgical (“a 
knife, not a machete”), based on site conditions and objectives. 

• Brian Murdock thanked Jon for his presentation and noted the importance of public 
awareness. He remarked that, driving through Island Park, he had assumed the roadside 
clearings were mainly to see wildlife (e.g., moose), and is now recognizing their role in wildfire 
management/fuel reduction. 

o Jon White noted that the roadside tree/vegetation removal along the highway 
has multiple benefits. It helps drivers see wildlife crossing, reduces shade on the 
highway, which melts snow faster and improves road conditions (a primary benefit for 
the highway department), and also functions as a fuel break, contributing to wildfire 
risk reduction, though that is one of several objectives. Jon notes he would make it 
wider to serve as a better fuel break. 

o Brian Murdock added that he assumed the work was done for the 4-lane highway 
coming to Island Park. 

o Jon White noted that Brian’s guess was as good as his. 
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• Christina Morrisett asked whether the project is considering future development, not just 
the current footprint of existing homes and subdivisions in Island Park. 

o Jon White noted that the project is primarily keyed to existing subdivisions and 
communities. Treatments and infrastructure emphasis areas are designed to 
surround most, if not all, current subdivisions in Island Park. Most new development 
is occurring within these same subdivisions, with only a few scattered homes 
elsewhere. As a result, future homes built inside existing subdivisions will 
automatically benefit from the surrounding treatment areas and infrastructure 
focused fuels work. 

 
 
Contribution of part-year residents to the economic value of trout fishing in the Henry’s Fork 
watershed 
Rob Van Kirk, Henry’s Fork Foundation 
 
Rob Van Kirk described a large economic value of angling study conducted 2016–2019 led by HFF 
with economist Cliff Nowell (Weber State) as PI with heavy support from IDFG and HFF staff/interns. 
The study was funded by the Community Foundation of Teton Valley plus a major anonymous 
donation. The study covered 6 Idaho counties (Bonneville, Jefferson, Madison, Teton, Fremont, Clark) 
plus a sliver of Teton County, WY (not used in the core model due to very different economy). Each 
fishery was analyzed separately, as follows: Henry’s Lake, Henry’s Fork and tributaries (Buffalo, 
Warm River, Fall River) – not Island Park Reservoir, and the Upper Teton River in Teton 
Valley (canyon/lower reaches dropped due to too few anglers sampled). 
 
The core objectives of the study were to quantify how much anglers spend when they come to fish, 
the economic value to the regional economy, share of that value from “part-year residents” (people 
who own a home but live here part of the year), and additional contribution via property taxes on 
those part-year residences. 
 
Methodogically, the study treated angling as an export industry: non-local anglers bring “new 
money” into the region, similar to a farmer selling a commodity outside the area. The study also 
defined and explicitly analyzed a third user group: Part-year residents (neither full residents nor 
typical visitors), which is unusual/innovative for recreation economics. For the angling effort metric, 
the study quantified angler days (one person’s day trip), not angler hours, to reflects that spending is 
tied to the day trip, not the exact hours fished. On average anglers spend ~4 hours on rivers and 6 
hours on Henry’s Lake per angler day. Angling effort was derived from counts at access points 
(parking lots, flights, etc.), then extrapolated to a full year, reflecting year-round fisheries. 
 
Rob noted that part-year residents in Teton Valley, Island Park, and Ashton often own homes because 
of the quality of the fishing, which depends on water quantity and quality—linking fisheries 
economics directly to water management decisions. 
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Data was largely collected via ~1,900 surveys distributed at angler access points. The survey had a 
~30% response rate (high for this type of work). Anglers could respond online or on paper. The survey 
asked about spending by category (lodging, food, gear, fuel, etc.), demographics (origin, age), and 
angler behavior (trips/year, hours/day, locations). Total spending = angler days × average $/day. 
 
The economic focus of the study is on money spent in-region by non-residents (including part-year 
residents) because it is “new money” (export effect). Local residents’ spending is largely recycled 
within the watershed, so it’s not counted as export income. Part-year residents were defined as 
owning a home in the region, reported spending < 11 months/year there. Their homes were 
labeled “vacation homes” for analysis. 
 
To capture part-year resident contributions, the study considered home maintenance cost, 
additional trip spending, and property taxes. For home maintenance cost, the study used standard 
economics formulas (home value × % maintenance ÷ days/year) with the assumption that if they 
didn’t own a home, they’d be paying lodging (hotel/campground/Airbnb). That implied lodging cost is 
counted via maintenance. For additional trip spending, they callculated the extra 
spending attributable to being part-year residents vs. if they visited like typical non-residents or lived 
here full-time. For property taxes, they added a separate estimate of property tax paid on vacation 
homes as an additional economic contribution. 
 
Moving onto results, Rob shared that approximate angler days/year were ~53,000 in Henry’s Lake, 
~126–127,000 on the Henry’s Fork, and ~32,000 in the Upper Teton. Anglers on Henry’s Lake were 
primarily regional (eastern Idaho + northern Utah). Anglers on the Henry’s Fork were more national; 
still big clusters in eastern Idaho/northern Utah, plus CA, CO, TX, eastern U.S. Anglers on the Teton 
River were truly national; relatively few anglers from eastern Idaho/northern Utah. 
 
In terms of spending, lodging is the largest single expenditure category, which is central to the 
part-year resident analysis. Non-residents spend much more per day than residents; Teton River 
anglers spend more/day than Henry’s Fork or Henry’s Lake anglers. Total in-region angler spending 
(2017 dollars) amounted to ~$41M with ~$32–33M from non-residents (“new money”). After 
margining and multipliers (IMPLAN model), $33M in spending becomes ~$17M in net new economic 
activity (0.2–0.25% of regional economy), supporting ~317 jobs, concentrated in Island Park, Ashton, 
and Teton Valley. Over the long term, angling effort and spending on Henry’s Lake and the Henry’s 
Fork are remarkably stable over ~50 years (after inflation adjustment). On the Teton River, angler 
effort is ~4× higher and expenditures ~9× higher in 2018 vs early 2000s—major growth outlier. In the 
six-county region, agriculture ≈ 3–4% of the economy vs ~0.2–0.25% for angling. 
 
In terms of lodging & vacation homes, average lodging expenses are $35 per angler trip (2017 dollars), 
averaged across all anglers (including locals who pay $0). “Vacation homes” (part year residences) 
account for 24% of total lodging value. These homes were identified via survey wording (own a home, 
don’t live here year-round, stayed in own home before fishing). That spending is effectively home 
maintenance and local services (landscaping, plumbing, etc.) that stay in the regional economy. 
Part-year resident anglers make up 15% of the angler population, but they fish ~2× more days than 
other anglers and account for ~25% of total angler days and ~23–25% of nonresident economic 
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value. In terms of rough counts, there were ~1,000 part year anglers on Henry’s Lake, ~1,000 on 
Henry’s Fork, and ~500 in Teton Valley for nearly 3,000 part year resident anglers total. 
 
For property values and taxes (2017), median vacation home value ranged from $200–500k for 
Henry’s Lake anglers and $500k–$1M for Henry’s Fork and Teton River anglers. Estimated property 
tax from vacation homes (not included in the main $17M impact figure) was ≈ $4M from Henry’s Lake 
homes, ≈ $7M from Henry’s Fork homes, and ≈ $3M from Teton homes amounting to  ~$14M/year 
(2017 dollars) flowing to Fremont and Teton counties alone. In 2017, ≈22% of all property tax 
revenue in those two counties came from people who fish and own a second home. 
 
Roughly a quarter of the fishery’s export-driven economic value (spending + implied lodging via 
maintenance) is tied to part-year residents. On top of that, they contribute tens of millions in property 
tax over time, which counties rely on for basic services. At the local scale (Island Park, Ashton, 
Driggs/Victor), angling and vacation-home spending are a major economic sector, supporting a large 
share of the ~317 jobs tied to the fishery (guides, outfitters, lodging, services). At the six-county 
regional scale, angling’s ~$17M net new activity is only ~0.2–0.25% of the overall economy. 
Agriculture is 3–4%, about 18× larger than angling in that regional accounting. At the Upper Snake 
Basin scale (water allocation context), Henry’s Fork water is largely diverted for irrigation basin-wide; 
that agricultural economy is on the order of $20B. Compared at this full-basin scale, $17M from 
angling is small, but locally it is critical. 
 
Overall, recreational anglers and their second homes provide crucial tax base and local jobs. 
Counties would be “really hurting” without that development. At the same time, over-development 
or degraded water quality/quantity can erode the very resource (fishery) that drives this economy. 
The real question is not pro- vs anti-development, but how to support development and property 
rights that generate economic activity and tax revenue, while maintaining water quantity and 
quality sufficient for both agriculture and the fisheries that attract part-year residents and tourists. 
On lands converted from irrigated agriculture, there is an additional tradeoff. In some cases, second 
homes + recreation may be a better economic use. In others, keeping land in agriculture may be 
more beneficial—both economically and for water management. 
 
Q&A: Contribution of part-year residents to the economic value of trout fishing in the Henry’s 
Fork watershed 

• Rep. Furniss noted that the study’s economic numbers don’t include sales tax impacts, 
emphasizing that daily angler spending also generates state sales tax, a portion of 
which returns to cities. The Idaho grocery tax alone brings in over $200 million statewide (net 
of credits/rebates). A significant share of that tax revenue is tied to non-resident and 
part-year residents’ spending in fishing areas (Island Park, etc.). 

o Building on Rep. Furniss’ comment, Rob Van Kirk noted additional tax streams not 
included in the study’s $17M estimate, such as the federal excise tax on sport fishing 
equipment, hunting equipment, and other outdoor gear (e.g., binoculars). This tax 
is embedded upstream (not visible at retail), but nationally, it generates billions of 
dollars. For Idaho, roughly $60M/year flows to IDFG, and this is one of the primary 
funding sources for the agency. Even if an angler buys waders in Salt Lake City, some 
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of that excise tax still returns to Idaho via the federal formula. The angling economic 
study did not include these federal excise tax returns, or the broader fiscal impacts 
they support (e.g., IDFG management capacity).  

• Russell Clark asked if the study took fishing licenses into account. 
o Rob Van Kirk shared that the study didn’t include fishing licenses either. License 

spending is tracked in the survey as a trip expenditure, but since those dollars 
essentially go straight to IDFG, they are not counted as part of the regional impact in 
the IMPLAN analysis. 

• Keith Esplin asked whether, in calculating property tax shares from vacation homes, the 
analysis accounted for local residents’ homeowner exemptions (implying vacation homes 
pay full assessed value, locals typically don’t). 

o Rob Van Kirk responded that for the property tax analysis on vacation 
homes/part-year residences, the study assumed no homeowner’s exemption for 
those properties. More specifically, part-year residents (by definition) do not live there 
full-time, so the team randomly selected homes in subdivisions known to house 
anglers and assigned them to the appropriate value ranges (e.g., $200–500k, $500k–
$1M). The team then used assessed value before any homeowner exemption to 
estimate taxes. This effectively assumes part-year owners pay full property tax on 
assessed value. Rob acknowledged this may not be perfect (some part-year owners 
might still claim exemptions), but it was the working assumption for the 2017 
estimates. 

• Jan Brown asked how the analysis factored in the short-term rental phenomenon, given that 
there are ~1,200 units in Island Park. 

o Rob Van Kirk shared that the survey used a “cabin or other short-term rental” lodging 
category. Anglers staying in VRBO/Airbnb-type units checked that option, so those 
nights are included in the lodging analysis. During the survey period (2016–
2018/19), short-term rentals were a relatively small share of where anglers stayed. 
But Rob expects that if the study were repeated now, this category would likely 
represent a larger share of lodging and could shift the mix (e.g., fewer private camps 
proportionally).  

 
 
PANEL: On-the-Ground Lessons and Perspectives in Planning, Zoning, and Development  
Panel discussion moderated by Will Stubblefield (Friends of the Teton River), featuring:  

• Shane Ruebush (Madison County Planning & Zoning Commission)  
• Jade Kreuger (City of Driggs Planning & Building Department)  
• Matt Hively (Henry’s Fork Foundation)  
• Niki Richards (Valley Advocates for Responsible Development) 

 
(Moderator) Will Stubblefield, Program Director at Friends of the Teton River, reflected on his 
learning curve with planning and zoning, having come from a background focused on fisheries, water 
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quality, and soil health. He noted he now closely follows city council and state legislature actions 
and has developed respect for planning and zoning officials, recognizing their long-term impact on 
communities and precedents for future generations. He framed the purpose of the panel as drawing 
on panelists’ experience and on-the-ground perspectives to enrich the day’s earlier discussions. 
 
Will Stubblefield then invited panelists to introduce themselves by sharing their role and tenure in 
that role, a high-level description of their responsibilities, what draws them to this work. 
 

• Jade Kruger introduced herself as the Planning and Building Director for the City of Driggs (in 
role ~1 year). Previously, Jade served as the Planning Director for Teton County, Idaho; prior 
planning work in Colorado. Jade has a Master’s in planning from CU Denver and an 
undergraduate degree from the University of Chicago. Jade described robust experience 
in planning and community development, including nonprofit real estate development, 
natural resource protection, and current (development review) and long-range planning. For 
the City of Driggs, Jade’s current responsibilities are to manage all active development in a 
very busy pipeline;  lead long-range planning: comprehensive plan, sustainability, resilience 
planning; oversee transportation master planning; and integrate these efforts to plan 
for near-term (~5 years) and long-term (40–50 years) future of Driggs. Jade says she is a 
planner because it’s fun and rewarding. Planning is critical for every community and she 
views the planner’s role as a hybrid of multiple disciplines: mathematics/technical analysis, 
politics and public process, and legal/regulatory work. She is motivated to help communities 
plan smartly for their future. 

• Matt Hively introduced himself as the Aquatic Resources Manager for the Henry’s Fork 
Foundation (~5 years). In his role, Matt focuses on the intersection of land use, infrastructure, 
and aquatic resource management, especially how decisions affect water supply, water 
quality, and public access. Matt participates at county, state, and federal levels. He 
reviews planning and zoning proposals, stream alteration permits, and other projects 
affecting aquatic resources to provide written and in-person comments. He is also involved 
in FERC hydropower relicensing processes in the watershed. Matt values bringing forward 
credible data and scientific background to guide decisions. He grew up near Rigby, with a 
personal connection to local rivers and landscapes. He described himself as naturally 
curious/“nosy,” interested in both public processes and “behind the curtain” dynamics. He 
sees his role as being “the voice of the river,” advocating for river health and public access 
within current laws, policies, and on-the-ground realities. 

• Niki Richards introduced herself as the Executive Director of Valley Advocates for 
Responsible Development (≈8 years). VARD’s organizational mission is to advocate for open 
spaces, wild places, and vibrant communities. VARD’s core activities are frequent 
participation and presentations at public hearings, extensive community engagement, and 
behind-the-scenes work with local elected officials, staff, and community members. Niki 
acknowledged that VARD is often labeled as “anti-growth” or “pro-growth” depending on the 
project. VARD intentionally focuses on the merits of each application and 
promoting responsible development, rather than a pro/anti-growth identity. Niki grew up 
in Fort Valley, Virginia, a very rural area without even a stoplight. Niki witnessed land 
being subdivided and sold to city newcomers, displacing long-time residents That experience 
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led her to pursue a master’s degree and adopt the mindset: “Either let’s do it right or not at 
all.” Niki’s philosophy is that development does happen (and is often treated as inevitable), 
but it doesn’t have to be adversarial. She believes in collaborative approaches that 
acknowledge growth, honor why people love and live in the area, and protect key 
resources while balancing community values and development pressures. 

• Shane Ruebush introduced himself as a university professor (day job) and Member of 
the Madison County Planning and Zoning Commission (on commission ~4 years; involved 
since 2012). Shane first engaged with P&Z due to a personal neighborhood issue, learning to 
advocate for himself. As he learned county ordinances and processes, others began asking 
him to advocate on their behalf. Eventually, Shane was appointed to the commission after 
being a frequent, trusted presence. Shane sees a real disconnect between residents and 
government. The public perception is that officials are out of touch or not listening. In reality, 
he has seen that officials often don’t get much feedback. Many people only see regulations 
as obstacles, without understanding the work and intent behind ordinances that may 
actually be protective or beneficial. Shane believes a better understanding of process and 
starting conditions could reduce the sense of adversarial conflict between community 
members and local government. His involvement has helped him understand what it means 
to be part of the community in a deeper way. 

 
Will Stubblefield transitioned from introductions into the first segment of the panel, asking: Within 
your role, what’s your organization or local government’s vision for the future of the place where you 
work—specifically related to planning and zoning?” 

• Jade Krueger referenced the prior discussion on anglers contributing to the tax base, then 
shifted to structural constraints in Idaho. Idaho’s property tax caps limit annual revenue 
growth, so fast growing communities lack funds for infrastructure, which is already failing in 
some places. In Driggs, the estimated annual growth rate is 4%—well above average. This 
includes both year-round residents and second/third/fourth homeowners. Jade’s P&Z vision 
for Driggs is to pursue “smart growth” that balances economic development and infill, 
diverse housing stock for multiple income levels, and protection of the intact Yellowstone 
ecosystem. The vision needs to maintain a long-term horizon (40+ years), not just near-term 
needs. In terms of vision implementation, Jade said that rules, policies, ordinances, and 
planning documents need to be aligned and robust. Then, these documents can be used as 
the backbone for decision making once applications arrive, when it’s harder to interpret 
“community vision” on the fly. 

• Matt Hively described a catch-22: communities depend financially on growth patterns 
that erode the very natural resources and amenities that attract people, eventually 
undermining future demand and tax base. For the Henrys Fork Foundation, the vision is to 
explicitly recognize and accept trade-offs between growth and resource protection; build 
a proactive planning culture, not a reactive one; ensure comprehensive plans and 
development codes accurately reflect current local realities (place and time). Matt stressed 
that Planning & Zoning Commissions are constrained by existing policies and ordinances, so 
the real work is updating those governing documents. In Fremont County specifically, he 
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sees a clear need to revise the Comprehensive Plan and ordinances to better align with 
present conditions and pressures. 

• Shane Ruebush shared that Madison County revised its comprehensive plan 2–3 years ago, 
replacing a document that was 10+ years old and pre-2020 growth. He noted this update 
was essential to reflect rapid recent growth. Within the county, Rexburg dominates attention, 
but many newcomers prefer the surrounding lower-density areas for views and amenities. 
The revised plan explicitly states that property rights are highly valued. The comprehensive 
plan clarifies how the county will proceed, so residents understand what P&Z is bound to do. 
People may dislike how a neighbor develops their land, but if it doesn’t harm others’ basic 
use, it is generally allowed. There are added protections near key amenities, especially rivers, 
where additional considerations apply. The hardest issues arise at the interface between 
residential uses and higher-impact uses (e.g., gravel pits). Those proposals reliably draw 
crowds and heated testimony. Having clear, up-to-date plans and codes has been very 
beneficial for decision-making. Shane noted this framework is especially important for 
issues that dovetail with water concerns in Madison County. 

• Niki Richards noted that Valley Advocates for Responsible Development works across the 
valley, including: Driggs, Victor, Tetonia, Teton County, Idaho and Teton County, Wyoming, as 
well as parts of Fremont/Felt and surrounding counties This means navigating many different 
comprehensive plans, vision documents, and codes and “meeting them where they are” in 
each jurisdiction. Niki shared that Teton County, Idaho will update its 2012 comprehensive 
plan next year. She sees comp-plan updates as key moments to engage the community on 
core values (e.g., private property rights as a priority lens). Planning & Zoning Commissions 
serve as technical advisory bodies, doing the detailed work before issues reach elected 
officials. Clear community vision and solid codes are foundational to steer the direction of 
growth and express the community’s long-term vision. Organizationallly, VARD’s vision is to 
help ensure those vision documents and codes are strong, community-informed, and 
effectively guide growth. 

 
Will Stubblefield noted that the panelists represent different communities within the same 
watershed. He asked them to reflect on what drives their decisions and public comments: When you 
make decisions or write public comments, what community needs are top of mind and shape your 
perspective? 

• Jade Krueger said that in Teton Valley comp plans, the shared goal is to keep clear gateways 
into cities vs. county—with rural, larger lots and natural resources in the county, and most 
development intended for the cities. The top community concerns in Driggs are water, traffic, 
loss of open space, and perceived surprises in density (e.g., “I bought here 10 years ago—
how is this now multiple duplexes?”). As a Planner, Jade recognizes the need for balance 
among adopted ordinances and plans, public comments and concerns, and private property 
rights to provide a non-biased, comprehensive analysis to decision makers. Jade 
acknowledged a civic understanding gap. Many people are confused about the roles of city 
staff, Planning & Zoning commissions, and elected officials. The city planner’s job is to 
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synthesize ordinances, plans, and public input and present that to the decision-making 
bodies on current development. 

• Matt Hively said that when reviewing a proposal or writing comments, he applies three main 
tests. 1) Is it allowed and process-compliant? Matt checks if the use is permitted in that 
zone and whether the applicant followed proper procedures (clarity and consistency). 2) 
Water supply realism. Matt asks if there is enough water both legally and physically for what’s 
proposed, including for hydro/recreation flows. His work is grounded in the reality that there 
is less water now than 30 years ago.3) Look beyond “can we permit this?” to “what is this 
building toward?” Consider whether it encourages growth in areas that can’t be adequately 
serviced and what future impacts are likely. These three checks—legality/process, realistic 
water supply, and long-term consequences—drive how he evaluates proposals and shapes 
his comments. 

• Niki Richards provided orientation to VARD’s comment approach. First, they start with code 
alignment. What codes apply? How does the project fit or not fit those codes? They clearly 
call out where it’s consistent or inconsistent. VARD also remains mission driven: protect 
open spaces, wild places, and vibrant communities by keeping density in the core and 
protecting rivers, migration corridors, and other key resources. VARD seeks to balance big-
picture values with the specific merits/details of each application. VARD also tries to meet 
with developers early, especially out of state proponents who may not know about wildlife 
corridors or local resource issues. Niki noted that early conversations can avoid adversarial 
hearings and create “win–win” adjustments before formal public review. 

• Shane Ruebush shared that Madison County tries to incentivize early interaction between 
developers and neighbors so projects build community, not just isolated sites. This is hard to 
implement because developers fear delays if neighbors won’t meet and developers 
often avoid early feedback if they expect it to be negative, preferring issues surface at the P&Z 
hearing. Relative to the Rexburg–county development dynamic, Rexburg is perceived as 
difficult to develop in, pushing development pressure into the county. The county sees 
more commercial development along US-20 and other major highways as a way to grow the 
tax base, and has mapped this in the comprehensive plan. Madison County recognizes 
that stopping irrigation and shifting to groundwater pumping fundamentally changes 
resource use and impacts the aquifer. Shane noted appreciation for a recent shift (last ~4 
years) where new subdivisions are now required to have active irrigation/water management 
infrastructure, rather than leaving it to developers who never implement it. This change is 
seen as protecting future property rights and enjoyment for buyers. Shane stressed the need 
for forward-looking P&Z decisions that incorporate lessons and arguments from past 
cases into current decisions. He highlighted the importance of having experienced 
planners who can do real planning; in earlier years, staff inexperience meant planning 
“wasn’t really planning.” 
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Will Stubblefield transitioned from vision and community-needs discussion to obstacles, asking 
the panel: As you work toward your community vision and try to meet those identified needs, what 
are the biggest challenges you’re encountering? 

• Matt Hively said that Amy Verbeten’s keynote highlighted it: the governance gap. There is a 
disconnect between what policies, plans, and codes say and can realistically handle, and 
the on-the-ground realities and pressures communities face. This gap creates conflict, often 
escalating to litigation before issues are resolved. Matt’s prescription is to maintain current, 
regularly updated comprehensive plans and development codes (not 10–15 years old) and 
use these to enable proactive rather than reactive planning and decision-making. 

• Niki Richards identified the challenge as  many community members care and want to weigh 
in, but don’t understand the process or all the different decision points: staff review, Planning 
& Zoning Commission, town/county commissioners, and final decisions. A key challenge 
is helping people navigate when their voice can have the most impact and how they can 
comment effectively at each stage. She sees this as a real but solvable challenge and 
something their organization actively works on. 

• Shane Ruebush linked part of the governance gap to a lack of local civics education. He 
noted that we talk a lot about federal government and elections, but rarely teach local 
processes. Even students doing “Project Citizen” type efforts often don’t understand how 
local government actually works. He suggested embedding local civics into schools, and 
community organizations to help people learn “Do you know the process?” before they show 
up at hearings confused or frustrated. In practice, he and others on P&Z become default 
advisors on what the limits and processes are and how the process will or will not work for a 
resident’s concern. Shane’s goal is to get people to value local governance as much as 
state/federal 

o Niki Richards added that such an approach would help ensure community members 
don’t feel discounted; instead, they would understand when and how to speak for 
maximum effect. 

o Shane Ruebush continued: so that citizens know when and what’s most effective to 
share your perspective, testimony, etc. 

• Jade Krueger shared that she helped run a Civic Academy (“Government 101”) when she 
worked in Colorado. The academy hosted ~20 community members per year and taught them 
about planning processes, budgeting, org charts, and who’s in charge. Graduates became 
peer advisors to their neighbors. She thinks a similar program would be useful locally as well. 
Jade noted that the out of state land ownership (Teton County) is a key challenge currently. A 
2022 GIS analysis showed >60% of parcels were owned by out of state entities/LLCs. This 
reduces local accountability and on the ground understanding, and incentivizes profit driven, 
non local development. Additionally, high development and infrastructure costs, limit the 
ability to capture value and fully fund growth related needs. Jade also noted that Driggs’ 
ordinance requires developers to transfer water rights proportional to their proposal. Over 
time, available water rights may become hard to find/expensive, potentially pushing growth 
into the county, which is not the community’s vision. There is a concern that incremental, 
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dispersed development will constrict wildlife and riparian corridors and degrade water 
resources, even if individual projects meet rules. Jade argues for smart, coordinated regional 
development across the City of Driggs, Teton County (ID & WY), and other eastern Idaho 
counties. Overall, she’s focused on civic education, managing non local ownership 
pressures, aligning water policy and growth, and preventing gradual ecological fragmentation 
across the broader Yellowstone adjacent landscape. 

Will Stubblefield asked the panel: how can organizations and private citizens participate in the 
planning, zoning and development process? 

• Shane Ruebush stated that effective participation starts with people taking the time to 
engage, which is hard in busy communities. Comp plan items are legally advertised, but not 
everyone sees them. Madison County could use Facebook and other social media more, but 
may be hesitant because high engagement often shows up as adversarial, not collaborative. 
Shane suggested using more proactive tools to reach people and gather input such as online 
outreach and social media and Surveys mailed or pushed out, not just in-person hearings. 
Shane stated a goal to build bridges and better collaboration, instead of relying on whoever 
shows up on a given hearing night (competing with things like football games, etc.). 

• Matt Hively built on Shane’s point and shared that meaningful participation costs personal 
time—often evenings that could be spent with family or on leisure. Despite that, showing up 
for public hearings and planning processes is very valuable for the community. He noted that 
if people can’t attend in person, they can often submit written comments ahead of time. Matt 
light-heartedly suggests “reframing date night” to include public meetings—he sometimes 
brings his wife to hearings, even on her birthday (with dinner before). 

• Niki Richards emphasized the need to see both “forest and trees” and ay attention to what’s 
in our own backyards (local impacts), and also view ourselves as part of the Greater 
Yellowstone ecosystem and its larger-scale patterns when we “zoom out.” 

• Jade Krueger supports the “date night at City Council” idea but notes they often do it via 
Zoom. She argued that every government should offer online participation since not everyone 
can attend 6 p.m.–midnight meetings. Online options and advance written comments are an 
equity issue for people with varied schedules. In Driggs, the Code was amended to require 
neighborhood meetings for large scale developments before public hearings. These meetings 
surface issues and concerns early, give developers a chance to adjust or at least understand 
what’s coming to the hearing, and have been very productive in practice. In terms of online 
engagement tools, Jade favors platforms like EngageHQ (Granicus) where multiple projects 
are posted and residents can weigh in at all stages, not just at formal action points. Jade sees 
this as a valuable tool as capacity and staffing grow. 

Will Stubblefield closed the prepared panel question segment by asking for “insider tips” on writing 
public comments. Will asked the panel: what makes a public comment informative and actually 
useful to decision-makers? 

• Niki Richards said that public comments should be substantive, not just “I like/don’t like this 
project.” Comments should explain why you support or oppose something, especially if it’s 
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near your property. Provide details, cite sources, and reference specific codes or policies 
when you can. When giving oral comment, use limited time well (3 minute limit). Don’t repeat 
what others just said—state that you agree and then add new information or a different angle. 
Ideally, have someone who is well versed in a key issue cover it, and others briefly align or add 
rather than restate. Comments that hit the main issues with fact based reasoning are far more 
influential than generic like/dislike statements. Valley Advocates for Responsible 
Development is willing to help community members craft more substantive comments. 

• Matt Hively said to ground comments in adopted documents. Tie your points to guiding 
documents like the Comprehensive Plan, specific policies, and development code sections. 
Show how the proposal is inconsistent (or consistent) and why. Offer constructive 
alternatives. Don’t just say “no”; suggest ways the proposal could become compliant. For 
example, if someone seeks a high intensity commercial rezone, point out if a lower intensity 
zone would meet their needs and better fit policy. These kinds of practical alternatives tend 
to get serious consideration in commission deliberations. Use both written and verbal 
comments strategically. Submit written comments with detail. Then reiterate key points 
verbally at the hearing to bring them back to the top of commissioners’ minds (“remember I 
submitted…”). Matt finds that the style that works best is a clear, concise, professional tone 
and being constructive, not just “I don’t like this” or “this isn’t how we do things here.” 
Constructive, document based, solution oriented comments carry more weight with 
Planning & Zoning commissions. 

• Shane Ruebush reinforced Matt’s points about alternatives in public comments. When 
commenters suggest a workable alternative or middle ground, it gets commissioners’ 
attention. These alternatives can defuse animosity by shifting the focus from “us vs. them” to 
problem solving. It requires thinking not just about your own interests, but also what is 
realistically possible for the developer. Conflict eases when the developer stops being “the 
other” and both sides look for mutually workable solutions. Sometimes there truly is no 
acceptable middle ground, and people may need to “die on that hill.” In those cases, 
residents may choose to appeal to county commissioners or pursue litigation if they’re 
committed enough. Whatever the path, it’s important to learn and follow the full process from 
start to finish. 

• Jade Krueger echoed the sentiments of the other panelists. Jade encouraged anyone with 
questions about a project to contact planning staff before commenting. She is willing to help 
people find relevant code sections, policies, and what they should actually be looking at to 
ground their comments. This ties directly back to the need for better civic education. Jade 
also emphasized that tone matters. Starting a comment with legal threats (e.g., “If this goes 
through, I’m going to sue”) is not helpful. Comments framed that way are less likely to receive 
careful consideration than respectful, substantive input. 

• Shane Ruebush added that he estimates at least half of people who attend public hearings 
are there mainly because they don’t understand what’s going on and just have questions. A 
practice their current P&Z chair uses is that at the start, they spend a few minutes taking 
general questions from the audience. They let people ask their basic clarifying questions 
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first, then move into the formal public hearing. This quick Q&A up front often resolves 
confusion and reduces the volume of later testimony, making the hearing more efficient and 
productive. 

o Matt Hively said that was interesting to hear. Given his experience in Fremont 
County, dialog is not allowed. 

o Shane Ruebush noted that strictly following formal procedure can feel cold and 
unfeeling to the public. However, he acknowledged that those procedures exist to 
help the commission be fair and unbiased. Their local adaptations (like brief Q&A at 
the start) are attempts to reduce animosity while still respecting required process. 

o Matt Hively remarked that it is a great practice that ought to be adopted by all 
counties. 

o Shane Ruebush gave a practical example of their hearing approach. At the start of a 
hearing, the chair may simply ask: “Does anybody have some basic questions you 
just want to ask?” Those questions are gathered up front, and then the applicant or 
presenter is asked to address them when they give their main presentation or 
comment. This helps clear up confusion early without derailing the formal hearing 
process. 

o Matt Hively noted that meaningful participation takes time, including calling 
planning/building staff ahead of time with questions and doing some homework 
before the hearing. Many people skip that step and instead show up at hearings 
expecting all their questions to be answered on the spot—issues that could have 
been resolved earlier. He find it encouraging that some counties build in up front Q&A 
at hearings, showing that proactive clarification “can be done.” 

o Niki Richards asked Shane if questions on agenda projects are allowed. 
o Shane Ruebush explained that a typical P&Z meeting has 2–3 agenda items, but 

most attendees are usually there for just one “big” item. Early in the meeting, they 
scan who’s present for which item and then decide how to order the agenda—for 
example: Take the big, contentious item first, or handle it last, after simpler items. 
This flexible sequencing helps manage time and expectations for both the 
commission and the public. 

o Matt Hively commented that he liked that flexibility. 
o Will Stubblefield shared that at a recent Victor City Council meeting, they tried a 

similar approach to what Shane described. There were many people and many 
questions in the room. The council looked for ways to build Q&A time into the agenda 
before people launched into potentially adversarial comments. 

Will Stubblefield thanked the panel and opened the floor to audience questions. 
• Mayor Powell raised a legal/process concern about public comment. His understanding is 

that if an item is not on the agenda, officials cannot discuss it even if public comment is 
allowed. He questions whether it’s legal to invite public comment but not allow any 
interaction or response from the body on that topic. 
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o Shane Ruebush, responding to the legal/process concern, explained their approach. 
The public states their questions and comments. Then, rather than commissioners 
debating off agenda, the developer/applicant addresses those points when it’s their 
turn to speak. This allows questions to be aired and answered without the 
commission violating agenda or open meeting constraints. 

o Mayor Powell clarified that he misunderstood the previous framing. 
o Shane Ruebush continued. He shared that for many attendees, stating their concern 

once is enough; they just want it on the record. In Madison county, those initial 
concerns are voiced up front, then the developer addresses them right away in their 
presentation. This clears simple questions early so the commission can focus later 
testimony on people with substantive issues. He noted this approach works best 
when turnout is relatively small. 

• Jan Brown noted the Idaho Land Use Planning Act of 1975 is still intact, but highlighted a 
2017 provision on short‑term rentals that requires them to be treated as residential uses. Jan 
asked the panel how the “short‑term rentals = residential” definition has affected their 
planning processes? Do they see potential for a group effort to change that provision? 

o Jade Krueger shared that Driggs is part of the Resort Cities Coalition (resort type 
towns near ski areas). This allows the city to collect local option sales tax on lodging, 
and Airbnbs/STRs are treated as lodging for that purpose. STRs are currently under 
~20% of the housing stock, so not yet at a crisis level. Idaho’s 2017 law requires STRs 
to be treated as residential uses, which limits local regulation. Jade doubts the 
Legislature will change this soon, given the state’s strong emphasis on private 
property rights. Local governments are largely constrained to regulating STRs around 
health, safety, and general welfare. In sharing an example, Jade noted that Sandpoint 
has adopted stricter STR regulations, but they haven’t been tested in court yet. Lava 
Hot Springs faced a legal challenge and won most of it, but the boundary of what’s 
allowed remains narrow. Personally, she’d welcome change that allows more local 
control. She’d like to see the state move toward a model where each community can 
set STR regulations based on its own housing supply and conditions, including 
defining an appropriate share of units that can be STRs. 

o Shane Ruebush, on how Madison County is handling housing and STR-related 
pressures, noted the secondary dwelling units ordinance. Madison County adopted 
an ordinance making it fairly common to build secondary dwelling units on existing 
parcels. This has helped housing affordability, as family members (often children) 
can live on the same property until they can afford their own housing. These 
secondary units also create more opportunities for short‑term rentals for those who 
choose to use them that way. The county benefits from increased property tax without 
converting as much agricultural land to residential, since added density occurs on 
existing lots. The approach trades sprawl reduction for higher on‑site residential 
density. He flags a future concern: greater density means higher inputs to the aquifer 
and wastewater systems, which could become a significant issue within 10–20 years. 
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o Niki Richards said that VARD’s focus is on transparency around future use, 
especially STRs. When a new development is proposed, they ask: What is the real 
intent? Traditional single family homes? Or an entire community of short term 
rentals? They want the community to clearly understand the implications of each 
scenario. Their goal is to ensure STR implications are “on the table” and visible, not 
handled quietly behind the scenes, so the public can weigh in honestly and 
appropriately. 

• Grace Lemen expressed strong support for “Civics 101” / local government education and 
community outreach, including via social media. She admitted that she would personally 
“fail” a local Civics 101 class, underscoring how little most people understand local 
processes. Grace noted that even the discussion about how to give public comment could 
itself be a full Civics 101 lesson. After her reflection, Grace asked what the next step should 
be and who should lead it: A county position? A nonprofit? A passionate volunteer? School 
programs (e.g., Madison County schools)? Stand‑alone “Civics 101” meetings instead of 
regular planning meetings? Grace emphasized that the panel’s consensus shows this is 
“crazy valuable” and worth acting on. 

o Someone joked that you need a TikTok influencer. 
o Grace Lemen commented that social media engagement is crucial. 
o Shane Ruebush shared that, before joining the P&Z Commission, he tried to start an 

“informed citizen” effort with others in the community. But the main challenge is that 
it’s very hard to get and keep people’s attention. At the time, Facebook was the main 
tool; some people followed along, but engagement was limited. The deeper problem 
is getting people to feel it’s worth investing their time, especially when they want their 
participation to feel efficient and impactful. He framed this time/attention barrier as 
a core dilemma for any local civics effort. 

o Jade Krueger said that if residents want Civics 101 or similar education, they should 
tell their City Council/County officials directly that it’s a priority. Elected officials may 
not realize there is public demand for this, beyond staff occasionally saying, “We’d 
get better comments if people understood the process.” Ultimately, it’s elected 
officials who must decide to invest resources (time, staff, budget) in these programs. 
If electeds choose to support Civics 101–type efforts, it can improve public trust in 
governing boards by showing they are investing in transparency and citizen 
understanding. 

o Niki Richards proposed using a live case study to teach process. When a high 
interest project is in the pipeline (e.g., a hypothetical Costco on ag land), use it as a 
real time teaching tool. Explain where the project is in the process, what comes next, 
and when/how people can weigh in. Outline deadlines for written comments and 
opportunities for verbal testimony. Valley Advocates for Responsible Development 
often gets “panic calls” from residents when a project appears in their backyard. They 
will walk people through the process and help them use their voice effectively, 
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regardless of where they live. Pairing Civics 101 content with a concrete, high profile 
proposal is a powerful way to draw people in and teach process. 

o Shane Ruebush noted that there are active Facebook groups in groups that are good 
barometers of how “hot” an issue is. These groups could be used as a natural entry 
point (“segue”) for promoting civics education or engagement efforts, since they 
already capture community attention and sentiment. 

o Rep. Furniss suggested that when agencies notify nearby residents about a project 
or event, they should include a one page guide on how to make public comments and 
what kinds of input are most valuable. He believes that this simple add on could 
prevent many problems in planning and development by improving comment quality 
and clarity upfront. 

 

Community Building and Wrap Up 
o Aaron Dalling (co-facilitator) announced a moment of silence and then invited any final 

comments or announcements. 
o Brandon Hoffner asked where folks can find materials post-meeting. 

o Christina Morrisett (co-facilitator) encouraged folks to to the Henrys Fork 
Foundation website → HenrysFork.org/henrys-fork-watershed-council (via the 
“Henrys Fork Watershed Council” section/link). By end of the 
week, all presentations will be online. Within about a month, the meeting summary 
and meeting notes will be posted. 

o Christina Morrisett (co-facilitator) announced that the next meeting will be second Tuesday 
of February (around Feb 10–11). The February meeting will include a presentation 
from Harriman State Park on its trails assessment and planning project. There are Additional 
meetings planned for February, March, April, and May. There is no meeting in January. Come 
summer, the HFWC will take a break from regular meetings; reconvene for a field tour in 
August. If you attended today’s meeting, you’re likely on the mailing list and will receive email 
announcements about upcoming meetings and materials. Christina closed the meeting by 
expressing appreciation for attendees’ time, travel, attention, curiosity, and participation. 


