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Key Guiding Principle 
Agriculture is an important tradition and an 

economic resource for our community. The 

County intends to preserve productive 

agricultural lands. 

Blaine County’s history is closely tied to its 

agricultural lands. Farmers and ranchers were early 

settlers and have contributed to our local culture 

through many generations. Farming and ranching 

operations, both large and small, continue to 

contribute to our economy by providing high-

quality crops, local produce and livestock, and 

Vision  Blaine County recognizes productive agricultural land as a key asset to our 

quality of life. We value working agrarian landscapes and respect the needs of the farming 

and ranching community. We embrace local food production and sustainable practices on all 

farms and ranches. 

 

Chapter 4 - Agriculture 
Field during cutting – Carol Waller 

direct and indirect employment. Working 

agricultural landscapes also contribute to scenic 

open space, wildlife habitat and movement 

corridors throughout the County. Preserving eco-

systems and sustaining the health of the land 

benefit agriculture, the environment and the 

economy. Land use regulation should support 

agriculture as a valued land use, minimize 

conflicts between agricultural and residential uses 

and help to conserve the natural environment.  
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Setting 
Farming and ranching has been an important part of 

the Blaine County economy and lifestyle since the 

first farmers arrived in 1879. Early farms were 

scattered throughout the County. Today, most farms 

are located south of Bellevue in and around the 

“Triangle” created by US Highway 20, State Highway 

75 and Gannett Road, as well as in the Carey area.   

Sheep ranching was a prominent activity at the turn 

of the century. By 1900, more than two million sheep 

had been trailed through the Wood River Valley. 

Ketchum was one of the largest sheep-shipping 

centers of the United States, thanks to the Union 

Pacific Railroad connection constructed in 1884. 

According to the USDA National Agricultural 

Statistics Service, the numbers of sheep and other 

livestock in Idaho were substantially higher prior to 

World War II than today.   

Working farms and ranches were also important to 

early recreation, with hunting and fishing occurring 

on private property as well as public lands.  

Blaine County's population expanded rapidly 

beginning in the 1970s, growing by 230 percent by 

the year 2000. By the 1990s, the agricultural 

community split over conflicting priorities of keeping 

land in production versus expanding the rights to 

develop it. Privacy and public access were issues of 

growing concern. A subdivision in the heart of the 

“Triangle”, recorded in 2000, resulted in a lawsuit by 

neighboring agriculture operators. A proposed 

urban-like community south of Bellevue and rumors 

of a “new town” near the intersection of Highways 

20 and 75 further increased concerns over rapid 

development. 

Concern for potentially adverse impacts of the 

development boom on sensitive lands and wildlife, 

as well as agricultural operations, resulted in an 18-

month moratorium on subdivisions in the 

agricultural districts. The Board of Commissioners, 

Planning and Zoning Commission, staff and 

consultants used this time to engage the whole 

community in a land use planning process called 

“Blaine County 2025.” It resulted in numerous 

ordinance and Comprehensive Plan amendments 

intended to sustain agriculture, protect sensitive 

lands and guide growth toward existing urban 

centers.   

Economy 
Agriculture is a key land use and industry 

throughout Idaho. While Idaho agriculture has 

changed over the past few decades, it remains the 

state’s leading natural resource-based industry. 

Idaho produces 185 agricultural commodities and is 

ranked in the top 10 for the production of 25 

different crops and livestock.  

While Blaine County is statistically a small part of 

statewide agriculture, it contributes significantly to 

the state’s economy and rural values. Farming and 

ranching activities here must meet the challenges of 

high altitude and climate, topography and natural 

features, which combine to create a different 

agricultural landscape than much of southern Idaho. 

Even so, agricultural lands comprise approximately 

58 percent of private land in the County.  

The market value of the County's agricultural 

products was $38.5 million in 2012.
1
 These products 

are often of a very high quality, garnering top prices 

in the commodity marketplace. Local restaurants 

source foods from up to 30 local growers.  

The actual sector job count reported by the Idaho 

Department of Labor is low. Farming and ranching 

accounted for 110 jobs in 2012, less than one 

percent of total covered jobs.
2
 The 2012 Census of 

Agriculture reported 392 “hired workers.” The 

indirect jobs created by agriculture add to a positive 

economic impact. The value of agriculture to the 

                                                      

1
 2012 Census of Agriculture 

2
 Not including self-employed, seasonal or part-time 

workers  
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overall economy will be further explored in Chapter 

8, Economic Development. 

Farming and ranching often are integrated activities 

within the same farm operation. Some operations 

are spread across multiple properties in different 

areas of the county. These other properties, large 

and small, are either leased or custom farmed. 

Specialized agriculture-related enterprises such as 

tree farms and equestrian operations are found in 

several locations. Equestrian activities, which include 

breeding, boarding, rehabilitation and riding, also 

are addressed in Chapter 3, Recreation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Barley Field – Sarah Gardner 

Farming 
Most of the County’s private land was farmland and 

ranchland until the 1960s, when lands between 

Ketchum and Bellevue gradually were converted to 

residential use. Today, farmlands are predominantly 

in the south part of the County on land zoned A-20 

and A-40, as shown on Map 4.1. The US National 

Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS) reported 186  

 

farms with 179,130 deeded acres of farmland in 

Blaine County in 2012, with an average of 963 acres 

and a median of 135 acres per farm operation. This 

median is a drop from 203 acres since the 2007 

Agricultural Census. Nearly 40 percent of the farms 

are less than 50 acres. The number of farms by size 

is shown in Chart 1. A farm includes all the lands 

operated by one operator (not necessarily 

contiguous). 

The term "farming," for the purposes of this Plan, 

means the business of growing crops and/or food. 

Crops are divided into three primary categories: 

commodity, organic and specialty crops. They are 

further described below. 
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Chart 1:  Blaine County Farms by Size 

 

Source: USDA, National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2012 Census of Agriculture 
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