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Tucked near the northwest edge of the continental United States, far from any major metro area,
Idaho has seen its population grow by 81 percent since 1990, and its biggest city, Boise, has been
among the nation’s fastest-growing. The migration of newcomers to both livable Boise and resort
areas like Sun Valley has added Democratic voters, but Idaho remains just about as Republican as
ever.

Idaho was the last North American area on which European fur traders set eyes. Then in the 1840s,
New England Yankees led by ministers made their way west on the Oregon Trail through southern
Idaho. The state’s northern panhandle, an extension of Washington’s Columbia River Valley, was
first settled by miners seeking gold and silver, then by loggers seeking timber. Mormons moving
north from Utah settled in the eastern part of the state, while Basque immigrants and their descendants
made a significant impact on Idaho and its politics. Federal water reclamation projects first authorized
in 1894 attracted the most settlers; inexpensive hydroelectric power has historically supplied between
60 percent and 80 percent of the state’s electricity needs. Idaho Power has said it will use fully clean
sources of energy by 2045, thanks in part to its 17 Snake River hydroelectric plants. Wind power
currently accounts for almost 17 percent of the state’s electricity generation.

This infrastructure transformed the barren Snake River Valley into some of the nation’s best
volcanic, soil-enriched farmland, which along with warm days and cool nights proved ideal for the
Burbank russet potato and, more recently, for a fledgling wine industry. (The website Vine Pair
reported that Idahoans consume twice as much wine per capita as Californians do.) Today, Idaho
ranks fifth in the nation for the percentage of state gross domestic product coming from agriculture,
and total receipts from farms have grown by 70 percent since 1997, compared with 20 percent for
the nation as a whole. Idaho ranks first nationally in potatoes and barley and second in sugar beets
and hops, the latter contributing to a thriving microbrewery industry. Today, sales by the state’s dairy
industry are about three times as large as that for potatoes; Chobani has a large yogurt plant in Twin
Falls that has been a major driver of economic growth in south-central Idaho.

The state is big: The town of Montpelier in the southeast is closer to Farmington, New Mexico,
than to Bonners Ferry in the northern panhandle. And the wilderness is never far away. Towering
over the state capitol in Boise is the vast peak of Shafer Butte. Not far away are the sharp peaks and
broad valleys of the Saw tooth range; the impassable mountains of the Frank Church-River of No
Return Wilderness, the largest U.S. wilderness area outside Alaska; and the 425 miles of the Salmon
River. Having so much wilderness comes with a downside; according to the EPA, nearly 1 percent
of the land in Idaho on average has burned annually since 1984, a pattern that is projected to worsen
in the coming years. Wildfires have contributed to poor air quality, according to a 2019 study by the
American Lung Association. Three Idaho areas—Pocatello, plus the regions in Idaho adjoining Logan
Utah, and Spokane Washington—ranked in the top 25 nationally for short-term particle pollution.

In 1953, an eighth-grade dropout named J.R. Simplot perfected the process of freezing French
fries; with a handshake, he sealed a contract with a little restaurant chain called McDonald’s and was
on his way to becoming the biggest potato processor in the world, and a billionaire. In the 1970s,
Simplot was the primary financier of a startup called Micron Technology, which spawned a booming
high-tech sector in the state, enabling Hewlett-Packard laser-jet printers. In recent years, Idaho has
been at or near the top of state rankings for patents per capita. It’s a tradition that reaches back into
the early years of the 20th century, when a Mormon farm boy from Rigby named Philo T. Farnsworth
came up with many of the concepts that laid the basis for the invention of television. The value of
Idaho’s electronic-component exports now exceeds the value of its potato exports, trading one type of
chip for another. The Idaho National Laboratory in the eastern part of the state is one of the nation’s
major hubs for nuclear, cyber security and critical infrastructure research.

The combination of technology jobs and natural beauty has driven the state’s population growth.
Today, 41 percent of Idahoans live in the Treasure Valley around Boise; Ada County, which includes
Boise, grew by 22 percent between 2010 and 2019, fueled by such amenities as the 200-mile-long
Ridge to Rivers trail system. Meridian, just west of Boise, was the fifth fastest-growing city with at
least 50,000 in population in the country, and Boise and Meridian have been joined by neighboring
Nampa as cities of 100,000-plus population. Other areas have grown too, especially those attracting
a wealthy clientele—Blaine County, which includes the resort of Sun Valley, and Teton County, a
bedroom community for pricey Jackson Hole, Wyoming. In growth areas, traffic and high housing
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prices have followed the brewpubs and farm-to-table restaurants; in Boise, having the median income
is sufficient to purchase just 13 percent of homes for sale, according to Realtor.com. But most of
Idaho’s counties have seen little population change in the past half-century. “All that massive growth
you’ve heard about in Idaho has happened in the space of only a few hundred square miles, a tiny
sliver of the state,” longtime political observer Randy Stapilus has noted.

The number of Hispanic residents grew by almost 31 percent between 2010 and 2019, double
the rate of the state overall. Idaho has welcomed not only Americans from other states but those
from abroad, including refugees. The state has absorbed more than 20,000 refugees since the 1970s,
mostly in Boise and Twin Falls—first Vietnamese and Cambodians, then Bosnians, and more
recently refugees from Iraq, Afghanistan, Sudan, Congo, Eritrea, Nepal and Iran. In Twin Falls,
just 17 miles from a World War II internment camp for Japanese Americans, this has periodically
spawned controversy. But an anti-refugee ballot measure proposal in 2016 failed to secure enough
signatures, despite fake Russian-controlled Facebook accounts trying to stir up an anti-refugee rally.
The Mormon population may be a reason for the state’s tolerant streak, due to its international
missionary outreach: Idaho has the second highest percentage of Mormons of any state.

In its early years as a silver-producing state, Idaho backed populism and opposed the gold
standard; from 1900 to 1960, it was politically marginal. It elected prominent national Democrats
such as Sen. Frank Church, an intelligence watchdog and 1976 presidential candidate, and Gov. Cecil
Andrus, Jimmy Carter’s Interior secretary. But Idaho has become staunchly Republican: Since 1964,
no Democratic presidential nominee has won more than 37 percent of the vote. Idahoans like to see
themselves as pioneering entrepreneurs who, rather than seek federal help, want to get a bloated,
bossy federal government off their backs. The U.S. government owns 63 percent of Idaho’s land,
and many Idahoans strongly oppose federal policies that block road building on one-third of national
forestland, limit grazing on public lands, and breach Snake River dams to protect salmon (in the
process, depriving potato farmers of water). Idaho has elected only Republicans to the governorship
since 1994 and to the Senate since 1978. With one exception in 2008, the GOP has won every
election for Idaho’s two House seats since 1994. Gains of upscale professionals and minorities have
been balanced by the influx of more conservative engineers and entrepreneurs who have come from
California and all over for a fresh environment and a fresh start—and fewer cumbersome or expensive
regulations.

Indeed, rural Idaho, amid population stagnation, has become redder than ever. The coronavirus
pandemic exposed some fault lines in the state, as a vocal segment of rural conservatives rebelled
against public-health restrictions imposed by the more pragmatic Republican governor, Brad Little.
Despite its relative spaciousness, Idaho ranked in the top one-third of states for per-capita coronavirus
cases by December 2020. For some Idaho Republicans, an 80 percent majority in both legislative
chambers isn’t enough; they have pushed to add a tie-breaking member to the state’s bipartisan
redistricting commission who would be appointed by Idaho’s (exclusively Republican) statewide
officials. And in May 2021, five rural counties in Oregon voted to join a conservative “greater Idaho”
that wouldn’t have to bow to liberal Portland.

Donald Trump easily won Idaho in 2020, by a margin similar to the one he had in 2016; the
biggest difference between the two elections was the disappearance of the third-party candidates from
2016, Evan McMullin, Gary Johnson, and Jill Stein, who collectively took 12 percent of the vote,
bolstered by McMullin’s strength among Mormons. In 2020, Biden captured a decent share of 2016’s
third-party voters; he won 97,000 more votes in the state than Clinton had, compared to an increase
of 145,000 votes for Trump, meaning Biden took 40 percent of the increases in the two-party vote, or
well above the Democratic share statewide in either election. In Boise’s Ada County, Biden narrowed
Trump’s margin of victory from nine points in 2016 to four in 2020. Biden also flipped Teton County,
adjoining increasingly Democratic Jackson Hole, beating Trump by seven points after Clinton had
lost it narrowly. Biden also expanded on Clinton’s margins in Sun Valley’s Blaine County, increasing
the Democratic edge from 29 points to 37 points. Still, such changes were merely on the margins;
overall, Trump assembled higher margins of victory in only four other states. And the 2020 contest
involving Sen. Jim Risch showed that progressive Democrats remained unpopular in Idaho: Paulette
Jordan lost by an even greater margin than she had in her gubernatorial race two years earlier, winning
only 33 percent.
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Population
Total 1,787,065
Land area (sq. miles) 82,643
Pop/ sq mi 21.62
Born in state 46.10%

Age Groups
Under 18 25.10%
18-34 22.40%
35-64 36.20%
Over 64 16.20%

Military
Veteran/ Active Duty 9.40%

Race and Ethnicity
White 89.40%
Black 0.70%
Latino 12.80%
Asian 2.50%
Two or more races 3.30%
Other 5.20%

Education
H.S grad or less 34.60%
Some college 36.60%
College Degree, 4 yr 18.80%
Post grad 9.90%

Income
Median Income 60,999
State Income Rank 31 out of 50
Poverty Rate 11.20%
With health insurance 89.20%
Cash public assistance 2.30%
Food stamp/SNAP 11.3%

Work
White Collar 35.50%
Sales and Service 39.40%
Blue Collar 25.10%
Government 14.30%

Presidential Politics
2020 Primary (D) Biden (D) 53,151(49%) Sanders (D) 46,114(42%)

2016 Caucus (D) Sanders (D) 18,640(78%) Clinton (D) 5,065(21%)

2020 Pres. Vote Trump (R) 554,119(64%) Biden (D) 287,021(33%)

2016 Pres. Vote Trump (R) 409,055(59%) Clinton (D) 189,765(27%) McMullin (I) 46,476 (7%)

Johnson (L) 28,331 (4%)

Idaho is one of the most Republican states in presidential politics. No Democratic nominee has 
come close to carrying it since the 1964 LBJ landslide, when the incumbent Democratic president 
narrowly defeated Barry Goldwater, 51%-49%. Donald Trump handily beat Hillary Clinton in 2016 
59%-28%, with six third-party and independent candidates garnering 13 percent—the first time GOP 
nominee had failed to break 60 percent since Bob Dole won the state in 1996 with 52 percent of 
the vote. In 2020, Trump won 64%-33%, as the state’s Mormon-heavy southeast came home to the 
Republican Party. The only pockets of Democratic strength are Ada County, home to the state capital 
and largest city, Boise, and small Blaine County, where the Sun Valley ski resort has attracted wealthy 
coastal liberals. But even in Ada, Democrats don’t always win. Trump took the county twice, 
though his four-point win in 2020 was half his margin in 2016. Most of the remainder of the state, 
from the panhandle in the north to the industrial farms in the south, is Republican territory.

Idaho switched from a presidential caucus to a primary for the 2020 elections, and held its 
Democratic primary March 10. Bernie Sanders had won the 2016 caucus by a wide margin and 
looked to the state as one of his best hopes to reverse his fortunes after a rough Super Tuesday the 
week before. But as in other states, the switch from a caucus hurt him and Joe Biden won 49%-42%, 
carrying all but five counties as he won five of the six states holding elections that day to cement 
his frontrunner status.

Congressional Districts

117th Congress Lineup 2R 116th Congress Lineup 2R

Idaho has two congressional districts, which split Boise between them. It also has a six-member
bipartisan reapportionment commission, which probably gives Democrats more of a role in the
process than they deserve in a state where roughly four-fifths of state legislators are Republicans.
Still, drawing a seat friendly to Democrats is a near-impossible task in Idaho and the commission’s
tradition has been to simply shift the Boise dividing line between the 1st and 2nd districts slightly
west every 10 years to accommodate the 1st District’s larger growth. In 2011, robust growth in
northern Idaho and Boise’s western suburbs forced the 1st District to shed about 58,000 residents.
After a three-month stalemate, one Democratic commissioner folded and agreed to merely move the
boundary three miles west. The shift subtly made the 1st District about a point more Republican,
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perhaps giving 2nd District Republican Mike Simpson a few more moderate primary voters. Simpson
easily survived a conservative challenge in the 2014 primary.

The latest Census Bureau data on Idaho show that population growth has been strong across the
state, though the 1st District would have to shift perhaps 20,000 of its residents to the 2nd District
to achieve a new balance in 2022.More significantly, continued growth could position Idaho for the
first time in its history to gain a third seat, perhaps in the next decade. That would generate significant
jousting, including whether Boise should get its own seat or continue to influence two—or possibly
all three—seats, with the other seats based in the north and the east.

Brad Little (R)
Elected 2018, term expires 2023, 1st term; b. Feb. 15, 1954, Emmett;
University of Idaho, B.S., 1976; Episcopalian Married (Teresa); 2
children.

Elected Office:  ID Senate, 2001-2009, President, 2009-2019; ID Lt.
Gov., 2009-2019.

Professional Career:  Owner and Partner, Little Land and Livestock
Company; Operator, Little Enterprises, Inc.

Office:  State Capitol PO Box 83720, Boise, 83720; 208-334-2100; Fax: 208-334-3454

Lt. Gov.:  Janice McGeachin (R) Atty. Gen:  Lawrence Wasden (R) Sec. of State:  Lawerence
Denney (R)

State Legislature:  Senate: 7D, 28R   House: 14D, 56R

Election Results

Election Name (Party) Vote
(%)

2018 General Brad Little (R)....................................................... ............... 361,661 (60%)
Paulette Jordan (D)............................................................... 231,081 (38%)

2018 Primary Brad Little (R)....................................................... ................. 72,548 (38%)
Raul Labrador (R)................................................. ................. 63,478 (33%)
Tommy Ahlquist (R)............................................. ................. 51,008 (27%)

First-term Idaho Gov. Brad Little has steered a pragmatic course in his heavily Republican state,
but that has prompted continuing attacks from the right wing of his party, including by his lieutenant
governor, over his efforts to contain the coronavirus.

Little is a third-generation Idahoan whose grandfather emigrated from Scotland in 1894 and
established a sheep operation that spanned across much of southwest Idaho; he became “Idaho’s
Sheep King,” and it wasn’t an exaggeration. His son carried on the business, and his grandson worked
on the ranch while growing up and after graduating from the University of Idaho in 1977. Little served
as president of the Idaho Wool Growers Association, chaired two committees of the American Sheep
Industry Association, and chaired the Idaho Association of Commerce and Industry. But the family
eventually sold the sheep operation and moved into the cattle business. They also opened some of
their land as an off-road vehicle park.

The family’s second business was politics. Little’s father served in the state legislature and
was a Republican National Committee member; as a youngster, Little helped his father campaign
for Barry Goldwater in 1964. Four years later, he sat next to Ronald Reagan at the Republican
National Convention. In 1972, Little became a delegate himself. In 2001, GOP Gov. Dirk Kempthorne
appointed Little to a vacant state Senate seat, and he proceeded to win election four times. Then, in
2009, Little was appointed to the vacant lieutenant governorship and won the seat on his own in 2010




