When "Energy Needs" Become a Narrative: What the Jerome
County Energy Ordinance Debate Reveals

In  rural counties across the American West, the language of energy development is becoming i
familiar.  Officials and consultants speak of "grid needs," "economic opportunity,” and "supporting
agricultural demand." These phrases often sound technical and neutral. Yet when examined closel
sometimes function less as analysis and more as narrative. The recent debate over Jerome
proposed energy facility ordinance illustrates how that dynamic can unfold.

At the center of the discussion is a proposed chapter regulating large energy facilities such a:
and battery storage systems. The ordinance itself begins with a clear admission: large-scale enert
inherently conflict with farmland preservation. The text recognizes that Jerome County's agricultural
its most valuable resource and that energy development must be carefully controlled to avoid co
productive farmland.

That statement is important because it acknowledges the central cultural and economic tension
energy development. Agriculture depends on land that remains productive across generations. Indu:
energy facilities, by contrast, convert land into long-term infrastructure. Even  when  reclam:
requirements exist, projects typically involve decades of foundations, substations, maintenance roads,
transmission infrastructure. The ordinance requires eventual removal of these structures and reclam:
of disturbed land, implicitly confirming that the land becomes industrialized during the life of the facility.

Yet the policy debate surrounding the ordinance takes a very different tone.

In the Planning and Zoning Commission’s recommendation documents, the argument shifts away
farmland protection and toward energy necessity. The commission notes that Idaho is a '"net i
electricity" and suggests that restricting energy development could harm the county's economic
agricultural needs.

This is where the discussion becomes complicated.

The phrase "net importer of electricity" is technically correct at the state level, but it is often
in local policy debates. Electricity statistics count power based on where it is physically generate
owns the generation or where the electricity is ultimately consumed. Utilities operate across state
electricity flows across regional grids depending on market conditions. As a result, energy pro
facilities owned by a utility but located outside the state may still be counted as an "import."

The result is a statistic that sounds like a shortage but does not necessarily reflect local demand.

When the phrase is applied to a county zoning debate, it can create the impression that rura
host large industrial energy facilites to meet local power needs. In reality many of these proj
to serve regional energy markets, long-distance  transmission  systems, or  out-of-state  purcha
agreements.



This  distinction matters for Jerome County because the ordinance itself recognizes that large
projects can conflict with agriculture. If the primary purpose of these facilities is exporting powe
markets, the local benefits may be limited while the land-use consequences remain permanent.

The proposed zoning framework attempts to address this conflict by directing large-scale energy
only to heavy industrial zones. The intent is to prevent industrial infrastructure from spreac
agricultural districts and rural residential areas.

The Planning and Zoning Commission, however, raised concerns that these restrictions might
economic opportunities for landowners. The commission noted that leasing land for energy proc
could become a way for some farming families to maintain economic viability.

That observation reflects a real economic pressure facing rural communities. Agricultural margins are
thin, and energy leases can appear attractive. Yet the broader policy question remains unresolve
farmland becomes more valuable as an industrial energy site than as farmland, the long-term
identity of a rural county begins to shift.

The zoning language itself contains another controversial provision. The draft conditional use
standards state that changes in real estate market value cannot be used as a basis for denying a project.

This provision removes one of the most common objections raised by neighboring landowners wt
infrastructure projects are proposed. Property value impacts are often a proxy for broader concer
rural  character, industrialization, and long-term land use compatibility. By excluding property \
considerations from permit decisions, the ordinance narrows the range of arguments that can be
oppose a project.

The procedural framework for conditional use permits further focuses public hearings on narrow
criteria. Hearing notices emphasize whether a project is located in the proper zoning district and
complies with procedural standards.

This type of process can shift debate away from larger questions about whether a community \
types of development at all. Instead, the discussion becomes Ilimited to whether a particular p
within the rules that have already been written.

Taken together, the documents reveal an underlying tension common in rural development debat
one hand, the ordinance recognizes that farmland preservation and industrial energy developmen
fundamentally at odds. On the other hand, policy discussions sometimes frame energy proje
necessary to meet local needs or protect agricultural economics.

Both claims cannot be fully true at the same time.
If energy facilities conflict with farmland preservation, then expanding them inevitably changes

agricultural landscape. If the electricity produced primarily serves regional or out-of-state markets, th
justification that the projects are necessary for local power demand becomes harder to sustain.



The debate in Jerome County is therefore not merely about zoning language. It is about
communities interpret economic pressure, energy policy, and long-term land stewardship.

Agricultural counties have always balanced development with preservation. The difference today s

Modern solar installations, battery storage facilities, and transmission corridors can transform thousan
acres at a time.

When officials argue that these projects are necessary to meet local energy demand, residents a
in asking a simple question.

Whose demand?
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