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F
arming has always been a 
vital economic sector in 
Southern Idaho. Thanks to 
its rich soil and good climate, 

crop farming, dairy production, cheese 
manufacturing as well as beef, pork and 
trout continue to thrive in this unique 
area of Idaho. 

The economies of farming are fick-
le and rural communities like those in 
southern Idaho are finding diversification 
the key to long-term economic stability. 

Over the past few decades, southern 
Idaho has expanded its economic devel-
opment efforts toward numerous farm-
support related industries as well as many 
non-agriculture sectors to maintain eco-
nomic vitality. Many alternative energy 
projects – including wind, hydro-electric, 
geothermal and methane – are fueling 
growth in this region and boosting the 
local economy.

Wind energy projects provide new jobs 
and a new source of revenue for farmers 
and ranchers. Wind turbines on their land 
can help fill their always fluctuating rev-
enue gaps as the whims of Mother Nature 
impact seasonal crop and livestock prices 
year-to-year.

The goal of the U.S. Department of 
Energy’s Wind Powering America pro-
gram for the next 20 years is to create 

$60 billion in capital investment in rural 
America which will provide $1.2 billion 
in new income for farmers and rural land-
owners and create 80,00 new jobs.1

With wind energy being the fastest 
growing energy source in the world, rural 
communities like southern Idaho are 
identifying opportunities to reap the ben-
efits of this growing alternative energy 
source.

Supporting Rural Economies
Wind energy projects support rural 

economies in several ways. This home-
grown energy not only helps to secure 
a region’s energy future during uncer-
tain times, but pollution is reduced and 
precious water resources are conserved. 
Wind energy also creates new jobs in 
rural communities with manufacturing, 
production, project construction and 
transportation. Local labor can be used 
for project construction, long-term opera-
tions and maintenance. 

Because southern Idaho sits atop the 
Snake River Plain, the area is especial-
ly prime for wind energy production. 
Several economic, education and munici-
palities have come together to begin a 
major effort to secure wind energy pro-
duction and technology to the area’s eco-
nomic base.2

Numerous wind project developers 
have built or are near completion on 
projects around the region, secured on 
both private and public land. They are 
looking to Idaho and particularly the 
southern region to take advantage of 
Idaho’s growing national ranking as 13th 
in the nation for wind power development 
potential.

Powered Up With Wind
Numerous factors must be in place to 

make a land site a potentially great wind 
site. Southern Idaho’s area, known as The 
Magic Valley, meets many of the “great 
site” criteria. Magic Valley boasts an opti-
mal average wind speed of about 13 miles 
per hour. The area’s natural wind flow and 
consistent wind patterns in open areas are 
another beneficial factor for wind produc-
tion. Wind developers find open land and 
farmland with close proximity to existing 
electrical infrastructure advantageous. 
High-voltage transmission lines are close 
to proposed development sites with tie-in 
locations in northern Nevada, offering an 
optimal opportunity to export energy to 
other states for revenue generation. And 
southern Idaho’s wide open spaces limit a 
project’s impact on both residents and the 
environment. 

The largest proposed wind project in 
the state, China Mountain, is working 
over the next two years to develop this 
wind production facility on 30,000 acres 
on the Idaho/Nevada border. RES America 
Development will partner with Sierra 
Pacific Resources on China Mountain, 
installing about 200 wind turbines that 
could generate up to 425 megawatts of 
electricity for 25 years. Nevada Power is 
in talks with RES to buy 200 megawatts 
from the project. Any excess energy will 
be sold on the open market.

Nearby Twin Falls County could help 
support the 750 jobs needed during the 
two-year construction phase. The County 
could also see steady revenues from the 
project’s gross income thanks to tax laws 
which provide money to counties that 
host wind farms as long as the turbines 
continue to produce electricity.

Economist Dr. Dick Gardner of Boot 
Strap Solutions says, "The local jobs will 
mostly have to do with improving and 
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building about 65 miles of roads, trenching 
and laying about 47 miles of transmission 
lines and fiver optic cables connecting the 
170 turbines." Workers will be needed to 
construct the turbine foundations which 
are about the square footage of a small 
house. 15 to 20 full-time jobs could be 
filled to maintain the turbines during 
operation by students from the College of 
Southern Idaho’s Wind Program.

In addition to jobs, Gardner figured on 
the tax income flowing into Twin Falls 
County. "The wind energy tax would be 
a little over 2 million dollars a year com-
ing to taxing districts inside Twin Falls 
County,” he said. “In terms of a present 
value of those 25 years of the project, its 
33-and-a-half million dollars coming into 
the counties tax coffers." 3

Exergy Development Group has had a 
good experience in harnessing southern 
Idaho’s wind since they built the state’s 
first utility-scale wind farm, Fossil Gulch, 
in 2004. Located outside of the southern 
Idaho community of Hagerman, Fossil 
Gulch has a capacity of 10.5 megawatts 
and produces enough energy to power 
2,500 homes. They are now close to con-
struction of another larger wind proj-
ect dispersed over two southern Idaho 
counties. The 12 wind parks, with a total 
capacity of 202.5 megawatts, will be the 
largest installation of wind turbines to 
date in Idaho. Electricity will be sold to 
Idaho Power. 

“Exergy has chosen southern Idaho’s 
Snake River Plain because of the consis-
tent, unobstructed wind patterns its rural 
residents are highly familiar with,” said 
Exergy spokesperson Holli Woodings. 
“This, combined with compatible uses 
such as cattle grazing and crop produc-
tion, make southern Idaho ideal for wind 
power production,” she said.

Exergy indicates that with the addition 
of these projects, Idaho’s megawatt 
capacity will increase to 348.5 megawatts 
from 146, increasing its position as a top 
wind energy producing state.

“I see good growth for wind power 
in southern Idaho,” said Jeff Duff, vice 
president at Airstreams LLC, a company 
that manages wind parks throughout 
the country, including the one at Fossil 
Gulch. “It’s a fascinating time for wind. 
Last year, the industry grew by 45 per-
cent. The year before, it grew by 40 per-
cent. According to projections, it’s not 
going to stop. With wind power, we need 
places to put the turbines and Idaho is 
attractive because there’s open access.”

Wind Technical Program Readies 
Workers

This growth in wind energy production 
and facilities requires skilled labor trained 
in this tailored job sector to support 
projects. Fortunately, the local College of 
Southern Idaho (CSI) received approval 
in 2008 from the Idaho State Board of 
Education to create the state’s first wind 
energy program. 

CSI’s Environmental Technology and 
Wind Technical program started in fall 
2009, after a dedicated effort to get a 
handle on the nature of this new industry 
and secure a top-notch instructor.

Joining the American Wind Energy 
Association (AWEA) and attending their 
annual conference was the first step in 
CSI’s initiation process. “Getting involved 
with the national organization and estab-
lishing industry relationships right away 
was vital to understanding industry needs 
and getting our curriculum focused,” said 
Todd Schwarz, CSI instructional dean. 
“We were also so fortunate to hire Mark 
Goodman as head instructor for the pro-
gram. With industry relationships estab-
lished and a highly-qualified instructor 
in place, we were off to a great start,” 
Schwarz said.

Goodman, as program instructor, 
brings extensive experience in industrial 
electrical systems and passion for the 
alternative and renewable energy indus-
try. He is working to form or affiliate with 
an Idaho wind energy association to move 
this growing industry sector forward.

CSI understands the importance of giv-
ing students in the Wind Energy Program 
hands-on experience in wind turbines. 

And while students who might work on 
these someday may enjoy being outdoors 
in the southern Idaho wind, a willingness 
to work safely from tremendous heights 
is mandatory. Thanks to the numerous 
wind turbines around southern Idaho, 
CSI was able to work with a nearby wind 
park owner and its manufacturer to allow 
CSI students direct access to turbine tow-
ers to practice climbing and safety skills.

“Our students have the opportunity to 
climb 300 feet up a wind turbine tower. 
That greatly solidifies what they’ve been 
learning in the classroom,” Schwarz said. 
“Student access to these towers has been 
key to the success of our program. We 
know that this opportunity is special and 
so do our students.”

Before students climb up an actual 
wind tower, they’re able to practice on 
CSI’s indoors Ladder Training Apparatus 
(LTA), one of the best in North America. 
Students wear helmets, harnesses and 
safety glasses before they climb up two 
35-foot ladders securely fastened to a 
wall. Safety training educators are always 
on hand to make sure students check and 
recheck their equipment before a climb 
begins.4

“Our LTA is a great way for students to 
practice working off the ground,” Schwarz 
said. “Gravity’s force can be lethal when 
working up great heights like on a wind 
tower. Here, potential mistakes can be 
made under the safest of circumstances.”

Wind & Workers
Developers continue to look toward 

southern Idaho as a potential location for 
future utility-scale wind development. 
Mother Nature provides the wind that’s 
highly-concentrated on the hills and ridg-
es of the Snake River Plain in this region. 
And the College of Southern Idaho pro-
vides locally-trained and educated work-
ers to service the projects. Access to local 
workers ready to support wind projects is 
a vital asset to developers who want a site 
in a rural area.

Together, southern Idaho’s wind and 
workers make this region an ideal location 
for wind projects. In turn, the region 
benefits by extending non-renewable 
energy sources to the region, stabilizing 
energy costs and improving economic 
diversification. It’s a “wind-win” situation 
for southern Idaho. C
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