








April 3, 2026 

Idaho’s “Economic Success” Is Leaving Its Own People Behind 

For inclusion in the public record. 

This submission challenges the prevailing public economic narrative advanced by Brad 
Little and examines its impact on the lived experience of Idaho residents. 

Governor Little continues to promote Idaho as one of the nation’s great economic success 
stories, most recently through his “Enduring Idaho” plan. On paper, the case sounds compelling: 
rapid top-line growth, low unemployment, and balanced budgets. But for many Idahoans, the 
more relevant question is not how the economy looks in aggregate—it is how life actually feels 
on the ground. 

By that measure, the story is far less flattering—and for many Idahoans, it has been a major step 
backward. 

The “Enduring Idaho” narrative is presented as a clear and durable economic vision. But for 
many residents, what has endured is not prosperity, but significant pressure—on housing, on 
affordability, and on the spectacular quality of life that once defined the state. The question is not 
whether Idaho is enduring, but what, exactly, is enduring. If “enduring” means continued growth, 
rising valuations, and expanding population, then the label may fit. But if it means preserving 
affordability, access, and the quality of life that has defined Idaho for generations, then those are 
the very conditions now under serious strain. 

The central problem is simple and measurable: costs have risen far faster than incomes. Over the 
past several years, home prices increased roughly 60–80%, while median household incomes 
rose only about 25–30%. That gap is not theoretical—it defines whether a family can afford to 
live where they work. 

The standard affordability benchmark—home price relative to income—tells the story even more 
clearly. Historically, housing costs were more closely aligned with local incomes, often closer to 
two to three times annual earnings. Even by modern standards, markets begin to strain above 
four times income. Idaho now stands at six to eight times income statewide, and significantly 
higher in many communities—placing it well beyond levels considered sustainable. 

Nowhere is this divergence more extreme than in Blaine County, where housing costs commonly 
exceed 10 times local household income, placing homeownership far beyond the reach of 
ordinary working residents and making clear that the problem is not theoretical, but structural. 

This is the reality behind the headlines. A growing number of working Idahoans find themselves 
priced out of homeownership, squeezed in the rental market, or forced to make increasingly 
difficult trade-offs simply to remain in their communities. For the many Idaho residents living on 
fixed incomes—retirees, long-time homeowners, and working families alike—the pressure is 



especially acute, as rising property values translate directly into higher taxes and associated 
costs. 

At the same time, the state’s fiscal “success” must be understood in context. Idaho, like every 
state, benefited from extraordinary federal support during the pandemic through programs such 
as the CARES Act and the American Rescue Plan Act. In total, government-directed funds to 
Idaho exceeded $3 billion—roughly half of a full year of the state’s general fund budget, with 
total inflows to the state economy reaching into the $8–10 billion range. 

But these were not “free” funds. They were part of a nationwide fiscal expansion financed 
through borrowing and taxation—costs that will ultimately be borne by taxpayers, including 
Idahoans, through future taxes, inflation, or debt. Idaho’s apparent fiscal strength during this 
period was therefore not purely the result of state policy but was materially supported by 
temporary and externally generated resources. Any honest assessment must acknowledge that 
reality. 

Perhaps the clearest sign of imbalance is the growing reliance on government-driven “affordable 
housing” initiatives—and the growing sense that such reliance is now necessary. For most of its 
history, Idaho did not require widespread, government-centered housing programs. Affordability 
challenges existed, but they were limited and localized. Today, they are central to public policy. 
That shift is not a sign of economic strength. It is an admission that the underlying housing 
market has been tremendously and rapidly destabilized. While such programs may provide 
limited relief, they are often fraught with bureaucratic complexity and can become 
counterproductive—aggravating the underlying distortion rather than addressing it. 

In a stable economic environment, ordinary working households should be able to afford 
ordinary housing without government intervention. When that is no longer the case, the problem 
is not a lack of programs—it is a breakdown in the relationship between wages, costs, and 
growth. 

Moreover, Idaho’s quality of life has never been defined solely by income or employment 
statistics. It is defined by clean air, quiet surroundings, open space, and unimpeded access to the 
outdoors. Yet each of these has come under increasing pressure. Traffic, construction, and 
population density have eroded the quiet that once characterized daily life. Open space is 
increasingly fragmented by development, and access to recreation is more crowded and 
constrained. Even the deep blue skies that once defined Idaho's identity—long taken for 
granted—are receding. These changes may not appear in economic summaries, but they are 
central to the lived experience of Idaho residents—and they are moving in the wrong direction. 

Idahoans are not here for marginal economic expansion at any cost. They are here for a way of 
life. When that way of life is steadily eroded, no amount of top-line economic growth can 
compensate for the loss.  

Enduring prosperity should first secure the stability and quality of life of those who over the 
generations have lived here and contributed to Idaho’s foundation—not simply prioritize new 
growth that comes at their expense.  



Economic policy should be judged not by how many people it attracts, but by how well it 
sustains the people already here. By that standard, the results are increasingly difficult to defend. 
Idaho’s economy has expanded, but it has not done so evenly. The benefits have accrued 
disproportionately to asset holders and new entrants, while many long-time residents face rising 
costs, reduced access, and growing instability. 

What is presented as prosperity at the state level has, for many households, translated into 
considerable loss of ground. 

Idaho remains a remarkable place. But if its economic success comes at the cost of affordability, 
stability, and quality of life for its own residents, then it demands that we ask whether the current 
trajectory represents progress—or something closer to its opposite. For many, the answer is 
already clear: what is being described as an economic boost has felt, in practice, like a sustained 
erosion of the very conditions that made Idaho worth living in at all. 

I urge Idaho’s political leadership to return to a historic commitment to fiscal conservatism and 
long-term stewardship, and the preservation of the quality of life that has long defined this 
state—without pushing aside the many generations who built it.  

Submitted for the public record and statewide consideration. 

 

James Hungelmann 

Ketchum, Idaho 

 
















