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Between Spring 2022 and Spring 2023, a team of researchers at Boise State University

conducted interviews with people involved in farmland protection efforts. Our goal was

to understand how interviewees frame the issue of farmland loss. Frames can draw

attention to an issue, contextualize decision-making, and influence the policy solutions

considered. Through a frame analysis, we gained a clearer understanding of potential

approaches for farmland protection in Idaho. 

We conducted 10 semi-structured interviews with individuals representing government

agencies, academic institutions, land trusts, non-profit organizations, and farmers. After

conducting the interviews, we analyzed the transcripts in a systematic manner to

identify recurring message frames pertaining to farmland loss. The analysis process

enabled us to map these frames onto potential policy solutions applicable to Idaho. 

Our report outlines the advantages and disadvantages of each frame and pinpoints

which ones are likely to resonate with specific groups. Our research revealed a diverse

range of frames used to address farmland protection, with many interviewees citing

multiple frames. The domestic food security, regional economy, and national/global

trade frames are expected to have broad appeal, while the national security and

environmental benefits frames may appeal to more specific audiences. The threatened

resource and cultural importance frames are likely to resonate with those valuing

tradition. We identified a variety of solutions, such as agricultural protection areas,

support for rural economies, promotion of regenerative agriculture, and expansion of

Idaho's Right to Farm Act protections.  Our findings underscore the importance of

diverse, flexible, and responsive solutions to improve the feasibility of farmland

protection in Idaho. We hope that our work will provide a solid basis for future efforts

aimed at preserving Idaho's farmland.

Summary

Highlights
Despite the conversion of 68,800 acres of agricultural land to alternative purposes in

Idaho between 2001 and 2016, a policy response has been slow to develop. 

We found five types of messages, or frames, used in the Treasure Valley community

to describe concerns around farmland loss: domestic food security, economy and

trade, national security, resource and cultural loss, and environmental benefits. 

Each message frame has pros and cons, with no "one-size-fits all" frame for farmland

loss. For example, the domestic food security frame resonates with many people, but

can be dismissed due to the globalization of the agricultural sector.  

Solutions will likely need to encompass diverse concerns and could include

supporting rural economies, establishing agricultural protection areas, implementing

conservation easements, and promoting regenerative agriculture. 



Study Purpose
This report focuses on translating national-level desires to protect farmland to on-the-

ground action. Through this report, we seek to tell the story of how the farmland protection

community in a part of southwest Idaho known as the Treasure Valley talks about the issue

of farmland protection. Specifically, we are interested in how the issue is framed. It is our

goal to provide a deeper understanding of the feasibility of potential farmland protection

solutions and the likely barriers to implementation of such solutions. 

This research began in the spring of 2022, when we interviewed people who are engaged in

efforts to protect farmland. Data collection and analyses were completed by spring of 2023.

The findings in this report are based on those interviews. 

3

Study Background

The United States has some of the most productive agricultural landscapes in the world.

Because of this legacy, agricultural lands are intertwined within the U.S.’s economy, global

linkages, and culture. Advocates for farmland protection have noted farmland and ranch land

as critical life-support for the nation and the planet. 

Farmland is a valued natural resource. Beyond food production, farmland provides many

other critical benefits. Farmland sequesters carbon, can regulate water quality, and can

provide vital habitat for wildlife. In addition, many agricultural lands contribute to the identity

of communities, people’s sense of place, and family traditions (Power, 2010; Swinton et al.,

2007; Zhang et al., 2007). Lastly, they often support rural economies and lifestyles (Davis et

al., 2016; Inwood et al., 2012; Morgan et al., 2010). Farmland and ranch land, in other words, do

much more than feed the world. 

Why is farmland important?



The state of farmland loss and farmland protection
policies in Idaho

Despite their great importance, farms are being converted to urban development. From 2001-

2016, 68,800 acres (over 50,000 football fields) of agricultural land were developed for other

uses in Idaho. It’s important to note that when we look at total acres, the threat of conversion

for Idaho’s agricultural land is relatively low compared to other states in the U.S. Idaho still has a

lot of agricultural land. However, Idaho’s best agricultural land was 306% more likely to be

converted than other agricultural land between 2001 and 2016 (American Farmland Trust and

Conservation Science Partners, 2020). This means that Idaho has a lot of excellent farmland

and that farmland is particularly under threat. Idaho’s best agricultural land is land that has high

yield, supports a wide variety of crops, and is resilient to climate variability. Losing this land

means inhibiting the long-term viability of Idaho’s agricultural industry. 

According to a policy analysis conducted by the American Farmland Trust (AFT), Idaho has

policies that could be used to protect farmland--Land Use Planning, Property Tax Relief, and

State Leasing Programs (Freedgood et al., 2020)--but they haven't always been effective at

slowing conversion in practice. Another avenue of protection in Idaho is the Right to Farm Act,

which protects farmers from nuisance lawsuits (Dolven, 2021). Importantly, however, Idaho lacks

a Purchase of Agricultural Conservation Easements (PACE) program, which has been identified

as being one of the top tools to protect farmland and ensure it remains actively farmed

(Freedgood et al., 2020; Schilling et al., 2015). 

Given the current threats to farmland in Idaho and limited implemented strategies to prevent

farmland loss, we believe Idaho is at a tipping point. Idaho is in the unique position to take

action before much of its agricultural land is lost. While Idaho has already taken some steps to

protect farmland, it falls behind many neighboring states (i.e. Utah) that have implemented

policies such as urban growth boundaries or agricultural protection areas. 

Previous research conducted by Boise State University showed that 79% of Treasure Valley

residents are “somewhat” to “very” concerned about the loss of farmland (Moroney and Som

Castellano 2018). This work indicates that protecting agricultural land is a publicly supported

policy in the Treasure Valley. 
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Farmland protection strategies must be dynamic and designed to fit the region. To begin

looking into what the future of farmland protection could look like in Idaho, we started with a

simple question: how are people currently involved in farmland protection on the ground talking

about the issue? 

Farmland protection has yet to appear meaningfully on the policy agenda in Idaho. To begin the

complex policy process, it can be helpful to understand how people involved in farmland

protection are talking about the issue. This is because how an issue is described can impact

the kind of policy solutions that get developed (Smith and Larimer, 2018). 

Study Site

The Treasure Valley, Idaho is part of the Intermountain West

region, characterized by high aridity, complex topography, and

high proportions of public land and rangelands (Jones et al.,

2019). We used the Treasure Valley as a study site because it is

a good example of the threats and characteristics of the broader

region. It is an agricultural stronghold and grows over 40

different crops, ranging from potatoes to sugar beets to wine

grapes (Boryan et al., 2011; Idaho Crops, n.d.). It is one of the

fastest growing regions in the country. Following current trends

in population growth, urban development will increase by

220,000 acres by 2100, and it is estimated that 31-64% of

agricultural land will be lost (Sprague et al., 2017). Lastly, despite

the known threats to agricultural lands, the Treasure Valley has

limited policies and programs that currently work to combat

farmland loss. 

It is important to note, however, that Idaho is different politically

and economically from some of its neighboring states. This may

impact whether our findings are generalizable beyond Idaho, or

even across different regions of Idaho.
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Methods

In order to answer the question of how people are

talking about the issue of farmland protection in

the Treasure Valley, we utilized the concept of

framing. Research on communication techniques

has shown that how we talk about things matters

(e.g. Lakoff, 2010). For example, the figure on the

right demonstrates how the way in which a doctor

frames an operation can impact a patient's

response. If a doctor frames the operation as

having a high success rate, the patient is likely to

have a positive response. Conversely, if the doctor

focuses on the chance of death, the patient may

have an adverse reaction.  

In the scientific literature, efforts to influence

behaviors or shape how people understand and

respond to information is referred to as “message

framing” or “frames”. In its simplest form, frames

can be thought of as a tool used to start

discussions around a particular issue, strategically

engage different audiences, and can offer a window

of opportunity to bring an issue to attention.

Ultimately, when there are changes in the level of

attention an issue receives it can lead to changes

at an institutional level. Stringing these concepts

together, to get an issue meaningfully on the

agenda and begin the policy process often

depends on how an issue is framed. In other words,

to get an issue on the agenda it often takes a good

story. 

Frames

Modified figure from Kusmanoff et al., (2020)
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It is common for people to draw connections between an issue and their core values.

Because of this, those interested in influencing public opinion often seek to appeal to public

values. In other words, people interested in influencing public opinion often use values to

base their framing of an issue (Brewer and Gross, 2005). By seeking to understand the

frames around the issue of farmland protection, we are indirectly looking at the reasons why

people value farmland. 

Interviews with Farmland Protection Leaders

To understand which frames of farmland loss in the Treasure Valley may carry weight with

people in the policy space, we interviewed people who are currently engaged in efforts to

protect farmland. We included participants from government, academia, land trusts, other

non-profit organizations, and farmers. Participants from government agencies and academic

institutions provided formal policy perspectives and analyses, and land trusts and non-profit

organizations gave us insights into grassroots organizing approaches and the policy process.

To ground the analysis in the lived experiences of those who work the land, we also included

interviewees who are both farmers and involved in farmland protection. 

All participants brought different perspectives, but what they had in common was they all

had shown an interest in the issue of farmland protection. At the end of each interview, we

asked participants to recommend others who may offer additional perspectives. In total, we

completed 10 semi-structured interviews addressing the following main themes:

1. What are the different narratives of the problem of and

solutions for the loss of farmland in the Treasure Valley? 

2. What are the opportunities and barriers for viable

farmland protection policies in the Treasure Valley? 
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Analysis

Following the interviews, we analyzed interview transcripts, systematically coding for

common message frames around the issue of farmland loss. More specifically, we looked to

see how interviewees framed the importance of farmland as they articulated different

motivations for protecting it. After initial coding, we realized that many of the frames we were

seeing were reminiscent of those used by the American Farmland Trust (AFT). This makes

sense given AFT’s role in shaping advocacy in this space. We identified common themes in

AFT’s framing of farmland protection issues and then used those to code the interviews

again, while also keeping an eye out for frames that might not have been introduced by AFT.

Because AFT is a national organization that influences how different actors talk about and

work to preserve farmland, applying AFT’s existing frames both tells us how much the

Treasure Valley conversation about farmland protection is informed by and reflects national

conversations and which of these might hold meaningful sway in our area. While we drew

from AFT reports and frames in this paper, it is important to note that this is not an AFT

study, nor were interviewees specifically asked about AFT. 

Finally, we mapped the frames from this analysis onto potential policy solutions available in

Idaho, or that have the potential to be introduced in Idaho given the state’s current political

climate. In this report we provide recommendations for the advantages and disadvantages of

using particular frames based on the data analyzed and iteratively returning to frames used

by AFT. Our hope is that this work provides useful information to those interested in further

advocating on behalf of farmland protection. As a last step, we gave everyone interviewed an

opportunity to review the report and provide comments.  

Findings and Political Implications
In this section, we outline the five frames we identified to be relevant for the Treasure Valley

and explore the policy and political implications of each frame. We do not endorse any one

solution or specific policy, but share insights to help inform and facilitate conversation

around the issue of farmland protection and farmland loss. Through this study, we provide

some insight into what interests may bring farmland protection onto the agenda.

On the next two pages you will find a table of the five frames, their definitions, and an

example quote from our interviews. 
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  Economy
and Trade

Economy: Connects the issue
of farmland protection to

protecting Idaho's agricultural
economy. 

“There's the economy side of things,
right? So our agricultural economy is

important in the state and as we get rid
of our agriculture, what happens to our

economy?” - Interviewee 10 

Trade: Connects the issue of
farmland protection to national

and global markets. This frame is
oriented towards the global
significance of the Treasure

Valley's agricultural industry. 

"I think the big thing in Canyon county is
it has globally-significant agriculture. It’s
the fifth largest seed growing area in the
world, and provides 65% of the world’s

seed corn and a number of other foods.”
- Interviewee 4

Frames Definition Example Quote

Resource
and Cultural

Loss

Resource Loss: Connects the
issue of farmland protection
to agricultural land being a

limited and threatened
resource. 

“I became much more aware of how
quickly Boise is growing. The Boise metro

area and other parts of the state, from
[the] Twin Falls metro area to the I 15

corridor from Pocatello all the way up to
Rexburg, and [I was] realizing how quickly
we are actually starting to convert some

of our best farms.” - Interviewee 2

Cultural Loss: Connects the
issue of farmland protection
to protecting the quality of
life and cultural identity of

Idaho. 

“The culture. Are we going to pave over
Idaho and put in a parking lot? That’s not

who we are, right?” - Interviewee 10
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National
Security 

Connects the issue of farmland
protection to the role agriculture
plays in protecting the interests
of the U.S. Specifically, the risk of

farmland loss to our national
security. 

“National food security is national
security. And that’s become even more

apparent to people during COVID. And of
course, now with Ukraine, people are like,
wow, we can grow food here. Maybe we

shouldn’t be building houses.” 
- Interviewee 4

Environmental
Benefits

Connects the issue of farmland
protection as a threat to the

functioning and balance of our
ecosystems and the other

benefits we get from agricultural
land. 

“....and the health of the land and the
biological diversity that [it] offers not just

to the farm animals but the pollinators
that came back, the birds of prey, and all

these different creatures that weren’t
living there when the land was dead.” -

Interviewee 10

Frames Definition Example Quote

Domestic
Food

Security 

Connects the issue of
farmland protection to values

of protecting local food
sources and the issue of food

security. 

"So there’s some things from the local
food front that concern me, if we are to
respond to another area of the country,

another area of the world, supplying a lot
of our fruits and vegetables for us. And

looking at how we could do that
ourselves. We can’t do it, if there’s no

land” - Interviewee 3
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Resource and Cultural Loss 

The resource and cultural loss frame is the combination of the threatened resource and cultural

importance frames. We combined these two frames because both point to the historical

importance of Idaho’s agricultural land. For the threatened resource frame, agricultural land is

valued according to the belief that it has been a part of the landscape and it should continue to

be. The threatened resource frame was mentioned in 8/10 interviews. Seeing the loss of

agricultural land becoming more a threat was often the entry point for interviewees having an

interest in farmland protection. When speaking to the loss of farmland they often had a strong

visceral reaction. Commonly, interviewees described the disappearing farmland as

“heartbreaking” and “heart wrenching”. For the cultural importance frame, the value of farmland

is related to the cultural identity of Idaho. It was mentioned in 9/10 interviews. Many

interviewees voiced that Idaho’s agricultural land is a key reason why people are attracted to

the state. They see the agricultural industry to be a core trait of Idahoans, Idaho’s traditions,

and quality of life. For example, “I want to preserve a way of life, and a heritage for the people

like me and for people who appreciate knowing that it’s out there.”

These frames will likely resonate with an audience that has previous values associated with

tradition as well as those seeking to preserve their ‘quality of life’ (Lakoff, 1995; Furstenberg,

2012). A positive aspect of the threatened resource frame is that issues that are seen as severe

and urgent are more likely to receive attention and be acted on (Smith and Larimer, 2018). 

Therefore, the threatened resource frame brings attention to the problem of farmland loss and

subsequently the need for solutions. It will be important to align the identified problem with

potential solutions at key moments to effectively use the momentum of a recognized crisis

(Perry and Kingdon, 1984). 

A potential disadvantage of these frames is that they

may be divisive and exacerbate conflict between

urban and rural communities (Rodden, 2019). The

expansion of urban areas within the Treasure Valley

has led to urban encroachment of rural communities

and likely subsequent conflict (Sprague et al., 2017;

Oberholtzer et al., 2010). Urban-rural conflict is often a

result of people who have little understanding of

agricultural operations moving into rural communities 

"You just have to drive
from here (Boise) to

Caldwell. It's pretty easy
to see that it's the flat

farmland with the good
soils that is being

gobbled up for
development." 
- Interviewee 1
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and finding agricultural practices a nuisance (Dolven, 2021).

With drastic historical and expected continued increase in

urban populations, and pressures to provide aff﻿ordable housing

throughout Idaho, urban-rural conflict is likely to heighten

(Angel et al., 2011). As these frames may evoke sentiments

related to the urban-rural conflict, it may have perverse effects. 

Relatedly, these frames may have additional perverse effects

by unintentionally promoting the partisan divide between

urban and rural communities. Historically, heavily populated

urban centers traditionally lean left whereas rural communities

often lean right (Rodden, 2019; Rachman, 2018). A lesson

learned from framing climate change and other environmental

issues is that it will be important to carefully craft messages to

prevent the issue of farmland loss becoming a partisan issue or

worsening the divide between urban and rural (Dunlap et al.,

2016; Salka, 2001). This is of particular concern as more and

more people are voting based on party alliances (Cook, 2020;

Cummings, 2020). 

"Whatever we can do to
maintain the beauty and

uniqueness of Idaho." 
- Interviewee 9

The threatened resource frame may point towards conservation easements programs, or similar

programs like purchase/transfer of development rights, that prevent land from being developed in

perpetuity (Daniels, 2019; Duke and Lynch, 2006). While these programs rely on the individual

farmer’s choice to preserve lands, they have been established since the early 1980s and by early

2017 they have protected nearly six million acres of agricultural land (Dolven, 2021). As exemplified

by their success, conservation easements have had broad general support. However, critics have

begun to question the effectiveness of easements and whether only wealthy landowners are able to

afford to place easements on their land (Parker, 2019). It is common for a farmer to choose to avoid

placing an easement on their land in fear of losing potential benefits (Cross et al., 2011). Despite

criticisms, easements on forested land have been well received in Idaho, and it may be possible to

transfer this success over to agricultural land (Ridler, 2022). 

Overall, these frames are likely powerful, but in order to avoid unintended effects it will be important

to target messages to specific audiences. 
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A policy that will likely align with the cultural importance frame is expanding Idaho’s RTFA

protections beyond nuisance. North Dakota passed an amendment in 2012 that created a

constitutional right to farm and ranch (Dolven, 2021). An action similar to the amendment to North

Dakota would send a clear message of the importance of protecting Idaho’s farmland and solidify

support for farmers. 

Economy and Trade

The economy and trade frame combines regional economy and national/global trade

arguments and concerns. We combined them because both relate to the value of farmland in

terms of its role in the economy. The regional economy frame was mentioned in 7/10 and the

national/global trade frame was mentioned in 6/10 interviews. 

Commonly, the regional economy frame was mentioned in

combination with agriculture being a large part of Idaho’s

economy and a passion for preserving the economy as it is a

piece of Idaho’s history (Idaho State Department of Agriculture,

2021). For example, an interviewee stated “Agriculture is a big

part of not just our economy, but our culture and history.”

Additionally, there is a fear of economic uncertainty or

economic collapse; that without the agricultural industry Idaho

won’t have a stable economy. Interviewees also mentioned the

broad reach of the Idaho agricultural industry. For example, one

interviewee spoke to the complexities of the agricultural

economy. “It’s not just the farm. It’s the farm, it’s the processing

facilities, the distribution…it’s all these other economic

components that you lose when you lose farmland.”

Interestingly, a few interviewees drew a connection between

equity and the economy by articulating the importance of

laborers and immigrants in the agricultural industry. In addition,

the national/global trade frame overlapped heavily with the

regional economy frame. 

"We've worked hard to
build up those soils to

where we have this
very robust economy"

 - Interviewee 2

"It's 20% of our GDP.
Idaho is feeding the

world." 
- Interviewee 2
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However, in this case, interviewees expanded their arguments to

emphasize the importance of the Treasure Valley’s agricultural

industry in terms of its global significance. A common phrase was

“Idaho is feeding the world”.  

In the past, frames that can draw on financial impacts, the

economy, and economic growth have been shown to be effective

in increasing political support (Jett and Raymond, 2021; Fletcher,

2009). They can be powerful as they are an entry point to

connecting farmland protection to existing public values (i.e.

economic growth, social justice, innovative opportunities,

American independence). Therefore, economic growth frames

provide tangible benefits that are likely to appeal to a broad

audience. 

"We can protect the
quality of life here and
protect the land and

the soils that we need
to have a viable ag

economy" -
Interviewee 1

A potential disadvantage of economic frames in the case of farmland protection is that land can

often be used for multiple economically-beneficial purposes, which may be in tension with one

another. For example, while investment in the agricultural sector through farmland protection can

promote economic growth, it simultaneously restrains growth in other sectors (i.e. urban growth)

(Davidson and VanderHart, 2023, Ives and Kendal, 2013). Overall, we foresee there to be minimal

risk associated with utilizing these frames. 

Policy solutions that may align with economic based frames point to strengthening and

implementing policies that support rural communities and allow them to be resilient and

sustainable (Dolven, 2021). This may include policies that recognize that the protection of

farmland is linked to the people, infrastructure, and related agricultural industries (Mariola,

2005). For example, it may be beneficial to provide aid for rural communities to update their

comprehensive plans, improve public services, and plan for economic development (Knaap and

Chakraborty, 2007). Rural economic development can make agriculture more attractive and

feasible, thereby sustaining farmland. 
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Domestic Food Security

The domestic food security frame incorporates two

dimensions. One is a risk frame related to the value of

protecting national or regional agricultural production to ensure

all people have access to safe and nutritious food (Hinrichs et

al., 2013). This dimension likely recognizes the problems

inherent in an industrialized global food supply (Mooney and

Hunt, 2009). The second is related to self-sufficiency and the

ability to sustain one’s self, family, and community. This

dimension likely recognizes the need for food availability within

one’s own region (Mooney and Hunt, 2009). The frame was

mentioned in 6/10 interviews and most strongly advocated for

drawing a connection between a desire to protect local food

sources and the issue of farmland loss. In other instances, the

frame was mentioned in conjunction with other frames. For

example, one interviewee stated “I think part of it is Idahoans

having access to fresh food. How do we use land as a way to

protect our important biodiversity and the reasons why people

are attracted to the state. And then, I think there’s the

economic side of things.”

This frame may have the advantage of having a wide appeal

across political parties. Everyone eats. The population of

people that lean politically left may resonate with this frame as

it integrates into values associated with the environment, the

economy, personal health, and social health of their community

(Delind, 2011). People who lean politically right may similarly

resonate with the domestic food security frame, but might do

so more because it appeals to the agricultural history and

tradition of the region and promotes self-sufficiency (Lakoff,

1995; Furstenberg, 2012). 

"Part of the quality of life
that we have here is a

function of community
resilience and making sure
that we still have enough
local Ag." - Interviewee 2

"We could, if we chose to,
grow much of that food

here." -Interviewee 3

"You go down to your
neighbor and get half a beef

and vegetables. You don't
have to rely on it being

trucked in, like other
places" - Interviewee 4
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A potential vulnerability of relying on this frame, however, is that the U.S. food system, despite

increasing popularity of and investment in local food systems, is dominated by conventional, large-

scale operations that are integrated into global markets (Carolan, 2016). Therefore, while the

domestic food security frame is valuable for its appeal to a large audience, it can easily be

dismissed by arguments that the U.S. primarily relies on food supplied from across the country and

around the world. In sum, the domestic food security frame connects the issue of farmland loss to

community level concerns, however, the frame has the disadvantage of being easily debunked

given the global and systemic nature of our food systems. 

Current policy solutions that may align with the domestic food security frame are likely ones

that support adaptive strategies for farmers to continue operations near urban centers (Clark

et al., 2014). For example, policies could include agricultural protection areas or zoning

regulations to manage growth’s infringement on agriculture. Another tool that could be

valuable is continued improvement of Idaho’s current Right to Farm Act (RTFA) and Use Value

Tax Relief programs as urban encroachment on agricultural land will likely result in conflict with

nearby residents and increases in property taxes (Utah Department of Agriculture and Food,

2022; Dolven, 2021; Clark et al., 2014). Furthermore, it could be valuable to amend Idaho’s RTFA

to encourage all profitable production-based pursuits (i.e. agritourism) and protect growing

agricultural operations in urbanizing areas (Dolven, 2021). We expect there to be minimal

political risk associated with these tools; however, adjustments to comprehensive plans that

infringe on private property rights may be viewed unfavorably by many, and especially by

conservatives (Rusby, 2022; Duke and Lynch, 2006). 

Environmental Benefits 

The environmental benefits frame relates the importance of farmland to the resiliency of our

natural environment. The environmental frame was mentioned in 4/10 interviews with

mentioned benefits including sequestration of carbon and relatedly the potential to mitigate

climate change, water availability, and biodiversity. Often, environmental benefits of agriculture

were seen as becoming more important moving forward as agriculture as a solution for climate

change becomes more mainstream (Seddon et al., 2020; Fargione et al., 2018). 
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With strategic messaging, this frame can encourage valuing the

land for multiple services (i.e. biodiversity conservation, water

retention, pollination etc.) and may be a greater motivation for

farmland protection than food production or monetary value

alone (Gould et al., 2015; Ives and Kendal, 2013). This frame can

demonstrate the multifaceted public values of farmland and

thus may broaden the appeal of farmland protection to a wider

audience. In addition, it can build on previous successes of the

conservation of open space (Ives and Kendal, 2013). 

A disadvantage of the environmental benefits frame is that the

vulnerabilities found in the environmental movement are likely

to spill over. The environmental movement has been criticized

for only addressing audiences that are already concerned

about the environment and believe in the intrinsic value of the

environment (Kusmanoff et al., 2016). In other words, the

environmental benefits frame may fail to engage a politically

diverse audience.

Historically, in conservative states environmentalism and

liberalism have been linked, making it difficult for environmental

issues to gain widespread support. Such terms like

“conservation”, “environmental benefit”, or “climate change”

have often invoked a negative response from people who lean

right politically (Krugman, 2022; Funk and Hefferon, 2019;

McCright and Dunlap, 2010). This is an important consideration

as Idaho is a historically conservative state. Idaho has a higher

percentage of climate change skeptics than the national

average, which may give some insight on how political ideology

in Idaho may influence salience on environmental issues

(Haltinner and Sarathchandra, 2021).   

"Changes in our climate
aren't directly within

our control, but we can
plan for resiliency."

 - Interviewee 10

"How do we use land
as a way to protect our
important biodiversity

and a lot of the
reasons why people
are attracted to the

state." 
- Interviewee 10 

"The icing on the cake
is environmental

outcomes."
-Interviewee 5
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Policy solutions that bring awareness and make efforts to engage local communities on

regenerative agriculture and its benefits to the health of the soil, water retention, biodiversity,

and functioning ecosystems are likely to align with the environmental benefits frame.

Regenerative agriculture has been receiving significant attention. In 2017 the Rodale Institute

launched its Regenerative Organic Certification. To date, the Rodale Institute has certified over

700,000 acres (Regenerative Organic Alliance, 2023). Recently, King Arthur Baking Company

committed to source 100% of their flour from regeneratively grown wheat by 2030

(Anastopoulo, 2022). Despite regenerative agriculture’s increasing popularity, the farming

strategy has many descriptions and no agreed definition. This poses considerable challenges

for researchers, farmers, policy-makers, and consumers to understand regenerative concepts

(Khangura et al, 2023; Newton et al., 2020). For regenerative practices to become more

pervasive, it will be important to build knowledge of benefits and the mechanisms available to

promote such social, environmental, and economic benefits. Such political actions are likely to

have minimal risk because regenerative agriculture is already becoming more popular and

pervasive (Lewis, 2021). Additionally, conservation easement programs that protect farmland

and open space in perpetuity are likely to align with the environmental benefits frame. This is

because agricultural easements have the goal to protect productive land and promote

environmental conservation (Miller et al., 2010). 

Despite indicators of anti-environmental beliefs, the appeal of environmentalism in Idaho is

growing. Colorado College’s 2023 Conservation in the West Poll reports 64% of polled Idaho

residents consider themselves conservationists (Colorado College, 2023). Additionally,

research has shown that religious beliefs can align with the environment. The Latter-day Saints,

evangelical, and Catholic churches often have a belief that humans should be stewards of the

earth. Idaho has a high population of people who identify as evangelical Protestants, Latter-day

Saints, and Christian, which may indicate that environmental framings may have resonance

within some conservative communities (Haltinner and Sarathchandra, 2021). 

In sum, frames that only promote environmental benefit and do not include landholder or other

social benefits may not appeal to a large audience. But there is growing evidence that an

environmental frame for Idaho may have greater interest than previously thought. 
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National Security

Lastly, the national security frame relates Idaho’s agricultural land to its role in protecting the

interest of the U.S., particularly the risk to food independence, ability to withstand and recover

from  terrorist attacks, and power in foreign relationships (Mooney and Hunt, 2009). The

national security frame was mentioned in 3/10 interviews. The way in which individuals

articulated the importance of agricultural land to national security was nuanced. One

interviewee viewed the Treasure Valley’s seed industry strongly contributing to global food

supplies. They viewed “feeding the world” as one way to protect the interests of the U.S.

Another interviewee equated national food security to national security. They voiced an

increased importance of food independence given recent supply chain disruptions due to the

pandemic. Lastly, interviewees  articulated a fear of foreign conflict that may cut off food

imports.

At the time of the interviews, the Russian invasion into Ukraine

was a top news story. The invasion has led to one of the most

severe refugee crises in Europe since World War 2 (Leon et al.,

2022). It also severely disrupted food supply chains. Countries

were left severely exposed if they relied heavily on agricultural

exports from Ukraine and Russia, especially nitrogenous

fertilizer from Russia and Belarus (Horton and Palumbo, 2022).

Interviewees referenced the war in Ukraine and a fear of a

similar conflict occurring in the U.S. They saw protecting the

agricultural industry as security against such future threats. 

It is likely that an approach to relate farmland protection to

national security will have an appeal to populations otherwise

not directly concerned with the issue. The frame may resonate

with people that value American power and those who value

being protected against external threats, which tends to be

people who lean politically right (Fletcher, 2009; Wolsko et al.,

2016). 

"There is a lot of
different ways to look
at National Security.
Feeding the world is

one way that we
protect our interests

here in the U.S. " 
- Interviewee 2

"So much of the world
seed is grown here. I

think it's an
international issue." 

- Interviewee 6
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A potential disadvantage of the national security frame is it is likely to be divisive. It may resonate

with specific populations and alienate others. There is consistent research demonstrating that the

effects of a national security frame are contingent on partisanship (Gainous and Merry, 2022) .

Therefore, if extra care is not taken to craft messages to be identity-affirming and tailored to

specific audiences, it may reach people who are likely to react negatively. Those who may already

be concerned about farmland protection for other reasons may become less concerned when the

issue is framed to concern national security (Fletcher, 2009; Gainous and Merry, 2022). In sum,

the national security frame may be valuable to bring in hard to reach populations, but it should be

used with caution. 

According to the USDA Economic Research Service, in 2021 imports grew by almost 17%. While

typically the U.S. exports more agricultural goods than it imports, from 2012-2021 imports have

grown more rapidly than exports. The U.S. imports are valued over $150 billion and mostly consist

of fruits and vegetables and other tropical productions. The U.S. most strongly relies on imports

from Canada and Mexico and primarily exports to East Asia, Canada, and Mexico (USDA ERS, 2021).

Based on the status of the U.S. agricultural partners, policy solutions that promote adaptability

and sustainability of global food supply chains will likely align with the national security frame.

Such policies are likely at the federal level and may include expanding sources of supply,

encouraging bringing supply chains to the U.S., and maintaining stock of critical commodities

(Jagtap et al., 2022). 

Clear, targeted, and context specific frames are needed to align previous values to the issue of farmland

protection and improve political viability (Perrin et al., 2020). Through this work we have provided some

insights on what those frames and previous values may be, the likely matched audience, and the

benefits and pitfalls of the prevailing frames within the farmland protection community. 

We found a diversity of frames associated with the issue of farmland protection and most, if not all

people, mentioned multiple values. In fact, based on our analysis many frames overlap (see the figure

below). Therefore, there isn’t just one reason that farmland protection is important, one frame that will

resonate with all audiences, and likely not just one policy solution able to address the issue. No matter

the type of solution, based on our findings it seems that solutions will need to address a variety of

concerns. 

Conclusion
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As such, solutions will likely need to evolve and over time become more encompassing to address

all values behind the importance of farmland (Perrin et al., 2020). It will also be important to

coordinate between urban and rural planning systems and across agricultural sectors to

implement and enforce effective policies (Perrin, 2020). 

Frames can be an important tool to influence political saliency. However, without careful design

and execution, frames can lead to unintended consequences, increased divergence of opinions,

and reinforce individual biases (Long et al., 2023). In some instances, where divisiveness could be

expected, it may be better to avoid providing a new frame. In other words, there are risks of

getting it wrong (Lakoff, 2010). Additionally, framing is just one piece of the policy agenda-setting

puzzle. Other important pieces of the puzzle include policy advocates, interest group dynamics,

and current events (Smith and Larimer, 2018). This research outlined advantages and

disadvantages to a series of frames further emphasizing the importance of careful design and

continued efforts to understand the reasons farmland is important. 

Farmland protection is in its infancy in Idaho. Therefore, we suggest that future research continue

to explore what farmland means to Idaho. This research is a stepping stone to inform future work

to learn from the larger Idaho community, target specific policies and their likelihood of

implementation, and identify who may be harmed by the implementation of such policies. We

hope that research continues to work with the community to find solutions that best fit Idaho. 
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