What didn't Otter know, and when didn't he know it?
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As noteworthy as Gov. C. L. (Butch) Otter's pledge of support to Imperial Oil's mega transport project is, it's worth paying attention to what the governor didn't say. 

More than 18 months ago, Otter signed a letter filled with the enthusiasm of the ardent suitor of economic development. 

He's "pleased" that ExxonMobil wants to barge the mining equipment up the Columbia and Snake rivers to the Port of Lewiston. 

He's "confident" the company will "find value" in using the river system "as a more direct and efficient route to the Kearl Oil Sands" at Alberta, Canada. 

He's "honored" to "encourage Imperial Oil" to use the Port of Lewiston. 

He is ready to "pledge our support and cooperation to enhance the development of this important new business opportunity." 

He promotes Idaho's " 'can do' spirit, pro-business climate." 

From Otter's description of the project, however, you wouldn't know what happens once the equipment is shipped to Lewiston. You wouldn't know that ConocoPhillips plans to move four massive truckloads up U.S. Highway 12, a project now on hold as a judge reviews a lawsuit blocking it. 

You wouldn't know Imperial Oil plans to run more than 200 trucks, each as long as 210 feet, as wide as 24 feet, as tall as 30 feet and as heavy as 290 tons along the two-lane highway toward Missoula. 

But those shipments are at the heart of the controversy. Residents and business owners on the scenic highway say it undermines their personal safety, economy and the environment. 

Otter's letter doesn't mention the shipments - nor, of course, his own plan to impose a $10 million bond on both ConocoPhillips and Imperial Oil. 

Why would the governor devote his entire letter to the river transportation element without mentioning whether he encourages the mega-loads or shares concerns among people who would be impacted by them? 

And where is the typical list of reservations or statement of due diligence you'd expect from a chief executive in this situation? 

Otter wrote this letter on the eve of his ferocious battle with conservative lawmakers over whether to raise fuel taxes and registration fees to shore up funding for Idaho's deteriorating highways and aging bridges. Yet nowhere does he tell Imperial Oil about the need to demonstrate to the Idaho Transportation Department's satisfaction that running 290 tons of mining equipment down a highway - regardless of axle configuration - won't damage the state's investment in its roadway surfaces and bridges. 

There's no mention about ascertaining whether these loads can safely navigate the curves and turns at night and during inclement weather. 

Absent from Otter's letter is there any concern expressed about whether these slow-moving mega-loads will unduly tie up both lanes of traffic on the east-west corridor. 

It's a leap to conclude a grand conspiracy is afoot. This is not a smoking gun that proves the fix is in for this project. Otter makes no such promise. 

But you have to ask: Why didn't the governor's letter acknowledge the unprecedented scope and volume of the oversized loads headed up U.S. 12? 

Was it because he didn't know these details or didn't bother to ask? 

This wouldn't be the first time Idaho's millionaire chief executive focused so intently upon the economy's top echelon that he lost sight of the bigger picture or even the other people involved. During his state of the state address, for instance, he referred to more than a dozen CEOs by name without mentioning a single state worker who had been furloughed or any ordinary Idahoan who had lost his job in the Great Recession. 

With Otter, the question isn't: What did the governor know and when did he know it? Ask, instead, what should the governor have known, and when should he have known it? - M.T. 

