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JEERS ... to Gov. C. L. (Butch) Otter's transportation task force. Tuesday, the task force adopted a new state study documenting beyond doubt that Idaho motorists are subsidizing the trucking industry. 

Prepared by Richland-based Battelle Group, the $200,000 report spells out how trucks cause a lot of damage to highways and bridges. The fees and taxes truckers pay fall about 33 percent short of paying for repairs. But the average passenger car driver is overcharged 47 percent. The average pickup truck driver pays 18 percent too much. 

Now the report will gather dust. 

Charged by Otter with outlining where to find more money for transportation, task force members resorted to looking for loopholes. 

For starters, there's Idaho Transportation Board member Jerry Whitehead of Boise. He's also a trucking company owner. From his perch on the task force, Whitehead said: "It looks to me like if we raise things higher than the surrounding states, that's really going to place a load on the intrastate carriers such as chip haulers, farmers, things like that." 

Then Rep. Marv Hagedorn, R-Meridian, resorted to blue sky, suggesting the trucking industry offers economy and cultural benefits Battelle's report missed: "Like in northern Idaho where we have chip trucks and logging trucks that pretty much enable the economy. ... If we put those trucks out of business, those communities are going to pretty much go under." 

If this task force endorses a weight-distance fee that applies to long-haul truckers, you'll know it's serious about equity. If all you see is a plan to boost your fuel taxes or registration fees, expect to be fleeced. 

CHEERS ... to Congressman Walt Minnick, D-Idaho. Alone among Idaho's congressional delegation, Minnick supported the package that delivered more than $51 million to Idaho schools. It didn't come close to backfilling the $128 million state lawmakers yanked from public education this year. But the money - paid by closing a tax loophole for companies that outsource jobs overseas and changing food stamp rules - means more teachers in the classroom. 

So you'd think Minnick - who in this Republican season needs all political breaks he can get - would be out on the campaign trail trumpeting that vote at every school in his district. 

As the school doors open, he could present a ceremonial $267,000 check to Orofino. 

He'd remind Cottonwood how he helped the schools secure an extra $101,657. 

In Moscow, Minnick could remind everyone his vote delivered $415.000. 

At Lewiston, Minnick could claim credit for an extra $910,562. 

That's just the kind of stunt Rep. Alan Grayson, D-Fla., would - and has - pulled. 

Minnick hasn't played that card. 

Since he won't, we will. 

JEERS ... to Sen. Patty Murray, D-Wash. On a fact-checking mission, The Associated Press perforated one of her campaign themes against Republican Dino Rossi. 

Murray is a senior member of the Senate Appropriations Committee, which enables her to bring home the bacon. Most years, that would be popular. Not now, and Rossi is taking her to task for it. 

But Murray's campaign points to Rossi's record in Olympia, where he chaired the Senate Ways and Means committee. That gave him a say in resolving the state's 2003 operating budget crunch. 

"He has spent his entire campaign slamming earmarks and berating the positive impact that federal dollars have had on Washington state's economy, but Dino has conveniently left out the part where he included $25 million in earmarks in one state budget," claims the Washington Democratic Party. 

Adds Murray's campaign, "Dino Rossi included millions in earmarks in his budget as chair of the Senate Ways and Means Committee." 

Not so, says the AP. 

Rossi was concerned only with the state's operating budget. 

Democrats are pointing to the capital budget - "a separate bill, acted on with separate votes," the AP reports. "But most importantly for this discussion, that construction budget was written by other lawmakers." 

CHEERS ... to Howard Griffiths of Hayden. Running as a write-in candidate against an incumbent Republican legislator in the ruby red state of Idaho is a dirty job. But in the case of state Rep. Phil Hart, R-Athol, somebody's got to do it. 

Hart sees nothing wrong in both holding public office, serving on the House tax-writing committee and evading his obligation to pay his taxes. In the mid-'90s, he contended state and federal income taxes were unconstitutional. The courts said otherwise. Today, he's on the hook for an estimated $700,000. 

By a party-line vote, a House ethics committee refused to reprimand him. 

Hart was guaranteed a fourth term because nobody had filed to run against him. It's only remotely possible that Griffiths will get in his way. 

But at least the voters of Idaho's 3rd Legislative District can't deny they have a choice. 

JEERS ... to Defenders of Wildlife. It successfully sued in federal court to have wolf management in Idaho and Montana restored to the federal government under the Endangered Species Act. 

But at least it played fair. Throughout the years of wolf reintroduction, the group paid out more than $1.4 million to compensate ranches for their losses. Idaho ranchers got about $433,000. 

Until now. Defenders will stop paying, it says, because a federal program backed by Sens. Jon Tester, D-Mont., and John Barrasso, R-Wyo., will provide the money. 

Well, yes and no. 

The federal program offers Idaho about $140,000. 

But the feds want someone - it's not clear who - to put up half. 

Plus, the feds will compensate ranchers only for confirmed wolf kills. Defenders partially covered "probable" wolf kills as well. 

Defenders says it wants to focus its resources on preventing wolf predation. All to the good. The problem here is timing. Coming so soon after the court decision, this decision displays lousy public relations and foolish opportunism. Now it's the anti-wolf types' turn to howl.- M.T. 

