Legislature has too many senior moments
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Nobody deserves a pay cut more than Idaho's 105 legislators. 

They slashed school budgets. 

Furloughed state workers. 

Chiseled away at public employee benefits. 

Made it certain college students would pay more tuition. 

They caused the pain. Now they should share in it. 

So say those who serve on a citizen commission charged with setting legislative pay. 

"Whether we hold the line or recommend a decrease, I think that's going to be the discussion," commission member Deb Kristensen says. 

Not that Idaho lawmakers do all that badly. They're paid $16,116 a year plus another $122 per day while in session, not to mention health insurance benefits. 

But it's well below what many legislators elsewhere across the country make. While compensation is not the only factor, it's worth noting that the price of Idaho's comparatively low legislative pay is a legislature often limited to wealthy retirees. 

According to the National Conference of State Legislatures, 48 percent of Idaho's legislators are 65 or older, second only to New Hampshire where half of that state's lawmakers are 65 or more. 

You'd expect to see younger lawmakers in larger states where statehouse duty is year-round and the compensation reflects it. 

But how do you explain Idaho's peers, where lawmakers also take time away from family and work to spend a few months in session? 

In Wyoming, 34 percent of the lawmakers are at least 65. 

In Montana, the percentage is 33 percent. 

In Nevada, it's 32 percent and in Oregon, the number is 28 percent. A quarter of the legislators in Utah and Washington are 65 or older. 

Not only is Idaho's legislative class older, but it's politically insulated. If people can't afford to serve, they certainly won't run. Nearly half of the legislative candidates on the Nov. 2 ballot face no major party opponent. 

For six years, Senate Minority Leader Kate Kelly, D-Boise, juggled a law practice, legislative service and raising three teenage sons. It finally got to be too much and she's not seeking a fourth term. 

Here's the perspective you'll lose. 

Someone who understands the needs of children raised in a single-parent home. 

A lawmaker who has practical experience with youths who are absorbed with cell phone texting. 

An adult who has more than an abstract knowledge of what's going on in the classroom, what kind of social pressures students face and what it means to encounter today's costs of sending a child to college. 

For every Idaho legislator like Kelly who lives in the 21st century, there are six who qualify for AARP membership. 

Idaho is not an old folks home. Its legislature acts like one, however. 

While young workers are busy commuting down crowded and crumbling highways, older legislators remain fixated on blocking new taxes. 

When parents are concerned about watching more of their children crowd into smaller classrooms, older legislators harken back to the 1960s and 1970s, when curriculum was less demanding and technology in the schools meant an overhead projector. 

Ask an older Idaho legislator to define the typical family and he'll think of the traditional nuclear unit - a working dad, stay-at-home mom and a few kids. That's not how many people live today. 

Idahoans are rightfully suspicious of any ploy that would set legislators apart as a protected class. The kind of money needed to attract younger, career-oriented Idahoans to serve in the Legislature is well beyond what Idahoans are willing to pay. 

This will do no good. Here's the warning just the same: Cutting legislator pay, however politically satisfying, doesn't get Idaho any closer to one day electing a Legislature that looks more like Idaho's tomorrows than its yesterdays. - M.T. 

