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Raul Labrador... 
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JEERS ... to Republican congressional candidate Raul Labrador. In his televised debate with Democratic incumbent Walt Minnick last week, Labrador had this to say about trucking hundreds of megaloads hauling oil company equipment up U.S. Highway 12: Don't ask him about it. Transportation is a state issue. Gov. C. L. (Butch) Otter has done a "good job" of handling the issue. 

Come on, Raul. Sure, there are state issues that a congressman has no business messing with - such as budgets, taxes and initiative campaigns. 

But these "rolling roadblocks" - each as much as 24 feet wide, 210 feet long, 30 feet high and weighing 290 tons - will be traveling across a federally designated highway, built with federal highway tax dollars, across national forests and wilderness areas. 

It's a matter of interstate commerce. 

And if that's not sufficient reason to get a congressman's attention, here's one more: Your constituents are demanding it. 

If Labrador is willing to turn a deaf ear to them on this matter, what else will he ignore? 

CHEERS ... to Republican legislative candidate Jeff Nesset of Lewiston. As co-chairman of the Citizens Committee for a new Lewiston High School, Nesset just got a practical lesson in the rigidness of Idaho's school construction system. 

In the midst of a severe economic downturn and on a school construction plan many deemed flawed, 61.84 percent of Lewiston patrons voted to tax themselves for a new high school. 

In many states, that would have been enough. 

Not in Idaho. It insists on a two-thirds majority. And because the state provides virtually no construction money for all but the poorest school districts, Idaho is frequently cited as the toughest place in America to build a school. 

Speaking at a candidate forum Tuesday, Nesset said he can't understand why Idaho clings to the two-thirds standard. He plans to "mix it up" with other lawmakers. 

Which immediately puts him at odds with his own party's legislative leadership. 

Good for him. 

JEERS ... to Jerry Coleman. The Republican candidate for Latah County assessor says incumbent Democratic Assessor Patrick Vaughan is paying less property tax on his Moscow home than he should. 

Vaughan spent $290,000 for his Moscow home. 

It's assessed at $198,860. 

But ask a county assessor and he'll tell you Idaho assesses property at market value, not market price. Assessors rate similar properties to reach a market value, which explains why your taxable value may be higher or lower than what you paid for your home. 

To do anything else raises the specter of unequal taxation. Why should someone who got a great deal on his home pay substantially less tax than Vaughan, who claims he paid too much? Same kinds of homes. Same market values. 

And what happens to tax rates as market values fluctuate, as they have in the recent real estate bust? 

Moreover, to do what Coleman suggests - arbitrarily bumping up Vaughan's property tax assessment to address a campaign theme - would require politicians, not professional deputy assessors, to make the call. 

Even if it were legal - and it's probably not - do you really want to start down that path? 

CHEERS ... to Washington Gov. Chris Gregoire. By endorsing Initiative 1098, she just touched the third rail of her state's politics. 

The measure would raise $2 billion by imposing a state income tax on individuals making more than $200,000 and couples earning more than $400,000. 

"I'm not a big fan of the income tax, as you know," Gregoire said Tuesday. "If I wasn't in an economic crisis of a lifetime, I might choose otherwise, but I'm voting yes." 

This opens Gregoire to the charge of pulling a John Kerry - that she was against an income tax before she was for it. In her previous campaigns, Gregoire struck down the idea. 

All of which means the prudent political play would have been for the governor to remain on the sidelines. Taking a stand now means Gregoire is taking a gamble. 

"I'm voting yes, candidly, because I don't know what we do. We can't afford to lose our investment in the education of our children," Gregoire says. "And I am asking voters to consider what is the alternative? More cuts to education that we simply cannot afford?" 

JEERS ... to a trio of Idaho lawmakers who brought out the worst of the political system. 

Imagine you're Ryan Mitchell. The 25-year-old Pocatello man is recuperating from a gunshot wound. By many accounts, the man who shot him, Gerald Durk Simpson, became unstable when he was dropped from mental health services. Earlier this year, lawmakers cut Idaho's already underfunded mental health program in spite of warnings that it would lead to more suicides, more violence and more pressure on hospital emergency rooms. 

Enter state Sen. Nicole LeFavour, D-Boise. She invites Mitchell to speak to the Legislature's health task force. 

But she doesn't tell the committee members in advance. LeFavour springs it on them. 

Then the co-chairmen of that task force, Sen. Dean Cameron, R-Rupert, and Rep. Gary Collins, R-Nampa, permit their pique at LeFavour to overwhelm their compassion. Citing a compacted meeting agenda, they tell Mitchell there's no time and send him away. 

Sure, this matter deserves a full airing at a later meeting. But what would have been the harm of permitting Mitchell at least five minutes to tell these lawmakers what he'd been through? What's wrong with a little courtesy? When Republicans and Democrats get ticked at each other, why is it the ordinary citizen who gets
nailed? - M.T. 

