Hart hears only the answers he wants
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Rep. Phil Hart, R-Athol, is willing to take advice from any source - as long as it's what he wants to hear. 

Hart is the fellow who read a book that said income taxes were unconstitutional. So in 1996, he stopped paying them. He didn't consult a tax lawyer. He simply stopped paying. The courts overruled him. Fourteen years later, federal and state tax agents say he's about $500,000 behind. 

He disputes it. 

In the intervening years, Hart got himself elected to the House of Representatives, where he sits on the tax-writing committee. A bipartisan ethics committee says tax protestors shouldn't serve on that panel. House Speaker Lawerence Denney, R-Midvale, says maybe that's best. Denney says he'll get back to them on that . 

Now it turns out that Hart walked onto state timber land in 1996 and cut down 8,000 board feet to build his home. Without paying. 

Any reasonable person might first ask, who owns this land? Answer: The state manages these timber lands for the school endowment, so it's basically Idaho's schoolchildren. 

A responsible person would ask permission and get a permit because he'd fear being accused of trespassing or even theft. 

But Hart had a friend. 

Who knew a guy. 

Who had a contact. 

Who said going in and taking state-owned timber was OK. 

"It was something that was commonly done throughout Idaho history," Hart told the Spokesman-Review's Betsy Russell. "I had been told by actually a couple of different people in the logging industry that this was at least an historical practice." 

If that were true, complete anarchy would break out on the state's forests. Courts don't like anarchy. So they slapped Hart down. Three times. 

"We think it important to recognize that the cutting of timber on state land is a crime," the Appeals Court ruled. 

Hart forfeited a $5,000 bond, but he's still behind on $22,827 in liens - which he doesn't have to pay because five years passed since the judgment. The attorney general says Hart still has a moral obligation to pay. 

He doesn't see it that way. 

"I think those logs got paid for several times over," he told the Spokesman-Review. 

So what can Denney do with this guy? 

He can't leave a tax cheat on a panel that writes tax laws for the rest of us. 

Where should he put him? 

Education Committee? Stealing nickels from Idaho schoolchildren hardly qualifies Hart for that assignment. 

Resources and Conservation? Being a tree-hugger isn't a prerequisite. Still, it helps to be a good steward of public resources. Sorry, Phil. 

Appropriations? You'd trust this guy with the public purse? 

State Affairs? The issues on this panel involve no money. No taxes. No natural resources. Just the big policy questions that touch people's lives. Maybe Hart knows a guy who has a friend with a contact who has an "in" that he could rely on for advice. 

Judiciary and Rules? Now there's an idea. Hart knows a thing or two about fighting off prosecutors. Doesn't this group deal with state prisons? Hmmm. 

Clearly the GOP leadership is going to have a tough time next year finding a committee where Hart is fit to serve. 

The voters of Kootenai County could save them the trouble - provided 
they find Hart unfit for any legislative office.- M.T. 

