With nine tax staffers, you have a revolt
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By Marty Trillhaase of the Tribune 
Since 2008, eight former and current auditors within the Idaho State Tax Commission have publicly accused their bosses, the political appointees on the tax commission, of cutting sweetheart deals with big corporations. The confidential deals have the corporations paying pennies on the dollar, the auditors say. 

And now it's nine. 

On Oct. 3, Douglas Thornton of Lewiston, who spent 27 years with the commission before retiring, had this to say in a letter to the Lewiston Tribune: 

"A conservative estimate would be that these deals cost the state $40 million per year," he wrote. "Why are the taxpayers and voters of this state not outraged that politicians have covered this up? Why have your elected officials not weighed in on this issue? Is it just apathy?" 

In addition to Thornton, there are: 
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Stan Howland, the first auditor to go public. He retired in 2008 after bringing his allegations to the Legislature. 
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Paul Chugg, an auditor at the commission. 
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Joe Schwartz, who managed the tax commission's Coeur d'Alene office. 
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Gary Mattox, an auditor who worked on sales tax cases. 
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Robert Chatterton, an auditor who retired in 2006. 
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Barbara Nichols, who currently manages a staff of 12 responsible for the audits of multistate corporations. 
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Steve Fields, an income tax auditor who retired last year. 
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Terry Harvey, who continues to work as an auditor. 

All have signed affidavits in support of Rep. Shirley Ringo's lawsuit to stop the Tax Commission's practice and/or to launch a statewide probe of the agency. 

If it were just one employee, he could be dismissed as disgruntled. 

Two or three? Maybe you could call it sour grapes. They had a strong position about how much tax was due. The tax commission overruled them. They didn't like it. 

But nine? 

That's not nine out of an agency of hundreds. The universe of people working in the field of auditing multistate/multinational firms doing business in Idaho is quite small. Possibly no more than 20 people have specialized in this field in the last 25 years. 

Discount Mattox, who worked in sales taxes, and Schwartz, who managed a field office. That still leaves seven out of a universe of 20. 

And remember, none of the remaining staffers has stood up and defended the tax commissioners. 

If you had one third of the University of Idaho faculty publicly accusing President Duane Nellis of wrongdoing - with absolute silence from the remaining faculty - you'd pay attention. 

If a third of all the Idaho House Republicans rebelled against Speaker Lawerence Denney and Majority Leader Mike Moyle - and nobody came to the leaders' defense - you'd say the GOP was in open revolt and you'd be right. 

But it's more than numbers. These whistleblowers represent the core of the auditing program. 

Take Nichols. She's in charge of the auditing. Her rating means she has the highest expertise in these matters. 

Howland and Harvey share the same rating of expertise. 

Several of these people - Chatterton, Harvey, Howland and Fields - held management posts. 

Most spent decades working in this intricate field of tax audits. You're talking about more than 200 years of combined experience. 

Sure, auditors have their own view. It's like a cop catching an offender. He's not always happy with the viewpoint of the judge. 

But these auditors are the constant. It's the tax commission members that have changed over the course of their careers. And only under the latest makeup of that commission have these veterans stepped forward. For all, it means putting their professional reputations under a microscope. And for the three still working at the tax commission -Nichols, Chugg and Harvey - the risk is even greater. 

People who have spent decades in the anonymous environment of tax disputes don't spontaneously seek the spotlight.Somewhere along the line, their mutual sense of right and wrong has been violated. 

This protest is an act of conscience. Do not take it lightly. - M.T. 

