Are pro-education Idaho moderates masquerading as 'real' Republicans?
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The Idaho Education Association, that stronghold of Democratic tricksters, has been "extremely effective in advancing its political and social agenda" over the past 15 years. 

This assessment may come as a surprise to the IEA, given the state's habitually abysmal ranking in teacher pay surveys, not to mention this year's $129 million cut in school funding. It was certainly news to me. My impression has been that the Republican-dominated Legislature barely tolerates the organization. 

But then I've only been covering Idaho politics for two years. David Ripley, a former Democratic political consultant turned pro-life lobbyist who made the above statement, has more than a quarter-century of experience. 

Ripley is now assisting the Idaho Republican Party in its lawsuit against Idaho elections chief Ben Ysursa. 

Originally filed in 2008, the case goes to trial in U.S. District Court in Boise next week. It seeks to force the state to switch from an open to a closed primary system - meaning only registered Republican voters would be allowed to vote in the Republican primary. The idea is to keep Democrats, independents and other nonbelievers from having any say in who carries the Republican banner. 

In a recent affidavit, Ripley noted he served as the IEA's first political director in 1992. His job was to help elect candidates who supported the organization's goals. 

"The IEA leadership had determined that IEA couldn't affect enough legislative votes simply by backing Democrats in general elections," he said. "It needed to ensure that pro-education, moderate Republicans were elected in Republican-dominated districts." 

Ripley tackled this problem by organizing "crossover" voting efforts. Because Idaho's open primary system lets people decide which ticket they'll vote - regardless of their own party affiliation - he encouraged Democrats to vote the Republican ticket. By supporting moderates in the primary they could help defeat more extreme candidates, thereby diluting the Republican brand while remaining free to vote for Democrats in the general election. 

"The make-up of the Idaho Legislature - particularly the ideological orientation of many elected Republicans - provides prima facie evidence that IEA has continued to make effective use of crossover strategies," Ripley said. 

This statement seems to suggest the most Republican Legislature in the nation isn't Republican enough, that it's rife with pro-education moderates masquerading as "real" Republicans. 

In response to this startling conclusion, the state waffles back and forth - first questioning whether any crossover voting takes place and then suggesting even if it does, it hasn't materially harmed the Republican Party or diminished its ideological purity. 

In a recent trial memo, Deputy Attorneys General Michael Gilmore and Clay Smith noted Idaho doesn't require voters to register their party affiliation. Therefore, the very idea of crossover voting "assumes a predicate - i.e., a pre-existing state-recognized party affiliation - which doesn't exist." 

Moreover, if crossover voting does take place it typically isn't a scheming effort to undermine Republicans, they said. Much of it is done by independent voters, who make up the second-largest class of voters in Idaho. When they choose to vote the Republican ticket in a primary, they're effectively registering as Republicans for the sake of that one election: "The act of choosing to participate in a particular party's primary may be characterized as the elector's determination to affiliate with that party for the purpose of that election." 

Voters may choose to affiliate with a different party in subsequent elections, but they have that same right under an open or closed primary system, the state said. Consequently, there's no reason to think election results would be notably different under either approach. Two expert witnesses for the state, for example, found less than 8 percent of state legislative Republican primaries since 1994 have been decided by less than a 10 percent margin - a minimal level of competition that makes the effect of crossover voting highly suspect. 

"It is impossible to extract from these data any legally or practically significant impact on the Republican Party's ideological message, given its overall dominance in the Idaho electoral environment," the state said. "The current primary system serves the concededly weighty interest of encouraging the full participation of Idaho's voters and ensuring, for example, independent voters aren't effectively disenfranchised. Idaho merely makes a forum available for parties to conduct their primary elections and leaves the party 'affiliation determination' to voters." 

The primary lawsuit trial is scheduled to last five days. Whatever the outcome, lawmakers could address the issue in the 2011 session or beyond - assuming they aren't too busy pandering to the IEA. 
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