Idaho drains higher education's accounts
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By Marty Trillhaase of the Tribune 
When it comes to digging out of budget holes, Idaho's legislators consistently raid the biggest piggy bank - colleges and universities. 

On the eve of the Great Recession, Idaho allocated $285.2 million for its four-year institutions of higher learning. To balance the budget, lawmakers pulled back $68 million. 

Next year, the state faces a $340 million budget deficit. Higher education has been told to brace for a cut of between 4 percent and 13 percent, University of Idaho President M. Duane Nellis told the Tribune Tuesday. 

Don't be surprised, however, if colleges and universities take an even bigger hit to spare public schools, prisons and health care for the poor. 

All of which begs the question: When will it end? 

It doesn't. Even if the economy rebounds soon, the damage to colleges and universities is permanent and ongoing. Idaho's disinvestment in higher learning was under way long before the economy tanked. It's not going to stop. 

Fifteen years ago, 13 cents of every general tax dollar went toward colleges and universities. 

Today, it's down to 9 cents, the result of growth in Medicaid and prisons absorbing more money. 

Extrapolate that trend another decade and higher ed's share of the state budget pie will shrink to less than 7 percent. When Idaho government eventually regains its footing, higher education may end up with no more than $260 million by 2021 - $25 million less than it got two years ago, not counting inflation. 

Meanwhile, prisons will command 13 percent of the budget, or about $508 million a year. 

Legislators squeeze higher education, which then turns to its own piggy bank - students. 

A decade ago, a University of Idaho undergraduate paid a fifth of the cost of his education. 

Today, he's shouldering one-third of that burden. 

At Lewis-Clark State College, a student paid 22.5 percent of the bills in 2001. Today, his share is 41.3 percent. 

Before the decade is out, students could be carrying better than three-quarters of what it costs to deliver education at a public institution. 

Some students will rely on families to pay the bills. 

Others will take on deeper student-loan debts. 

But others simply won't try. To them, the Albertson Foundation's campaign to encourage Idaho's young people to "go on" and attend college will sound a disingenuous if not ominous tone. 

As Nellis points out, the chance of an Idaho high school graduate continuing his education already is down from 40 percent in the early 1990s to 36 percent today, while just the reverse is occurring across the country. 

With higher tuition, expect Idaho's decline to escalate. 

The gap between what Idaho's job market demands and what its labor pool can deliver will widen. 

Idaho's name will remain on the campus gates. Someone else will make the calls. Government contracts and private research grants will decide where Idaho's research resources are targeted - and who reaps the rewards. 

At some point, you cross a threshold. UI and its sister schools cease to be state-supported; they become state-sponsored. 

Faced with budget crises, state after state is doing the same thing. It is a glide path of least resistance. In a moment of candor, lawmakers will admit Idaho is slipping down it. 

Publicly, none of them will offer you a way off. - M.T. 

