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JEERS ... to Idaho County Commission Chairman Skip Brandt. While there's nothing wrong with the county commission taking sides in the legal dispute about whether wolves merit federal Endangered Species Act protection, Brandt's remedy would do more harm than good. 

Brandt doesn't like U.S. District Judge Donald Molloy's decision earlier this month to reinstate federal protection for the wolves, which had been under state management in Idaho and Montana. Both states designated wolves as big game animals and staged a wolf hunting season. 

Wyoming, on the other hand, stuck to defining wolves as predators throughout much of that state, which meant the species could be shot on sight year-round. To federal officials, that's unacceptable. They refused to relinquish control to the Cowboy state's Game and Fish Department. 

Having two management plans - a state system for Idaho and Montana, federal protection for Wyoming's wolves - triggered Molloy's decision. Political boundaries are artificial in a regional ecosystem, he said. 

And Brandt's solution is what? 

Idaho should replicate Wyoming's approach by designating wolves as predators. The change, he says, would allow ranchers to shoot the animals on sight if they're caught harassing livestock. For Idaho ranchers, this would be news. Under federal regulations, they already have the right to shoot wolves that are harassing their livestock. 

Legislators have no authority over federally protected wolves at the moment. Idaho can no more define the wolf as a predator than it can declare endangered chinook salmon a trash fish. 

But such rhetoric would undermine any hope Idahoans have that the Obama administration or Congress will return wolf management to state control. 

Brandt knows better than that, doesn't he? 

CHEERS ... to Gov. C.L. (Butch) Otter. He's the incumbent Republican in a Republican state. He's ahead of Democratic challenger Keith Allred by, depending on the poll, at least 11 points. So the prudent thing for Otter would be to dispense with Allred in one obligatory debate. 

Not this time. 

Otter has agreed to share the stage as many as five times in this campaign: 
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Aug. 19's debate at the Idaho Falls City Club. 
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Sept. 15 at the Boise City Club. 
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Oct. 7 at Lewiston, sponsored by the Tribune, the Moscow-Pullman Daily News and KLEW. (Otter's people say this is tentative. They're still working out the schedule.) 
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Oct. 13 at Caldwell, presented by Boise's KTVB, Spokane's KREM and Idaho Falls' KIFI television stations. 
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Oct 28 at Boise, broadcast statewide over Idaho Public Television and co-sponsored by the League of Women Voters and the Idaho Press Club. 

Having so many regional debates allows ordinary citizens to get their questions answered. The Idaho Falls audience asked candidates about a proposed uranium enrichment plant. Lewiston's debate may focus on controversial mega-truck shipments proposed up U.S. Highway 12. Caldwell's forum may bore in on illegal immigration. 

Allred has much to gain from this. Sharing the podium gives him exposure and credibility. 

So does the public, of course. Nowhere else can people examine candidates in action and unscripted. 

An incumbent who is leading in the polls, however, risks more than he gains from debating. So credit this governor for entering the arena. 

JEERS ... to David Cortman, senior counsel at the Scottsdale, Ariz.,-based Alliance Defense Fund. His group signed on to the now-defunct Nampa Classical Academy's attempt to incorporate the Bible into civics lessons. The $2.5 million a year institution wanted to spend your tax dollars while thumbing its nose at Idaho's constitution, which states: "No sectarian or religious tenets or doctrines shall ever be taught in the public schools. ... No books, papers, tracts or documents of a political, sectarian or denominational character shall be used or introduced in any schools. ..." 

Cortman says it was that stance that got the Nampa charter school shut down. 

Not really. 

The school was so mismanaged that by last spring, it was as much as $800,000 in the red and had to close down six weeks early. That's why Idaho's State Board of Education closed the school - on a 4-3 vote - after the state's public charter school commission revoked Nampa Classical Academy's year-old charter. 

But Cortman sees a conspiracy. 

"There's no doubt in my mind that they aggressively went after the school because of its stance on the use of the Bible and other religious texts in the curriculum; there's certainly no doubt as to that," Cortman says. "The Nampa Classical Academy basically took a stand on behalf of all public schools in the state and said, 'Look, we need to find out where this stands constitutionally,' and the charter school commission certainly took offense to that." 

You wish he were right. 

If Idaho's education leaders had any spines, they would have done precisely that - long before the school's financial meltdown forced their hand. 

CHEERS ... to Whitman County Prosecutor Denis Tracy. Whether he's motivated by respect for the law or devotion to transparent government, Tracy is looking out for you. 

Commissioners Greg Partch and Pat O'Neill recently escaped a recall attempt because Asotin County Judge William Acey found no evidence to back up the allegations against them. In part, they stood accused of willfully violating the state's Open Public Meetings Act. 

All to the good. Recalls can be a bitter experience, not to be undertaken lightly. 

Until Acey made an off-hand comment that the commissioners could meet privately, as long as they made no final decisions. The law says no such thing. Any quorum - in this case two of the three commissioners - must notify the public it intends to meet. 

"Perhaps the judge meant to say something other than what he said," Tracy warned the commissioners. "In any event, I believe it is critical that my clients (you, the county commission) know that the judge was dead WRONG in that statement." 

Tracy's admonition had the desired effect. Partch says the commission will meet in its chambers and all conversations will be recorded.- M.T. 

