Hart's fiasco reveals much about Denney
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It's been four years since House Speaker Lawerence Denney placed state Rep. Phil Hart, R-Athol, a self-proclaimed tax scofflaw, on the House tax-writing committee. 

What kind of a House speaker does that? 

After reading a treatise that declared income taxes unconstitutional, Hart refused to pay his taxes in 1996. He lost in court and presumably paid up. He was first elected to the House six years ago. 

Then this summer, it turned out Hart was nearly $700,000 behind on his taxes, including $53,000 to the state of Idaho. On top of that, Hart used his status as a legislator to keep the tax man at bay. The state constitution gives lawmakers some immunities during the period shortly before and then during the time the Legislature is in session. Relying on that, Hart dragged out his obligation to file an appeal of his state income taxes and make at least a partial payment. 

Denney didn't move. 

It took House Democratic Leader John Rusche of Lewiston to formally request an ethics review into whether Hart's actions violated the law. At that point, Denney was obligated to comply. 

But each time the panel looked into the charges, it applied the law narrowly. In July, the committee's four Republicans insisted no violation of Idaho's conflict of interest laws occurred when Hart voted on measures governing how the State Tax Commission would pursue tax cheats. The reason: Hart wasn't the only tax cheat the tax commission was dealing with. 

Still Denney stayed silent. 

Then last week, the panel again failed to nail Hart for violating his privilege as a legislator. Technically, he was in the clear because the Board of Tax Appeals rejected Hart's reliance on the immunity clause. 

What followed, however, left Denney little room to wiggle out. Essentially, the panel voted unanimously to find Hart guilty of conduct unbecoming to an elected official. The group recommended Denney pull Hart off the Revenue and Taxation Committee. 

Said the presiding officer of the House: It "might be best" to remove Hart from the panel. 

Might? 

Be? 

Best? 

Is Denney intimidated by those far-right caucus members who see a patriot behind every tax cheat? 

Or does he not recognize his fundamental job is to protect the integrity of the House? 

A stronger speaker would first yank Hart from the Revenue and Taxation Committee. Then he'd ask: If Hart refuses to play by the rules, how is he any more qualified to serve on the committee that sets rules for public education? 

Do you really want him on another panel that writes the major laws in Idaho? 

Would you trust him on the budget-writing committee? 

Or any other position of trust? 

The good people of Kootenai County may elect Hart to a fourth term. He faces only token opposition from a write-in candidate. But the House is under no obligation to soil itself any further with him. 

Grant Hart floor privileges and nothing more. Until the lawmaker pays his taxes and issues a statement of contrition, he can remain a pariah. 

When you spot that, you'll know Denney is serious. 

If you see anything less, you can surmise he is not. - M.T. 

