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The waiting game is on in the House
By COREY TAULE

BOISE -- Two years ago, House conservatives
lost big. ﬁ

They tried to cut budgets and the Senate
blocked them. They tried again, got smaller
cuts through the Senate and saw their hopes
vetoed by Gov. Dirk Kempthorne. After a
protracted struggle, sales and cigarette lax
increases were rammed down their throats.

Jump ahead two years.

Kempthorne wants to issue $106 billion In
bonds for raad projects and is backing a 6
percent increase in state spending. If the
economy continues to struggle, he's talking
about altering the tax structure, perhaps
taxing services such as haircuts and oil
changes,

And so the right seethes.
But they're also organizing.

Eastern Idaho is well represented on the new
Fiscal Policy Caucus, a group of House
members who want to squeeze budgets now
rather than face tax increases later.

Janice McGeachin (Idaho Falls), JoAn Wood
(Rigby), Dennis Lake (Blackfoot), Tom
Loertscher (Bone), Russ Mathews (Idaho Falls)
and Lenore Barrett (Challis) have signed on.

So has one legislator who voted for the tax increases, Ann Rydalch of Idaho
Falls.

One of the group’'s leaders, Donnelly Republican Ken Roberts, estimates that 25
House members have either joined the group or sympathize with it.

On Tuesday, 16 members debated policy into the early evening. Roberts,
chairing the meeting, invited everyone, including spectators, to specak.

"Spread the word that we're about information,” Roberts said. "Don't believe
everything you read in the newspaper.”

The group took exception ta a column by Dan Popkey of the ldaho Statesman
that said the caucus is politically motivated. But minutes later, the group
acknowledged the caucus will vote as a bloc on issues.

Although this is about information, it's also about accumulating the political
power the group did not have two years aga.

But this probably isn't something that can happen overnight or even in the next
two years.

In 2007, however, everything will have changed. A new governor. A new House
speaker, potentially. A new Legislature elected, perhaps, by a populace also
voting on a gay-marriage amendment.

And many caucus members have safe seats, McGeachin has never been
opposed. Wood hasn't been seriously challenged in years. Neither has Barrett.
Some, such as McGeachin and Roberts, are young and may not be going
anywhere for a while.

S0 wait and watch. If the caucus doesn't fold under pressure brought by the
moderate majority and the state turns to the right, things could get interesting
in the near future.

Government reporter Corey Taule can be reached at 542-6754.



