
TESTIMONY OF DAVID LYONS

TO: Interim Legislative Committee on Idaho Urban Renewal Law

FROM: David Lyons (Coeur d’Alene) 

DATE: October 19, 2015

RE: URA Expenditure of Tax-Increment Money on Legislative Lobbying or Other
Political or Quasi-Political Activity is Illegal and Should be Expressly Prohibited

Many Idaho URA’s lobby the legislature, either individually or jointly through the
Redevelopment Association of Idaho (“RAI”).  This is paid for entirely by tax-increment money,
since that is a URA’s only source of money and RAI’s only source of money is tax-increment
money from its URA members.

In Coeur d’Alene, the URA (“LCDC”) has budgeted to give $10,000 to RAI during fiscal
year 2016, and apparently gave RAI $8,000 during 2015.  That is in addition to the $22,000 (plus
expenses) it pays lobbyist Teresa Molitor annually.

Under the Idaho Constitution, public bodies such as URA’s are prohibited from spending
taxpayer dollars on anything that is not a “public purpose.” The Idaho Supreme Court has defined
“public purpose” as something “that serves to benefit the community as a whole.”  Idaho Water
Resources Board v. Kramer, 97 Idaho 535, 559, 548 P.2d 35, 59 (1976).

Lobbying by RAI and URA’s is active advocacy to manipulate legislators toward  a
particular outcome, not the impartial providing of information.  See, for example, the attached
3/12/15 e-mail from Ryan Armbruster to RAI members virtually “high fiving”1 them after the
parliamentary defeat of HB 239.  The persuasion and manipulation is subtle, under the guise of
“assisting,” but that’s why they can charge so much money.  The URA’s themselves could easily
“provide information” to the legislators.

Such lobbying by RAI and URA’s is not for a “public purpose,” and so, I believe, illegal. 
By definition, it advocates for a position desired by one portion of the “public,” which position
is opposed by one or more other portion(s) of the “public”.  It serves only one portion of the 
community – not “the community as a whole.”

Such lobbying violates the First Amendment rights of taxpayers who disagree with the
RAI/URA position – by forcing them to subsidize (through their taxes) political speech to which
they object.

  And it gives an unfair advantage – a megaphone – the use of taxpayer money – to one

1  “Special thanks to those who either contacted legislators directly or coordinated contact
through others . . . .”, and “another round of thanks to those who contacted legislators . . . .”



side of the political debate – the RAI/URA side.  While RAI and the URA’s spend tens of
thousands of taxpayer dollars to oppose any reduction of their power, there is no counterpart
acting on behalf of the public.

In Coeur d’Alene, urban renewal has been a big issue in local elections the past several
years.2  This year, LCDC is spending nearly $85,0003 of taxpayer money for an advertising
campaign that is really just disguised political advocacy intended to influence local voters’
attitudes about urban renewal and LCDC.

LCDC is not a business.  It does not sell a product or service to the public.  LCDC has no
need to advertise.  Although it uses noble sounding words like “educate the public” and “improve
our image,” that really makes no sense.

There’s no reason for LCDC to advertise – to try to influence the public’s attitude toward
it – other than  (1) personal vanity or ego of the commissioners, or (2) to influence the public not
as consumers but as voters.  Giving LCDC commissioners the benefit of the doubt eliminates the
first reason – which, of course, is not a “public purpose” – leaving only the second.

The attached 6/3-4/15 e-mails between Eden Irgens (the principal at the advertising firm
who originated and runs the advertising campaign) and Tony Berns (LCDC’s executive director)
leave little doubt that the purpose of the $85,000 advertising campaign is to influence local
elections.

Irgens, who has dealt with the commissioners extensively on this and knows their thinking
better than anyone, tells Berns:

I just locked up a billboard on NW Blvd.

The start date is 8/10/15.  You can have it for two months, but we will likely 
want to use it during the month of November for the city council election.  
Cost is $1120/mo.

You in?

Berns forwards Irgens’ e-mail to LCDC’s Communications Committee, and recommends that they
“chat more about this opportunity at next Tuesday’s committee meeting.”

There have also been months of newspaper ads and TV commercials, as well as $2,500
spent for a float in the 4th of July parade.  City council elections are on November 3.

2  As it has been in Nampa.

3 $100,000 if you include the $15,700 spent for the “Public Perceptions and Awareness
Study” preceding the advertising campaign.








