Judge OKs Nampa renewal bond
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Decision may move downtown Nampa revitalization projects forward
NAMPA — A district court ruling appears to clear the way for a new public safety building officials hope will help revitalize downtown Nampa.

Sitting District Judge Linda Copple Trout filed documents Thursday that give Nampa’s urban renewal district permission to issue $15.5 million in bonds to fund the building.

A group of area residents challenged the agency’s request for judicial approval of the bonds, citing constitutional limitations on government spending. But attorneys for the district argued that those rules don’t apply to urban renewal agencies.

“I’m pleased to hear that that decision was favorable to the city,” Nampa Mayor Tom Dale said. Barring an appeal, the city can now move forward and issue the bonds. All but one challenger, who declined to comment, said no appeal is on the horizon.

The public safety building is a core element of a massive redevelopment plan in place for Nampa’s downtown. The effort also includes a new library, park and other features.

“In an economy such as we face right now, we know that the construction climate is very favorable for infrastructure projects,” Dale said. “If we can move ahead with this, it’s a good time to do it. It creates jobs locally here and positions us for the future.”                                                                                 
The mayor said officials will meet with legal counsel next week and decide how to move forward. “Everything has been kind of on hold pending this decision,” he said.

Judge outlines ruling
Trout came down on the side of arguments by the Nampa Development Corp. that urban renewal agencies are not the same as cities.

“The court finds that (Nampa Development Corp.) has the legal authority to issue the proposed bonds, that the bond issue is permissible under the general laws of the state and that the (agency) has complied with the applicable laws in determining to issue the bonds,” Trout, a former chief justice of the Idaho Supreme Court, wrote in her decision.

The key issue was whether urban renewal is a political subdivision, or “alter-ego,” of the city of Nampa, and subject to the same constitutional limitations. Government entities are typically barred by the state constitution from incurring long-term debt or liability unless expenses are deemed “ordinary and necessary” or officials obtain the approval of a two-thirds majority of voters.

Paul Alldredge and Glenn Koch, both of Caldwell, and Richard Hannemann, of Nampa, challenged the Nampa agency’s request for judicial confirmation based on that constitutional argument. David Frazier, of Boise, challenged on the same grounds.

Ronald Harriman, of Nampa, filed a separate challenge questioning the validity of the establishment of the urban renewal district.

Frazier, Alldredge, Koch and Harriman said they have no plans to appeal the decision. Hannemann declined to comment until he had reviewed Trout’s decision.

“There’s not a whole lot of wiggle room in that decision,” Alldredge said. “Obviously we’d have wished for a different outcome, but we got what we got.”

Rexburg case lies ahead
“I’m disappointed in the outcome,” said Frazier, who won a lawsuit against the city of Boise in 2006 when it tried to build an airport parking garage without voter approval. “It does not bode well for the voice of the people over long-term debt.”

However, he said an appeal of the Nampa case would duplicate a pending Idaho Supreme Court case involving a Rexburg swimming pool. A resident challenged that urban renewal project on similar grounds.

A Supreme Court ruling that defines urban renewal districts as part of city government would not retroactively overturn Trout’s decision, but it would subject districts across the state to the same bonding requirements as cities and counties in the future.

Frazier said that was the goal of the Nampa challenge. “I make no judgment about any of the projects, in any of the cities. My only goal is to give voters the power of the purse strings over long-term debt.”

z Idaho Press-Tribune reporter Mike Butts contributed to this report. 

