Sali: Lower taxes, support for small business will help wages

By Rep. Bill Sali

Recently, the U.S. House of Representatives passed a bill that, in my opinion, would hurt American businesses and the very people the legislation purports to help. I'm referring to the bill that raises the minimum wage. Equally bad, the bill prescribes an action that simply can't be justified under the U.S. Constitution. 

We all want our fellow Americans to live free and experience the American dream. Why wouldn’t we want to see the lowest wage earners in society earn more? I do. You do. But I don’t have the power to raise wages, because Congress doesn’t have that power. It’s not in the U.S. Constitution. What’s more, it is wholly impossible for Congress to pass a law and expect the free market to simply dance to the government’s tune. If it were possible, why stop at $7.25 an hour? Why not raise the minimum wage to $15 or $20 an hour? For that matter, why not mandate the price of housing? After all, what good are higher wages if you have to pay upwards of $200,000 for a new home, especially when Congress has the power to set the price at, say, $80,000?

Outrageous, you say? Well, then why is arbitrarily deciding the wages of millions of workers any less outrageous? 

That was the crux of my Jan. 10 debate on the floor of the House of Representatives. If we believe Congress has the power to determine wages, where do we go next? Why isn’t Congress using its authority to bestow more goodness upon the American people? Because it would be unconstitutional. Because that would be impossible. Because it would put us down a rather dangerous road – one that erodes our rights in the name of economic justice. 

There’s another good reason why we should avoid government-mandated wages. Most small businesses operate at a very slim margin.  A mandate to increase wages invariably costs hundreds of thousands of jobs – mostly belonging to entry-level employees. Some businesses will simply choose not to hire. Still others will simply close up shop. 

There are about 131,000 small businesses in Idaho. They are the lifeblood of Idaho's economy. For them to be compelled to raise their pay-scales by 41 percent is to invoke economic hardship on many family businesses in Idaho and all across the country.

Commanding private enterprise according to a government fiat runs contrary to a rather important American value: enterprise should be conducted freely, without government command-and-control requirements.
 

This is abundantly clear to the National Federation of Independent Business, a group representing small businesses nationwide with 7,000 Idaho members. Regarding the minimum wage, the group says, “It has not been proven to reduce poverty or narrow the income gap and (it) puts a stranglehold on America's top job creators: small businesses.”

When Congress acts outside its legitimate constitutional power bad results will follow. Our Founding Fathers knew that Congress could not and should not artificially manipulate the natural economic forces that control free markets.

I know there are good people out there who believe raising the minimum wage is an appropriate action for Congress to take. Richard Stallings, the chairman of the Idaho Democratic Party, happens to be one of them. But Stallings is wrong to mock me for opposing the bill, and he’s wrong to mock the Idahoans who support my position. Reasonable people may disagree on legislation. That's no reason to resort to name calling.

Instead let’s talk about real solutions that are within Congress’ ability. Let’s lower taxes. Let’s reduce government regulation. Let’s help small businesses stay in business. Then we won’t need to compel business to give raises to their employees. We’ll already have done it. 
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