It's time millennials joined political race: Column

As 2014 candidates, we believe our generation can undo gridlock through participation.

Coming of age in an era of political dysfunction, the millennial generation is not only turning its back on both political parties –– 42% identify as independent –– but also on politics itself. Eighteen percent of young Americans 18-29 even consider themselves to be politically active; that's the same percentage, not coincidentally, of millennials who believe political engagement is more effective at solving important national issues than community volunteerism.

The response to government gridlock is entirely rational among a civic-minded generation defined by instant gratification: better to devote limited time and energy where an impact can be made than waste it on a system mired in partisanship and special interests. So millennials see big problems and respond by starting social enterprises, volunteering through service programs and organizing in local communities. They ask, why bother with politics? In fact, only about a third of young people think running for office is even an honorable thing to do.

In our system of self-government, we believe this thinking is dangerous. The retreat of our generation from traditional politics simply cedes greater influence to those who have already broken the system. Further, if the reverse were true, the injection of young talent into Congress –– where the average U.S. House member is 57 years old –– may bring the kind of new ideas and fresh approach desperately needed.

In part, that's why we decided to run for Congress last election cycle. From California to Pennsylvania, we ran to disrupt a political status quo that is failing our country and our future. As Democrats, Republicans, a Libertarian and an independent, we challenged incumbents of the opposite party and within our own party. After the election, though we all lost, we discovered we had a lot in common, despite the different labels next to our names on the ballot.

We all ran because we shared a desire to serve our constituents, rather than the party bosses or moneyed interests. We ran because we saw an opportunity to find common ground between both sides and tackle the long-term issues facing our country. We ran because we still believe politics is the biggest lever we have to create the kind of positive change we envision for our country. And we proved candidates can still make a difference by engaging new people in the process, putting new ideas on the table, and holding incumbents accountable.

Now, we've come together to support a new initiative, Run for America, that will not only encourage other innovative, courageous, and visionary next generation leaders to run for U.S. House in 2016, but also leverage new tools, technology and tactics to help these candidates win their campaigns. There could not be a more urgent calling for pragmatic, young leaders to step forward and take advantage of this unprecedented effort.

At the inauguration of the 114th Congress, there were just 31 members under age 40 –– down two from the previous Congress. There are still no members under 30. This leaves an entire generation underrepresented in a legislature that James Madison once envisioned to be "an extract portrait, in miniature, of the people at large."

Indeed, Americans 25-40 make up 20% of the U.S. population yet only 7% of Congress. The proportion of legislators under 40 in the U.S. House trails nearly every other developed country including Australia (17%), Canada (14%), and the United Kingdom (13%).

A Congress more reflective of the views and values of our generation could be much improved.

· First, it would be more future-focused. Rather than fighting to keep government open for the next few months, the debate might center on how to keep our economy competitive for the next few decades. 

· Second, it would be more solutions-oriented. Forget the stale debate of left vs. right; a new governing philosophy might instead focus on setting national goals and scaling bottom-up solutions, regardless from where they come. 

· Third, it would be more evidence-based. The science of environmental stewardship and the arithmetic of fiscal responsibility might spur bipartisan action rather than selective partisan denial.

We tend to underestimate the consequences of today's gridlocked Congress. It's not just that nothing is getting done; it's that the problems we face are literally compounding time and are becoming much harder to solve down the road. This will undoubtedly impact our future security, prosperity and opportunity.

So our message to the best and brightest of our generation: We can't wait. We need you. We are ready to support you. It's time to run –– to run for a better government, to run for a brighter future, to run for America.
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