Are you young? Your state rep probably isn't
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LANSING — He sat in the plush chair, his arms on the big desk, surrounded by all that history, and saw a glimmer of his future.

Alec Findlay was still in grade school when he got the chance to sit at the governor's desk during a tour of the Capitol building with his family. It inspired him.

Now 23 and about to graduate from Michigan State University, he can draw a line straight from that tour, through the commemorative Capitol coin he received that day and carries always in his pocket, and on to his doomed attempt this summer to unseat state Rep. Tom Cochran (age 63).

Not many people Findlay's age can draw such a line.

Millennials — those born between 1981 and 1997 — are now the nation's largest living generation, but are one of the smallest demographics in the nation's capitals, according to the Pew Charitable Trusts. Most lawmakers are old enough to be the parents and grandparents of today's college students, even as some of the toughest issues of the day — from college debt to civil rights — are immediate concerns for young people.

"It's never a good thing when such a huge segment of your population doesn't have a voice," Findlay, of Alaiedon Township, said in a recent interview with the State Journal.

That's part of the reason Findlay said he ran in the Democratic primary for the state House. But he said our society doesn't encourage young people to run. Even he, a former Eagle Scout, Army ROTC cadet, and political science major, never learned what it takes to seek public office.

"I basically went in totally blind," Findlay said in a recent interview with the State Journal. "A lot of Millennials, once they're encouraged to be involved, more and more will be."

A smaller voice

The Michigan Legislature is actually one of the younger governing bodies among the 50 states, with an average age of about 52, according to an LSJ analysis of lawmakers' biographies on Gongwer News Service. Pew said in a December report that the average age of all legislatures is 56.

Millennials make up 13% of lawmakers here, compared to just 5% nationwide.

Yet Millennials still are underrepresented at the Capitol considering they are are 28% of Michigan's voting population. Nationwide, Millennials are 31% of the voting-age population, Pew says.

That matters, according to Pew, because Millennials are more likely to be single, poor and unemployed than Baby Boomers were in their youth. Millennials expect less from government and are more socially liberal. That means the mostly gray-haired lawmakers tend to have vastly different perspectives on some of the issues Millennials care about most.

Millennials are the most ethnically diverse generation in history, while majority-white Baby Boomer policymakers try to address racial issues such as police shooting unarmed black men and debate whether "black lives" or "all lives" matter.

They are the most tech-savvy and mobile generation, while Congress debates how much of our smartphone activity should be tracked and cybercrimes become the norm.

They are paying the highest tuition rates in history, racking up record amounts of debt, while Hillary Clinton (age 68) and Donald Trump (70) issue dueling proposals on how to handle it.

And a lack of representation leads to a lack of engagement: In 2012, less than half of Michigan's 18- to 29-year-olds voted, according to the Center for Information & Research on Civic Learning & Engagement (CIRCLE) at Tufts University. According to Pew, people feeling disenfranchised may move where they're better represented, leaving behind a smaller tax base and a bigger burden for those who stay.

The 'root of so much of this anger'

Findlay was 8 years old when the Sept. 11, 2001 terrorist attacks happened. He remembers all the brouhaha over hanging chads during the 2000 presidential election, but the first election he was fully aware of was the 2008 John McCain-Barack Obama contest.

He was a McCain fan then, but has since grown weary of what he called the GOP's obstructionism and all of Congress' inaction. He, like many of his friends, started to feel frustrated with the status quo.

"I think that's the main root of so much of this anger that Millennials feel," Findlay said, "is that they feel they're underrepresented and they're looking toward someone who's willing to look at all these important concerns that students have."

As he got into college, he said he became frustrated with the Legislature, too, and he decided to make a bid, "to at least get the conversation going about a couple policies."

"I'm always excited when anybody's involved," Cochran, a retired fire chief seeking his third term, told the State Journal. "I think young people bring a lot to the table. They have a lot of great ideas. There's a lot of excitement and passion for doing these things, but there's also a lot to be said for experience, someone who has a job, has raised a family."

Findlay concedes Gen-Xers or Baby Boomers are capable of representing young people's interests. He was a big fan of Bernie Sanders (age 75). But he said Millennials are better represented by a Millennial "because we're actually the ones who are living it on a day-to-day basis."

He had a platform — job growth, education reform, and environmental advocacy — but found no roadmap for running for office. He spent hours online researching how to file the right paperwork, how to set up a campaign committee, the rules of fundraising.

He had no relationships with unions, trade groups or the local party. He didn't know how to run a campaign — "The closest thing to this I'd done before was going door to door selling popcorn in Boy Scouts," he said — and no one had ever shown him how.

Of the $810 Findlay raised, only $440 came from people without his last name. Cochran raised 60 times as much money.

On Aug. 2, Findlay carried 13% of the vote.

'Don't have to be a certain age to make a difference'

Only once during the campaign, Findlay said, was he questioned about his lack of experience. Someone at a Democratic Party fundraiser asked him why he didn't wet his feet running for a lower office.

His answer: Stevens T. Mason.

Mason was 19 years old, ineligible to vote, when he was named secretary of the Michigan Territory, the youngest presidential appointee in history. He pushed Michigan into statehood and claimed the Upper Peninsula for the Great Lakes State before being elected governor at age 24, the youngest state executive in history.

"Here you have a very young guy who took us into the union, set us off on our path," Findlay said admiringly. "You don't have to be a certain age to make a difference."

Michigan has produced a few young political lions since its Boy Governor.

John Engler was 22 years old when he turned a college paper about unseating an incumbent into a successful blueprint for his first campaign. At the time -- in 1970 -- he was the youngest representative in Michigan history. Later, he became the youngest state senator and then unseated incumbent Gov. James Blanchard in 1990 at a still-young 42. Engler went on to become one of the longest-serving governors in state history.

Engler said older officeholders not only can but must represent young voters, and successful ones have.

"People who get disconnected from their constituents, or at least major parts of their constituencies, don't win elections," Engler told the State Journal last week. "I think the best legislators are paying attention."

Engler guessed there were a few reasons young people aren't seeking office more often: They're looking at their college debt and wondering if a public salary can pay it off, or if they can afford to fund a campaign. They're starting families and buying houses later and are perhaps then only then thinking about things like school funding and property taxes. And, he said, as they do more and more online they become less and less connected to the community around them.

Engler's record as the youngest representative was broken a few years later when Detroit's Geroge Cushingberry took office right before turning 22. But Inkster's Jewell Jones, already the youngest city councilman in Inkster history, won't turn 22 until April. That means the Democrat could become the youngest lawmaker in state history if he successfully succeeds the late state Rep. Julie Plawecki this fall.

"People always talk about bringing change to the community, but then there's a lot of the same stuff going on," Jones told the State Journal. "When you've got on a young person on your doorstep, ready to get off the sidelines ... people get excited about that."

'Eventually the reins will shift'

There are other efforts underway to bring younger voices to Lansing.

The state House has passed a bill that would create a Young Adult Commission. Made up of gubernatorial and legislative appointees between the ages of 16 and 28, the commission would reach out to youth statewide and generate an annual report on the issues they care about.

"It'll engage with the younger community in Michigan and I think it'll also start to provide some important information to the Legislature and the governor's office," said state Rep. Martin Howrylak, R-Troy, the bill's author. "If nothing more than certainly enlightening people and getting more people involved happens, I think that's a good thing."

Earlier this month, two dozen municipal and student government leaders signed a letter to Gov. Rick Snyder, urging him to push the Senate to pass Howrylak's bill.

"Michigan has been facing for over a decade, and still faces, the harsh reality that we lose too many of our college-educated residents to other states," the letter reads. "We believe the commission is a smart step forward in working to reverse this perilous trend."

Perilous trend or no, Findlay says he's optimistic about the future. He'll be on another ballot soon — whether statehouse or something smaller, he's not yet sure — and he's confident he'll be successful soon enough.

Cochran can't run for reelection in 2018 because of term limits.

"Eventually the reins will shift to the Millennials," Findlay said, "and I have high hopes for our generation when we take power."
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