Pay Gap Alarmed
Colorado Executive 

By Walt Barnhart
For decades the growing pay gap between workers and executives has generated concern. And that concern hasn’t always been among the workers.

“Periodically, I read newspaper or magazine articles concerning the salary, bonuses, benefits of the leaders of American businesses,” said Ken Monfort after being named Executive of the Year by the University of Colorado Executive Club in 1987. “They astound me… the spread between the boss and the people who do the work is getting too big and will surely lead to trouble.”

Granted, Monfort, who died in 2001, was by no means a traditional executive. A towering man of nearly 6 feet 5 inches, he was friendly and easy-going, and known for his fondness of white loafers and colorful clothing. For most of his career he was a brilliant manager of one of the nation’s leading cattle feeding and meat producing companies, located in Northern Colorado.

He was always one of the country’s lowest-paid CEOs. In 1972 he earned $52,000 “because that’s all I need,” he told an interviewer. In 2009 dollars that’s $266,000, a pittance compared to what CEOs of most of today’s firms make.
In fact, according to a study for the Institute for Policy Studies and United for a Fair Economy, in 2007 S&P 500 CEOs averaged $10.5 million, or 344 times the pay of typical American workers. In 1981 the average pay for the top 10 U.S. CEOs was $3.5 million. Monfort found that preposterous – and dangerous.
 “Tremendous monetary rewards, too often with little risk, too often while serving on eight boards of directors running three or four charities and sporting a 5 handicap, and I wonder how they can be worth so much,” he said in 1987. “And how does it happen? It’s simple. You hire a consultant that tells you that you are underpaid compared to your peers so you catch up and it becomes an ever increasing comparison.”
His solution? He admitted at the time he didn’t have one. With his eventual distaste for unions and government interference in business, it’s doubtful he would have supported mandated salary caps and laws that would have forced businesses to acquiesce to more worker control. 

 For businessmen, it was more about priorities than principles, Monfort thought. “This nation is in deep trouble when our best and brightest spend their whole lives shuffling money, companies and stocks,” he told the CU Executive Club. “I just cannot buy the supposed wisdom that we as a people can prosper in an information, financial and service economy with no one producing goods that are, to me, the real wealth of our nation.” 
Monfort also believed the educational focus in the United States had been misplaced, as “we are spending very little time with these students about producing goods, about quality of goods, about managing a workforce. I believe it is a mistake.”
As a devoted Democrat serving in the Colorado House in the 1960s he would have supported finding tax money for higher education, even if it was from his beloved cigarettes. As a converted Republican in the 1980s he would have gone along with today’s Republican suggestions to issue pay cuts for legislators and state-funded higher-education positions earning more than $100,000 a year.

He demonstrated his support for education by leaving millions of dollars to Northern Colorado universities, including the University of Northern Colorado, whose business school bears his name. Son Dick, who studied under his father, inherited many of his principles and is now chairman of the UNC Board of Trustees.

Compassion for his fellow man and the opportunity to keep others employed fueled much of Ken Monfort’s business philosophy. And there’s a great future in education, Kenny believed. Let’s hope he’s right, and that business and the legislature can follow his examples.
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