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This isn’t real PERS reform
While staggering costs of retirement system argue for 
significant changes, modest proposal by Democratic budget 
writers calls for skipped payments

Without bold PERS reform, we’ve argued, the Legislature will succeed neither in reducing the retirement 
program’s costs adequately nor in justifying the tax hikes some lawmakers want. On Wednesday, the reform 
proposal drafted by the top Democratic budget writers will receive a committee hearing. It’s about as bold as 
khaki pants.

Which isn’t to say Senate Bill 822 is meaningless. It acknowledges the need to trim the cost of the Public 
Employees Retirement System, and to that end would impose a graduated cap on cost of living increases for 
retirement benefits. It also would end the indefensible practice of reimbursing out-of-state retirees for Oregon 
income taxes they don’t pay.

In going even this far, Sen. Richard Devlin, D-Tualatin, and Rep. Peter Buckley, D-Ashland, have angered 
public employee unions, which represent a core Democratic constituency. The Oregon Education Association 
is urging members to show up Wednesday “and share how this proposal is unconstitutional and unfair.”

Buckley and Devlin deserve credit for shuffling in the right direction and accepting criticism for it. But 
Oregonians don’t send people to Salem to achieve small moral victories and collect credit. They send them 
there to fix problems, and SB 822 doesn’t come close to fixing the PERS problem.

PERS costs for school districts and other public employers will increase by $900 million beginning in 
July, then jump another $700 million in 2015 in order to offset the system’s $14 billion unfunded liability. SB 
822’s biennial savings amount to only $455 million. The bill purports to save $805 million, but the balance of 
the “savings” during the coming biennium will consist of deferred PERS payments. Ignoring your problems, as 
this provision does, isn’t a very good way to fix them.

The package is “a swing and a miss,” says Jim Green, deputy executive director of the Oregon School 
Boards Association. He points out correctly that “skipping payments that should be made into the system is a 
very bad idea.”

A coalition that includes the OSBA and Stand For Children supports a more comprehensive package of 
reforms codified in Senate Bill 754. This is what bold looks like. It includes a COLA cap and would eliminate 
the out-of-state tax remedy, but it doesn’t stop there. Other reforms are aimed at salary “spiking” and the use 
of an unrealistic interest rate to calculate Money Match benefits. All of the changes included in SB 754 are 
appropriate, and — by the way — would save more than $1 billion per biennium.

At the very least, lawmakers ought to approve the reforms proposed last year by Gov. John Kitzhaber, 
which would save more than $860 million per biennium.

Yet the bill that will receive a hearing today before the joint Rules Committee would cut costs by only 
$455 million per biennium. Ho hum. In exchange for this remarkably modest package, Buckley insists that 
Oregonians will have to accept tax hikes. At least something about the proposal is bold.  
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L
et’s say you were writing a novel about
a homicide. You’d want to describe
the killer’s neighborhood and family
background. You’d want to describe

his school, his culture and his gang.
You’d want to describe how he

got into crime, his prior arrests, his
prison time, his drug use and his
relationship with his probation of-
ficer. You’d want to describe how
he got the murder weapon, what
sort of police presence there was the
night of the killing and what incited
the murder.

In other words you’d want to de-
scribe a long killing chain, a com-
plex series of links leading up to the ultimate
homicide.

Over the past 25 years, American authori-
ties have tried to interrupt that killing chain
at almost every link except one. In a hodge-
podge but organic manner, there have been
vast changes in proactive policing, mentoring
programs, gang eradication programs, incar-
ceration rates, cultural attitudes and so on.The
only step in the killing chain that we haven’t
really touched is gun acquisition. Federal gun
control laws have become more permissive
over the past several years.

This de facto approach — influencing the

whole killing chain except gun acquisition —
has nonetheless contributed to a phenomenal
decline in violence. Murder rates overall have
fallen by about 50 percent, back to levels not
seen since the Kennedy administration. There

are thousands of people alive today
because homicide rates dropped so
precipitously.

Now we are in the middle of an-
other debate about violence. If we
lived in a purely rational society,
this debate would have started with
a series of questions:What explains
the tremendous drop in violence?
How can we build on recent ef-
forts to bring the murder rate even

lower?These general questions would have led
to a series of more specific questions about po-
lice procedures, probably the most direct way
to prevent shootings.

For example, as Heather Mac Donald of City
Journal, published by the Manhattan Institute,
points out, 75 percent of the shootings in Bos-
ton over the past 30 years have occurred in
4.5 percent of its area, while 88.5 percent of
the city’s street segments had not had a single
shooting. So how can we focus police resources
on those few areas that host most of the killing?

Or as Robert Maranto of the University of
Arkansas points out, in NewYork police chiefs

and precinct leaders are held accountable for
changes in the murder rate in their areas. New
York has seen an 80 percent drop in the homi-
cide rate. Why aren’t police officials held simi-
larly accountable in many other cities?

But those questions are rarely asked. Instead,
the national debate has focused on just one link
in the killing chain, the acquisition of the gun.

Now I understand why the gun has taken
center stage. The gun is the shocking fact at
the moment of the murder. Also, many Amer-
icans are material determinists. In any moral
question or frightening conflict, there are a
lot of people who are uncomfortable with the
human element and like to fixate on the ma-
terial factor.

But the sad fact is that gun acquisition is
probably the link on the killing chain least
amenable to influence. We live in a country
that already has something like 250 million
guns floating around. It’s hard retroactively to
get a grip on them.

Past efforts to control guns have not dramat-
ically reduced violence. The Gun Control Act
of 1968, the Brady Act of 1993 and the Assault
Weapons Ban of 1994 all failed to reduce homi-
cides significantly.The Brady law, for example,
led to a drop in suicides for those 55 and older,
but a 2000 study commissioned by the Ameri-
can Medical Association found that it did not

lead to a reduction in the overall murder rate.
The Centers for Disease Control and Pre-

vention did an analysis of 51 studies of a se-
ries of gun control regulations. It could not
find evidence to prove the effectiveness of
gun control laws. A 2012 study conducted at
Arizona State University and the University
of Cincinnati found that waiting periods and
background checks had little statistical effect
on gun crimes.

Other studies have found more significant
effects, but nothing like the impact we’ve seen
from changing police procedures and other ef-
forts up and down the killing chain.

If we could start the violence debate over, I’d
begin with universal background checks. Ac-
knowledgethatontheirown,thesecheckswon’t
accomplishmuch.(DrugdealersfromBaltimore
are not driving to West Virginia gun shows to
acquire weaponry.) But use those checks as the
first step in a series of policies to reinforce gun
trafficking laws and reassert police control over
the zones of concentrated violence.

We have a successful history of reducing
violence by spreading efforts across the kill-
ing chain. We have a disappointing history of
trying to reduce violence with a gun-obsessed
approach. Let’s focus on what works.
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Let’s look at all the ways we’ve reduced violence
GUNS AND THE KILLING CHAIN

This isn’t real PERS reform
While staggering costs of retirement system argue for significant changes,
modest proposal by Democratic budget writers calls for skipped payments

W
ithout bold PERS reform, we’ve argued, the Legis-
lature will succeed neither in reducing the retire-
ment program’s costs adequately nor in justifying
the tax hikes some lawmakers want. OnWednes-

day, the reform proposal drafted by the top Democratic budget
writers will receive a commit-
tee hearing. It’s about as bold as
khaki pants.

Whichisn’ttosaySenateBill822
is meaningless. It acknowledges
the need to trim the cost of the
PublicEmployeesRetirementSys-
tem,andtothatendwouldimpose
a graduated cap on cost of living
increases for retirement benefits.
It also would end the indefensi-
ble practice of reimbursing out-
of-stateretireesforOregonincome
taxes they don’t pay.

In going even this far, Sen. Rich-
ard Devlin, D-Tualatin, and Rep.
Peter Buckley, D-Ashland, have
angered public employee unions,
which represent a core Demo-
cratic constituency. The Oregon
Education Association is urging
members to show up Wednes-
day“and share how this proposal
is unconstitutional and unfair.”

Buckley and Devlin deserve
credit for shuffling in the right di-
rection and accepting criticism
for it. But Oregonians don’t send
people to Salem to achieve small moral victories and collect
credit.They send them there to fix problems, and SB 822 doesn’t
come close to fixing the PERS problem.

PERS costs for school districts and other public employers
will increase by $900 million beginning in July, then likely jump
another $700 million in 2015 in order to offset the system’s $14

billion unfunded liability. SB 822’s biennial savings amount to
only $455 million. The bill purports to save $805 million, but
the balance of the “savings” during the coming biennium will
consist of deferred PERS payments. Ignoring your problems, as
this provision does, isn’t a very good way to fix them.

The package is “a swing and
a miss,” says Jim Green, deputy
executive director of the Oregon
School Boards Association. He
points out correctly that “skip-
ping payments that should be
made into the system is a very
bad idea.”

A coalition that includes the
OSBA and Stand For Children
supports a more comprehensive
package of reforms codified in
Senate Bill 754.This is what bold
looks like. It includes a COLA cap
and would eliminate the out-of-
state tax remedy, but it doesn’t
stop there. Other reforms are
aimed at salary“spiking” and the
use of an unrealistic interest rate
to calculate Money Match ben-
efits. All of the changes included
in SB 754 are appropriate, and —
by the way — would save more
than $1 billion per biennium.

At the very least, lawmakers
ought to approve the reforms
proposed last year by Gov. John
Kitzhaber, which would save

more than $860 million per biennium.
Yet the bill that will receive a hearing today before the joint

Rules Committee would cut costs by only $455 million per bien-
nium. Ho hum. In exchange for this remarkably modest pack-
age, Buckley insists that Oregonians will have to accept tax hikes.
At least something about the proposal is bold.

A review proposed by the mayor could force council to consider a fundamental flaw

P
ortland Mayor Charlie Hales wasn’t in
office last year when the City Coun-
cil placed a regressive arts tax on the
ballot. That’s too bad. He’s now ask-

ing the kinds of questions commissioners
— including former Mayor Sam Adams —
should have considered seriously back then.
Such as: Is this thing equitable and fair?

If commissioners had been more conscien-
tious, they might have spared the city a lot of
expensive backpedaling.They also might have
prevented a do-over, which is where the tax
may be — and should be — heading.

First, the backpedaling.
The city’s number crunchers reported back

in June that the tax would be paid by adults
with any income — once again, any income,
no matter how meager — as long as they lived
in households above the federal poverty line.
The city even provided an example in which
the tax ($35) exceeded the income of the payer
(half of $50 in interest earned on a joint sav-
ings account).

Now that the time has come to pay the tax,
the absence of an income floor has become
a significant problem for taxpayers and for
commissioners. The council on Wednesday
will consider an ordinance that would ap-
ply the arts tax only to people with at least
$1,000 in income.While such a change is jus-
tifiable, it would reduce arts tax revenue by up
to $700,000, which is a big chunk of the ap-

proximately $12 million the city had expected
to collect every year.

Not only would such a loss cut funding for
arts organizations (though not schools), but
it also would render the cap on administra-
tive expenses — 5 percent of gross revenue
— much more difficult to honor.

Changing course, too, would generate some
one-time costs, including $80,000 for addi-
tional mailings.

All of this for a feature of the arts tax that
was known, but shrugged off.

Even if the council creates an income floor,
the back-pedaling might keep right on going,
perhaps all the way to a mulligan.

The council also will consider a resolution
onWednesdaythatdirectstheRevenueBureau
to pool its brainpower with the Office of Equity
andHumanRightsandcomeupwithproposed
modifications to the tax.The task, while open-
ended, is supposed to balance“equity and fair-
ness” with “intended support for the arts and
arts education,” which amounts to $12 million
to $13 million per year.

The spirit of this exercise “is not to say,
‘let’s find a way to undo this tax,’ ” says Hales
spokesman Dana Haynes, but that’s its logical
conclusion.The resolution invites scrutiny of
the tax’s biggest fairness problem — its regres-
sive nature — and the only solution is to re-
structure the tax fundamentally, which should
involve another trip to the ballot.

How regressive, you say? A person mak-
ing $1 million per year would pay the same
tax — $35 — as an income earner in a fam-
ily of three living just above the federal pov-
erty line, which is $19,090. Creating a $1,000
income floor might help the kid who made
$10 last year by dog-sitting, but it won’t do
anything for the college student in a low-in-
come household who earned $1,001 doing
minimum-wage work.

Steve Novick criticized the highly regres-
sive nature of the arts tax months before be-
ing sworn in this year.Wednesday’s resolution
directs the Office of Equity and Human Rights
to help recommend structural changes to
the tax. If that report, due by the end of July,
doesn’t echo Novick’s concern and recom-
mend a less regressive do-over, the city ought
to scrap the equity office. It won’t have done
its job.

Is an arts tax do-over in the works?
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Wednesday Web chat
Sports, like streetcars, are often pitched as

economic engines. Just how much they ac-
tually are becomes a hot debate topic every
time a team looks to build new facilities and
asks its city government for financial help.
Join The Oregonian’s Mark Hester for a live
chat with readers about the Portland Tim-
bers, the Hillsboro Hops and the role of gov-
ernment in promoting sports.

Join the conversation today at noon at The
Stump.

Gay marriage by fiat?
Rich Lowry argues against gay marriage

supporters making the Supreme Court decide
on the issue: “Supporters of gay marriage are
asking the Supreme Court to declare the tradi-
tional definition of marriage … irrational and
bigoted. They want to short-circuit demo-
cratic deliberation via court ruling as great
cultural ukase.”

Read and comment at The Stump.

200 wiseguy words
The Oregonian’s David Sarasohn writes

a short take of political commentary about
cellphones in cars: “The Oregon Legislature
is considering bills to raise the penalty for
cellphone chatting while driving, and any-
body who’s watched someone make baby-
sitting arrangements while blissfully rolling
through an intersection can see why.”

Read and comment at The Stump.

Letters poll: GMO labeling
We’ve received several responding to an

editorial about labeling foods with geneti-
cally modified ingredients (“Time to avoid
GMO fears,” March 22).

“Several states have introduced 2013 ge-
netically engineered food labeling bills, in
addition to Washington’s 2013 ballot initia-
tive, because of facts, not fear,” writes George
Kimbrell of Center for Food Safety.

•

“The editorial board admits that, ‘The
problem is that nobody knows. The science
is mixed.’ That being the case, wouldn’t it be
better to err on the side of safety instead
of wishful thinking?” writes Chip Sammons
of Oregon City.

Let us know what you think. Take our poll,
read the full letters and comment at the pub-
lic blog My Oregon, found at The Stump

The Stump is our opinion blog.
It includes not only editorials,
commentary and letters to the editor,
but also online-only content from

The Oregonian’s editorial team and access to
additional commentary.

oregonlive.com/thestump

Online at The Stump

More online at The Stump

Find a link to the co-chairs’ budget proposal in the
online editorial at oregonlive.com/thestump.

Agenda 2013: Readmore of The Oregonian editorial board’s
priorities atORne.ws/editorial-agenda-2013

Your opinion: Let us know what you think. Write a letter to
the editor or comment online at oregonlive.com/thestump.

Agenda 2013
Fix PERS

DAVID BROOKS

More online
at The Stump

Find a link to a city of Portland analysis
of the impact of excluding income under
$1,000 from the arts tax, as well as the
two proposals the City Council will
consider Wednesday, in the online editorial
at oregonlive.com/thestump.
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Buckley Devlin


