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To the Judges: 
 
Led by Gov. John Kitzhaber, an effort to reform Oregon’s pension program for public 
employees became the state’s top political story in 2013, dominating the regular legislative 
session and concluding in a late-September special session.  What would have been a 
contentious process in most states proved particularly difficult in Oregon, where Democrats, 
supported by the state’s public employee unions, control both legislative chambers and the 
governor’s office. But in the end, the Legislature did the job. 
 
Beginning in January, when The Oregonian included PERS reform in its annual editorial 
agenda, our writers produced dozens of editorials over the course of the year. We discussed 
the state’s pension program in several contexts, including the effect of rising costs on local 
school districts, the burden the system places on the state’s modest economy and the 
consequences of inaction on another necessary policy initiative: reform of the state’s tax 
system. Responding to questions from readers, our editorials also explained how the PERS-
reform math worked. 
 
We also did plenty of prodding. Following the approval of a modest reform measure during 
the regular legislative session, we prodded Democratic lawmakers to cut costs more 
aggressively. As a short-lived compromise proposal emerged late in the session, we prodded 
Republicans to accept small tax increases in exchange for deeper pension cuts. And 
following the conclusion of the regular session, we prodded Democrats and Republicans to 
revisit the compromise in a special session months later. 
 
Oregon’s lawmakers trimmed the state’s pension system because the problem was too big to 
ignore and because the governor wouldn’t take “no” for an answer. It’s impossible to know 
whether or to what degree The Oregonian’s numerous editorials affected the outcome. But  
 



	  
 
the opinion staff did everything possible to that end, applying relentless pressure to reluctant 
lawmakers and explaining to readers the need for reform and the consequences of failure.  
We also tried, and I think succeeded, in doing all of that without boring readers to death. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Peter Bhatia 
Editor and Vice President of Content 
pbhatia@oregonian.com  
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