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House approves tax on
business to fund schools

By Sarah Zimmerman
Associated Press

SALEM (AP) — Oregon
lawmakers in the House on
Wednesday, May 1, approved
an extra $2 billion invest-
ment for the state’s strug-
gling school system, which
suffers from some of the
highest class sizes and low-
est graduation rates in the
nation.

After more than five
hours of floor debate, the
chamber voted 37-21 on the
package, which would raise
$1 billion per year through
a half a percent tax on some
of the state’s wealthiest busi-
nesses. The money would be
used to fund school initia-
tives focused on boosting test
scores, increasing class time
and expanding mental and
behavioral health services.

It’s shaping up to be a
major win for Democrats
who were able to use their
supermajority to wrangle a
three-fifths vote for one of
their major priorities this ses-
sion. The tax package now
goes to the Senate. But even
if it is approved through the
legislative process, it’s possi-
ble that opponents will move
to put the issue to the ballot.

“We have endured two
generations of children that
have experienced education
far below than what they
deserve,” said Rep. Nancy
Nathanson, a Democrat from
Eugene who is one of the
co-sponsors of the measure.
“We can’t delay anymore.”

Republicans took issue
with the modified commer-
cial activities tax lawmak-
ers are proposing to fund the
program. The package calls
for a .057% tax on gross
receipts for businesses with
$1 million or more in sales,
which make up less than
10% of all businesses in the
state.

Opponents said the tax
will cause price hikes on
consumer goods and doesn’t
exempt enough agricul-
tural operations. They also
said lawmakers first need to
address Oregon’s unfunded
public pension liability
before putting money into
the education system.

“Businesses are going
to close,” said Rep. Kim
Wallen, a Republican from
Medford. “Pitting busi-
nesses against schools just
isn’t the way we do things in
Oregon.”

The vote came exactly
one week before thousands
of teachers across the state
will protest during a day of
action to bring attention to
the condition of Oregon’s
public schools, which

educators said has reached a
breaking point.

The Oregon Education
Association, the state’s larg-
est teacher’s union, said
schools have been under-
funded for the past 30
years, causing class sizes to
swell. The state has some
of the largest class sizes in
the country, as well as the
nation’s shortest school year
and lowest graduation rate.

John Larson, the Oregon
Education Association’s
executive director, said the
funding problem has gotten
so bad that many schools
have been forced to cut P.E.
and other extracurriculars.

Other schools, he said, no
longer have full-time librar-
ians, counselors or nurses.
He notes one rural school in
eastern Oregon where stu-
dents only have access to the
library 30 minutes a day and
use band equipment that’s
over 30 years old out of a
lack of funding.

“Educators have done a
really great job in keeping
up the facade that schools
are able to do more with less
without impacting the quality
of education,” said Larson.
“We are to a point now that
we can’t do that anymore.”

Lawmakers toured the
state since last January,
meeting with teachers and
students to craft a funding
package that addresses some
of the biggest issues facing
the education system while
also allowing districts the
flexibility to tie spending to
the needs of individual pub-
lic schools.

Half of the expected reve-
nue will go to statewide edu-
cational initiatives and early
learning programs, including
more funding for preschools
and special education.

The rest of the money
— approximately $1 billion
every two years — will go
directly to school districts,
who must submit plans to
the legislature on how they
will use the funds to boost
educational performance,
support diversity and expand
mental and behavioral health
programs. Schools with high
poverty levels will receive
more money, and all districts
will have to prove that stu-
dent outcomes are actually
improving.

“We are finally going
to do the things we need to
do to get our school system
back on track,” said Rep.
Rob Nosse, a Democrat
from Portland. “We are
going to create a new, sta-
ble source of funding so
that the next generation will
have the tools they need to
succeed.”
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