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Colleges wary of governor’s budget plan

When she released her proposed state budget for the two years begin-
ning in July;, Gov. Kate Brown didn’t include any additional money for
higher education — but she did express a hope legislators would be able to
push through a $1.9 billion tax increase, and that some of the extra money
could be funneled to help hold tuition increases to 5 percent or less.

It’s possible part of Brown'’s strategy on this was to persuade educa-
tion officials to lobby legislators to support the tax increase. The gover-
nor has declined to offer specifics about what sort of tax increase she'd
like to see, and has left that task to the Legislature.

It’s fair to say some education officials have been, shall we say, cool
to Brown’s approach: For evidence, look no further than Oregon State
University Ed Ray’s state of the university speech, delivered last week in
Portland.

“Under the governor’s budget,” Ray told a crowd of 700 or so OSU
partisans, “universities would be forced to shunt even mare costs onto the
shoulders of students, and cut staffing and programs even more, Or both.”

Alittle later in his remarks in Portland, Ray added this: “I appreci-
ate the governor for seeking new funding, but I must plan the univer-
sity’s operations on what I know, not what I hope legislators and voters
might approve at some future date.”

And certainly; considering how tax proposals have fared in the Leg-
islature and among the state’s voters, it doesn’t seem like a good bet to
count on that extra dough just yet, especially since it’s not at all clear
yet what shape a tax increase could take.

To that end, Ray told the newspaper’s editorial board last week that
work to identify potential cuts is underway at OSU.

Although Brown’s proposed budget is the first step, the process
doesn’t really get going until legislative committees release their first
budget drafts. That will happen after state economists release their
latest revenue estimates.

(As an aside, it's worth noting again that legislators likely will have
a record amount of revenue at their disposal, but it won’t be enough
to cover increased costs. Two big factors drive those costs: the state’s
public pension system and the decision to expand Oregon’s Medicaid
health insurance plan, also known as the Oregon Health Plan.)

It seems unlikely the Legislature’s first budget drafts will follow
Brown’s lead in terms of higher education funding. But, beyond that, lit-
tle about the final shape of state budget is clear yet — and state colleges
and universities don’t have the luxury of waiting until the Legislature is
wrapping up its work in June to start thinking about their budgets.

Public universities also need to get approval for any tuition increases
above 5 percent from the state’s Higher Education Coordinating
Commission — and Brown has intervened when she believes pro-
posed increases are too high. (Complicating the situation is that the
governor has declined to back the estimated $220 million it would take
to keep tuition increases under 5 percent, unless lawmakers approve
the $2 billion in new revenue.)

In the meantime, business groups are beginning to weigh in on the
proposed tax increases: Sandra McDonough, president of the state’s
largest business association, Oregon Business & Industry, told legis-
lators last week that her group believes that a business activity tax
would be fairer and less harmful to businesses than a gross receipts
tax, which is based on sales.

“We are committed to being part of the revenue discussion,”
McDonough said.

That’s good to hear. But we heard the same thing two years ago,
before these discussions went off the rails. In the meantime, higher
education officials are charting out how they can make steep cutbacks

in their operations — and if you were in their shoes, you'd be doing the

same thing,
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Forest Service grateful for shared stewardship

The five-week government
shutdown was a trying time for
Forest Service employees and their
families. Our partners, volunteers,
permittees and contractors were
also impacted, as well as many busi-
nesses and communities closely tied
to national forests and the work we
do. On behalf of the Forest Service
employees across the Pacific North-
west, [ want to thank everyone who
stepped up to help and support our
employees and the national forests
during the shutdown.

We are grateful and touched by
this outpouring of support. Citizens
and businesses offered assistance
to help employees make ends meet
and care for their families. State
and local agencies chipped in to help
protect and maintain recreation
sites. Dedicated volunteers came out
in droves, and partners carried on
our shared conservation work.

Times like this underscore the im-
portance of shared stewardship. Our
shared commitment to public lands
— and each other — drives every-
thing we do. Today, we are more
interconnected and interdependent

than ever before. The opportunities
and challenges we face transcend
boundaries and impact people
beyond the jurisdiction of any single
agency or organization. That's why
we are committed to working across
boundaries in shared stewardship
with states, partners and local com-
munities to support each other and
accomplish shared ohjectives.

We're glad to be back at work
doing what we love — caring for
the land and serving people. We are
currently assessing the shutdown’s
impacts and determining how best
to adjust to ensure we continue
to deliver the services the public
expects. We will engage our partners
and local communities in these
conversations as we adapt and move
forward together.

Service is one of our bedrock val-
ues. We are heartened and humbled
to know that when the need arises,
our communities, partners and the
public we serve are here for us too.
We thank you wholeheartedly for
your support and look forward to
continuing our work together in
shared stewardship.
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