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On the Fence

Policymakers must look at complete picture, avoid ill-informed changes

The Oregon Public Employee Retirement
System was created to provide a stable and
secure retirement for public employees and
allow universities, police and fire depart-
ments, local governments and the state to
compete for employees. This retirement
benefit is an essential part of the total com-
pensation for Oregon’s teachers, firefighters,
public nurses and university employees like
me.

While I love my job working with young
people and helping them prepare for their
future, I have had to take a second job to
make ends meet. So before any more discus-
sions about cutting PERS, I ask policymak-
ers to remember three things: the cause
of the unfunded liability, the goal of the
program and the high risk of making things
worse.

First, today’s working people did not
cause the unfunded liability. That is why it
is so difficult when lawmakers make and
pass proposals to slash our retirements.
Every year the state publishes a report
called “PERS by the Numbers,” and year
after year it shows the same thing: 72% of

ANJEE YOUNG-WHITNAH
UNION COUNTY PROGRESSIVES/
DEMOCRATS

the pension liability is for people not work-
ing, either because they have retired or they
have left public service.

Second, the goal of PERS is to provide a
secure retirement and fair total compen-
sation for public employees who provide
essential services to our communities and
who, in many cases, are earning less than
they would in the private sector or have
dangerous and difficult jobs. Most of the
people working today are in the PERS pro-
gram created in 2003. This hybrid program
reduces costs while providing a secure
retirement. It provides a pension of about
45% of salary for people who work 30 years
and an Individual Account Program funded
by a portion of our salary. The program was
designed to be sustainable into the future
—and it is. It is so sustainable that only
6% of the total pension liability comes from
OPSRP members, even though they make
up the majority of the workforce.

While today’s working people didn't cre-
ate the unfunded liability, lawmakers and
corporate-backed groups want us to suffer
through reduced retirement security. In the
2019 legislative session, our retirements
were cut even further. Public employees
like me have sued to overturn those cuts.
Actuarial analyses submitted to the court
showed that this legislation reduced plain-
tiff’s Individual Account Programs between
4% and 14%.

Meanwhile, corporate-hacked groups are
circulating initiative petitions that would
eliminate pensions for public employees
altogether, slashing our retirement benefits
and taking away any competitive advantage
a public employer might have. Which leads
us to the third principle when looking at
PERS: Don’t make things worse.

Any policies around PERS should look at
the complete picture and take into account
the high cost of ill-informed changes. Other
public employers have learned that cutting
benefits mean increased cost for recruit-
ment and retention, higher turnover and
reduced retirement security. (Issue Brief:

Retirement Reform Lessons, 2018; Pensions
Keep Teachers in the Classroom, 2017.)

For example, education is not keeping up
with the salaries and compensation in other
fields, particularly in a state like Oregon
with high housing costs. From investiga-
tions by organizations as varied as USA To-
day and the Oregon Center for Public Policy,
the data is clear: Low teacher compensation
is a problem.

I work hard for my students and my
community every day, even though I need a
second job to cover expenses. My retirement
benefits are a promise that was made to me
and are not causing the unfunded liability.
Further cuts are not only unfair, but they
would force me to work long past retirement
age or push me out of the field altogether.

Voters agree. Polling from 2018 showed
that by a margin of 2-1 they rejected the
idea of cutting educator benefits to pay the
unfunded liability. The public stands with
us and I hope that lawmakers will get the
message and stand with us too.

Editor’s note: A submission for this topic
was not received by the Republicans.
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President Donald Trump: The
White House, 1600 Pennsylvania
Ave., Washington, D.C. 20500; 202-
456-1414; fax 202-456-2461; to send
comments, go to www.whitehouse.
gov/contact.

U.S. Sen. Jeff Merkley: D.C. office:
313 Hart Senate Office Building,
Washington, D.C. 20510. Phone:
202-224-3753. Fax: 202-228-3997.
Website: merkley.senate.gov/. Email:
merkley.senate.gov/contact/. Portland
office: One WorldTrade Center, 121
S.W. Salmon St. Suite 1250, Portland,
OR 97204; 503-326-3386; fax 503-
326-2900. Pendleton office: 310 S.E.
Second St. Suite 105, Pendleton
97801; 541-278-1129; email elizabeth_
scheeler@merkley.senate.gov.

U.S. Sen. Ron Wyden: D.C. office:
221 Dirksen Senate Office Building,
Washington, D.C. 20510-3703; phone:
202-224-5244; fax 202-228-2717.
Website: wyden.senate.gov. Email:
wyden.senate.gov/contact/. La
Grande office: 105 Fir St., No. 210,

La Grande, OR 97850; 541-962-7691;
fax, 541-963-0885; email kathleen_

cathey @wyden.senate.gov.

U.S. Rep. Greg Walden (2nd
District): D.C. office: 2185 Rayburn
House Office Building, Washington,
D.C. 20515-0001, 202-225-6730; fax
202-225-5774.Website: walden.
house.gov/. Email: walden.house.
gov/e-mail-greg. La Grande office:
1211 Washington Ave., La Grande, OR
97850; 541-624-2400, email jorden.
noyes @mail.house.gov.

Oregon Gov. Kate Brown: 900
Court St. N.E., Salem, OR 97301; 503-
378-4582.

Oregon Secretary of State Bev
Clarno: 136 State Capitol. Salem OR
97310-0722; 503-986-1523.

Oregon State TreasurerTobias
Reed: 350 Winter St. N.E., Suite 100,
Salem, OR 97301-3896; 503-378-4329.
Oregon Attorney General Ellen
Rosenblum: Justice Building,
Salem, OR 97301-4096; 503-378-4400.
State Sen. William S. Hansell
(29th District/Pendleton): Salem
office: 900 Court St. NE., S-423,
Salem, OR 97301; 503-986-1729.
Website: www.oregonlegislature.

gov/hansell. Email: sen.billhansell@
oregonlegislature.gov.

State Rep. Greg Barreto (58th
District/Cove): Salem office: 900
Court St. NE., H-384, Salem, OR
97301; 503-986-1458. Website: www.
oregonlegislature.gov/barreto. Email:
rep.gregbarreto@oregonlegislature.
gov.

State Rep. Greg Smith (57th
District): Salem office: 900 Court
St. NE., H-482, Salem, OR, 97301;
503-986-1457. Heppner office:

PO. Box 219, Heppner, OR 97836;
541-676-5154; Website: www.
oregonlegislature.gov/smithg. Email:
rep.gregsmith@oregonlegislature.
gov.

Oregon Legislature: Legislative
documents and information are
available online at www.leg.state.
or.us.

City of La Grande: Mayor Steve
Clements, City Manager Robert Strope;
PO. Box 670, La Grande, OR 97850;
541-962-1309; fax 541-963-3333.

Elgin City Councilors: Mayor
Allan Duffy, 501 N 11th St., 541-437-

1016, mayor@cityofelginor.org;
Mary West, 260 N 5th Ave., 541-805-
0443, councilor3@cityofelginor.org;
Kathy Warren, PO Box 697, 541-786-
9611, counciloré@cityofelginor.org;
Risa Hallgarth, PO Box 525, 541-437-
9462, councilor2@cityofelginor.org;
Rocky Burgess, 800 N 14th St., PO.
Box 854, 541-786-2417, councilor1@
cityofelginor.org; David Reed, 1011
Detroit St., PO Box 368; 541-975-
3306, councilor4@cityofelginor.
org; Ryan Martin, councilorb@
cityofelginor.org

Enterprise City Councilors:
Mayor Stacey Karvoski,
mayorofenterprise @gmail.com;
JenniWord; Dave Elliott; Ashley
Sullivan; Micah Agnew; Larry
Christman; Chris Pritchard; 541-426-
4196; mail to City of Enterprise, 108
N.E. 1st Street, Enterprise, OR 97828
Imbler City Councilors: Mayor
Mike McLean, Corrine Wilfong,
Herman Ortmann, Mark Howell, Rick
Vicek, Joan Harding, Jason Berglund;
180 Ruckman Ave.; PO. Box 40,
Imbler OR 97841; 541-534-6095

Joseph City Councilors: Mayor
Teresa Sajonia; Martin Hamilton;
Pearl Strum;Tanya Collier; Michael

J Lockhart; Patty Bufford 541-
432-3832; PO. Box 15, Joseph,
Oregon 97846; 201 North Main St.;
cityofjosephoregon@gmail.com

La Grande City Councilors:
Mayor Steve Clements, Gary Lillard,
Nicole Howard, Corrine Dutto, Mary
Ann Miesner, Jim Whitbeck, Justin
Rock; through the City Manager’s
office, 541-962-1309

Union City Councilors: Mayor
Leonard Flint, LeonardFlint@
cityofunion.com; John Farmer,
johnfarmer@cityofunion.com;
Leslie McMillan; Sue Hawkins,
susanhawkins@cityofunion.

com; Matt Later, mattlater@
cityofunion.com; Jay Blackburn,
jayblackburn@cityofunion.com;
Walt Brookshire, waltbrookshire @
cityofunion.com

City of Cove: Mayor Del Little,
(503)-508-6727 504 Alder Street PO.
Box 8 Cove, OR 97824 City Manager
Donna Lewis, (541) 568-4566
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