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MEASURE 97: The Game Changer
After decades of legislative
failure to solve the state’s rev-
enue problem, union-sponsored
Measure 97 will make a better
Oregon — by asking giant
corporations to pay their fair
share. And that could lead to
similar efforts around the
country.

By Don McIntosh
Associate editor

Twenty-six years ago, Oregon
voters passed Ballot Measure 5,
by 52 percent. Measure 5 lim-
ited property taxes to 1.5 per-
cent, and shifted school funding
responsibility from local school
districts to the state. Many who
voted for Measure 5 in 1990 felt
property taxes were too high,
and wanted the Legislature to
find other sources of revenue.
But voters rejected the 5 percent
sales tax that lawmakers sent to
the ballot in 1993 — by a three-
to-one margin. That was fol-
lowed by measures 47 and 50 in

1996 and 1997, which reduced
“assessed” property values by
10 percent, and limited future
increases in as-
sessed value to
3 percent a
year regardless
of how much
market value
increased.
It’s been 20

years. To-
gether, the
property tax limitation measures
fed a long slow decline in
schools, along with occasional
acute budget crises. Today, Ore-
gon has the nation’s third-largest
class sizes, the fourth-highest
high school dropout rate, and
some of the nation’s shortest
school years — on average two
weeks shorter than the 180-
days-per-year national standard.
Oregon today has one guidance
counselor for every 549 stu-
dents, one school librarian for
every 674 students, and one
school nurse for every 4,635
students. And pinched school

districts have deferred and de-
ferred building maintenance —
a backlog that reached $7.6 bil-

lion statewide
by 2014.
“Drive by

any school and
take a look,”
said Portland
Public Schools
IBEW Local
48 union rep
Donna Ham-

mond. “We’re talking superglue
and bandaids.”
Only once in the last two

decades has the legislature tried
to come up with additional rev-
enues to offset the reduced prop-
erty taxes: Measures 66 and 67,
which voters passed. Pitched as
rescue measures in 2010 during
the height of the recession, 66
and 67 slightly (and in some
cases temporarily) increased in-
come taxes on corporations and
on the top 2 percent of income
earners. That might have been
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Measure 97 would increase funding for schools, health care and senior services by raising taxes on the top 0.25 per-

cent of corporations doing business in Oregon. It qualified for the ballot thanks to the efforts of over 6,000 volunteers,

and above all Oregon schoolteachers, who collected 85,238 of the 130,000 signatures the campaign submitted on

May 20 (above). 


