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Opinion articles do not necessarily represent the views of the
Portland Observer. We welcome reader essays, photos and

story ideas. Submit to news@portlandobserver.com.
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Suffocation of Oregon's Middle Class

The surge of
income
inequality

BY JASON GETTEL

An Oregon Center for Public
Policy analysis of recent income
data shows the continuing suffoca-
tion of Oregon's middle class. That,
in turn, spells bad news for our
state's long-term economic well-
being.

The data, courtesy of the Oregon
Department of Revenue, is for 2010,
the first full year of the economic
"recovery” following the end of the
Great Recession. OCPP's analysis
shows the resumption of growing
income inequality and continued
stagnation of the typical Oregon
worker.

Well-off Oregonians certainly
benefited from the return of eco-
nomic growth (albeit slow growth)
in 2010. After adjusting for inflation,
the average income of Oregon's
wealthiest 1 percent jumped from
about $645,000 to about $689,000 --
a gain of $44,000 in a single year.

The typical Oregonian, however,
had little cause for celebration. This
worker earned about $30,839in 2010,
a gain of just $15 compared to the

prior year. So while the wealthiest 1
percent piled on top of their already
towering incomes what many would
consider a full year's worth of earn-
ings, the typical worker's measly
gains would barely buy half abag of
groceries.

Thus, the decades-long trend of
increasing income inequality con-
tinues. In 1980, the average income
of Oregon's richest 1 percent was
about 10 times the median income.
By 2007, the eve of the Great Reces-
sion, the average income of Oregon's
top 1 percent was more than 32 times
that of the typical Oregonian.

In the economic crisis that began
in late 2007, all income groups took
a hit. But with the official end of the
recession in 2009 and the start of a
period of sluggish growth, the in-
come of the wealthy took off again,
while that of the typical Oregonian
barely budged.

Over the last generation -- reces-
sions, recoveries and expansions
included -- the rich have gottenricher
while the Oregonian in the middle
has gotten poorer.

The trajectory toward in-
creased income inequality is the
road that leads to the end of the
American Dream. If there's some-
thing that practically all Ameri-
cans can agree on, it is that any-

one who works hard and plays by
the rules should be able to make it.
An increasing body of research,
however, shows that social mo-
bility -- the ability of a child grow-
ing up in poverty to move into the
middle class or higher as an adult,
forexample -- is lower in countries
with greater income inequality.

Income inequality has a debili-
tating effect on the economy. A
recent study by the Center for
American Progress posited four
ways in which rising income in-
equality and a shrinking middle
class undermine economic growth
in the U.S.:

First, a strong middle class pro-
motes the development of human
capital and a well-educated popu-
lation. These are essential for a
technologically advanced
economy such as ours.

Second, a strong middle class
creates a stable source of demand
for goods and services. There are
only so many cars, houses and
services the rich buy with all their
money.

Third, a strong middle class
incubates the next generation of
entrepreneurs. In other words, an
economic aristocracy does not
produce the next generation of
innovators.

Fourth, a strong middle class
supports inclusive political and eco-
nomic institutions, which underpin
economic growth. Or, as former U.S.
Supreme Court Justice Louis
Brandeis once putit, "You can have
wealth concentrated in the hands of
a few, or you can have democracy.
But you cannot have both."

Few public policy issues are more
important than reversing the surge
of income inequality. Although na-
tional policies have a huge impact
on the direction of income inequal-
ity, state policies also have an influ-
ence.

At the very least, Oregon law-
makers should not make the prob-
lem worse by giving additional tax
breaks to the rich.

To the contrary, lawmakers
should raise revenue progressively
-- that is, on the basis of ability to
pay. Those resources will make our
tax system fairer and enable Oregon
to invest in education, health care,
infrastructure and the many other
public structures that create eco-
nomic opportunity for all.

Everyone -- the middle class, the
poor and the rich -- will ultimately be
better off for it.

Jason Gettel is a policy analyst
with the Oregon Center for Public
Policy.

’3 New Prices
Effective
May 1, 2010

Martin
- Cleaning
Service

Carpet & Upholstery
Cleaning
Residential &
Commercial Services

' Minimum Service CHG.
$45.00
A small distance/travel charge
may be applied
CARPET CLEANING

' 2 Cleaning Areas or
- more $30.00 Each Area

Pre-Spray Traffic Areas |
(Includes: 1 small Hallway)

1 Cleaning Area (only)

' $40.00 |
Includes Pre-Spray Traffic Area |
. (Hallway Extra)

- Stairs (12-16 stairs - With |
. Other Services): $25.00 |

' Area/Oriental Rugs: |

'~ $25.00 Minimum |
Area/Oriental Rugs (Wool): |
$40.00 Minimum

Heavily Soiled Area:
Additional $10.00 each area
(Requiring Extensive Pre-Spraying)

UPHOLSTERY
CLEANING
Sofa: $69.00
Loveseat: $49.00
Sectional: $109 - $139
Chair or Recliner:
$25 - $49

Throw Pillows ( With%

Other Services): $5.00

ADDITIONAL
SERVICES

* Area & Oriental Rug
Cleaning
* Auto/Boat/RV Cleaning
* Deodorizing & Pet '}
Odor Treatment
* Spot & Stain
Removal Service
* Scotchguard Protection
* Minor Water Damage
Services

SEE CURRENT FLYER |
FOR ADDITIONAL
PRICES & SERVICES
Call for Appointment

(503) 281-3949
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