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Oregon needs more
auditing capacity

What are the biggest differences
between Oregon and Washington?
They pump their own gas, and we
don’t? They have a sales tax and we
don’t? They have NFL and Major
League franchises and we don’t? Yes,
yes and yes.

There is another significant
distinction, which is glaring in
the wake of the Cover Oregon
fiasco and the departure of Gov.
John Kitzhaber. Washington has
an independent auditor who is
carries out aggressive, far-reaching
investigations. He is much better
funded and staffed than Oregon’s.

In Salem you would be hard
pressed to find a legislator or state
employee who does not know
that state government’s computer
systems are largely antiquated.
“Our computer systems can’t talk to
each other,” said state Rep. Dennis
Richardson during his campaign for
governor.

But nowhere will you find a
comprehensive written study of
state government’s cyber readiness
or lack of readiness. And nowhere
will you find a complete listing of
the state’s huge computer blunders
and what those disasters cost the
Treasury.

Every Oregon secretary of state
tells us they will use the Audit
Division of their office to shine
a light on state government. But
few audits over recent decades
have moved debate and discussion
within Oregon. When Phil Keisling
was secretary of state, his Audits
Division did conduct an audit
of the Department of Motor
Vehicles computer fiasco. A major
recommendation of that audit was
that the state needed top expertise
on its side, to ensure that software
vendors didn’t overcharge, and were
held to the highest of professional
standards. If that recommendation
had been heeded, we would not have
had the Cover Oregon disaster with
Oracle.

So there is a question of
institutional memory within state

government as well as the state
Legislature. An institution that
cannot remember things will make
the same mistakes over and over.

The other question is the capacity
of Oregon’s Audits Divison.

In Oregon, the Audits Division
has 35 financial auditors, 27
performance auditors, five IT
auditors and two municipal
auditor positions. Its 2013-15
biennial budget is $22.8 million. In
Washington, the Audit’s Office has
a total staff of 355 and a 2013-15
budget of $35.2 million.

Washington state’s auditor
delivers sharp probes of state,
county and local agencies. The
auditor is an independent statewide
elected official, responsible for
making certain government entities
comply with rigorous accounting
standards, free from outside
influence and control. The mere
prospect of such oversight might
have been enough to curb the types
of blurred lines being reported about
former Gov. John Kitzhaber and his
entrepreneurial fiancée.

In addition to finances, the
Washington Auditor’s Office
investigates whistleblower cases
and alleged fraud by government
employees. Its performance audits
are aimed at intervening before
agency mistakes or inefficiencies
get out of hand. It was, for example,
recently key to helping Ilwaco,
Wash.’s, Ocean Beach Hospital
discover its mistakes and return to
viability.

States and their many tiers of
agencies and smaller jurisdictions
are, in effect, giant corporations
paid by taxpayers. Professional,
independent and appropriately
supported auditing is indispensable.

Having an independently elected
auditor, such as Washington’s,
removes the political tug and pull of
statehouse politics.

Oregon needs to increase its
auditing capacity. There is too much
at stake for us not to learn from state
and local government’s mistakes.

Congress must change
federal immigration laws

When President Barack Obama
announced in November he was
taking executive action to temporarily
change the status of as many as 5
million illegal immigrants, we said he
was overstepping his authority.

A federal judge agrees.

The president wants to defer
deportation of illegal immigrants
who have been in the country for five
years or more, and who have a child
who was born here. He also extended
the deal to children brought into the
country illegally by their parents
before Jan. 1, 2010.

Those qualifying would be given
temporary legal status, and be granted
work permits.

U.S. District Judge Andrew Hanen,
ruling in a case challenging Obama’s
action brought by 26 states, issued
a temporary injunction halting the
program.

Without ruling on the merits of
the states’ case, he said the president
failed to follow the Administrative
Procedure Act, which requires any
change in federal rules be published
and the public be given a chance to
comment.

Allowing the program to go
forward before the case is decided,
he said, would make the action
“virtually irreversible.”

“The genie would be impossible to
put back into the bottle,” he wrote.

Hanen’s 123-page order indicated
he has concerns about the program’s
constitutionality.

“The DHS (Department of
Homeland Security) does have
discretion in the manner in which it
chooses to fulfill the expressed will of
Congress. It cannot, however, enact a

program whereby it not only ignores
the dictates of Congress, but actively
acts to thwart them.”

Indeed.

The president does not have the
authority to grant work permits and
temporary legal status to illegal
immigrants. Article 1, section 8 of
the Constitution gives Congress sole
power to “establish a uniform rule of
naturalization.” Only Congress can
change the law.

And, we’ll say again, the law must
be changed.

We continue to believe the
answer is to offer illegal immigrants
temporary legal status and a path to
permanent residency if they meet
strict requirements — no prior felony
convictions, no violations while
awaiting residency, learning to speak
English and paying a fine and back
taxes. We think the border should
be secured. A viable guestworker
program must be established, and
employers must verify the work
status of their employees.

Not everyone agrees. Ask
Americans what they think should
be done about illegal immigration,
and you’ll likely get a variety of
responses.

But as a practical matter, most
everyone recognizes that 12 million
illegal immigrants have changed the
political and economic equation in
the United States. It’s a problem that
must be dealt with.

As we said in November, let them
stay, or make them go. Hard, or easy.

The answer may well be the result
of a consensus of many stakeholders,
but it’s up to Congress to enact the
enabling statute.
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Wal-Mart’s visible hand

largest employer, announced

that it will raise wages for half a
million workers. For many of those
workers the gains will be small, but the
announcement is nonetheless a very big
deal, for two reasons. First, there will
be spillovers: Wal-Mart is so big that

In February, Wal-Mart, America’s

Part of the answer is direct
government intervention, especially
during World War II, when government
wage-setting authority was used to
narrow gaps between the best paid and
the worst paid. Part of it, surely, was a
sharp increase in unionization. Part of
it was the full-employment economy

its action will probably lead to raises pAL of the war years, which created very
for millions of workers employed by KrugMAN | strong demand for workers and
other companies. Second, and arguably Comment empowered them to seek higher pay.

far more important, is what Wal-Mart’s
move tells us — namely, that low
wages are a political choice, and we can and
should choose differently.

Some background: Conservatives —
with the backing, I have to admit, of many
economists — normally argue that the market
for labor is like the market for anything else.
The law of supply and demand, they say,
determines the level of wages, and the invisible
hand of the market will punish anyone who
tries to defy this law.

Specifically, this view implies that any
attempt to push up wages will either fail or
have bad consequences. Setting a minimum
wage, it’s claimed, will reduce employment and
create a labor surplus, the same way attempts
to put floors under the prices of agricultural
commodities used to lead to butter mountains,
wine lakes and so on. Pressuring employers to
pay more, or encouraging workers to organize
into unions, will have the same effect.

But labor economists have long questioned
this view. Soylent Green — I mean, the labor
force — is people. And because workers are
people, wages are not, in fact, like the price
of butter, and how much workers are paid
depends as much on social forces and political
power as it does on simple supply and demand.

What’s the evidence? First, there is what
actually happens when minimum wages are
increased. Many states set minimum wages
above the federal level, and we can look at
what happens when a state raises its minimum
while neighboring states do not. Does the
wage-hiking state lose a large number of jobs?
No — the overwhelming conclusion from
studying these natural experiments is that
moderate increases in the minimum wage have
little or no negative effect on employment.

Then there’s history. It turns out that the
middle-class society we used to have didn’t
evolve as a result of impersonal market forces
— it was created by political action, and in a
brief period of time. America was still a very
unequal society in 1940, but by 1950 it had
been transformed by a dramatic reduction
in income disparities, which the economists
Claudia Goldin and Robert Margo labeled the
Great Compression. How did that happen?

The important thing, however, is
that the Great Compression didn’t go
away as soon as the war was over. Instead,
full employment and pro-worker politics
changed pay norms, and a strong middle class
endured for more than a generation. Oh, and
the decades after the war were also marked by
unprecedented economic growth.

Which brings me back to Wal-Mart.

The retailer’s wage hike seems to reflect the
same forces that led to the Great Compression,
albeit in a much weaker form. Wal-Mart is
under political pressure over wages so low that
a substantial number of employees are on food
stamps and Medicaid. Meanwhile, workers
are gaining clout thanks to an improving labor
market, reflected in increasing willingness to
quit bad jobs.

What’s interesting, however, is that these
pressures don’t seem all that severe, at least
so far — yet Wal-Mart is ready to raise wages
anyway. And its justification for the move
echoes what critics of its low-wage policy have
been saying for years: Paying workers better
will lead to reduced turnover, better morale and
higher productivity.

What this means, in turn, is that engineering
a significant pay raise for tens of millions of
Americans would almost surely be much easier
than conventional wisdom suggests. Raise
minimum wages by a substantial amount; make
it easier for workers to organize, increasing
their bargaining power; direct monetary and
fiscal policy toward full employment, as
opposed to keeping the economy depressed out
of fear that we’ll suddenly turn into Weimar
Germany. It’s not a hard list to implement —
and if we did these things we could make major
strides back toward the kind of society most of
us want to live in.

The point is that extreme inequality and
the falling fortunes of America’s workers are
a choice, not a destiny imposed by the gods of
the market. And we can change that choice if
we want to.

[

Paul Krugman joined The New York Times
in 1999 as a columnist on the Op-Ed Page
and continues as professor of Economics and
International Affairs at Princeton University.
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Four things that are broken

The four things that do not work in our
modern lives:

*The Bottle Bill: A nickel is not a lot of
money, yet there are people making a living
turning in bottles. Thus a moderate consumer
must stand in line for unfortunate inordinate
amounts of time to claim 90 cents, from one
of two or three return machines, one or more
of which is out of order, and the one or two
working has folks with baskets full of bottles
being returned.

*The Do Not Call List: I receive on average
four calls an evening from people soliciting me
for things I do not want or need, nor do I have a
business relationship with. The Do Not Call List
is a joke. There is no penalty for the violators.

*Commercial Audio Limit Mitigation
act: Set up due to consumer complaints that
commercial audio was much, much louder
than audio of television programming. [ have
proven this with an audio level meter showing
on average 6 dB increase in audio levels,
worse when the station is advertising its own
shows — one of the ads for the very show [
was watching. This was enacted, a lag time was
given, and it was followed for a matter of a few
months. Now not only are the ads as loud if not
louder than before, there are now 4 minutes of
ads at each break. The problem has leaked over
to the radio. In the *70s the Smothers Brothers
advertised for a major television maker with
a built in audio dampening/leveling circuit.
“Smart, very smart.” They cannot tell me that
it is too difficult to electronically regulate the
average audio pressure 40 years later. What
fools does the industry take us for?

*Congress or our elected bodies: The best
comes from debate and compromise. We see our
elected delegates losing the battle for moderation
and falling into the morass of “If you don’t do
as [ say, I’ll take my ball and go home,” and
wing-riders refusing to compromise and see the
common ground, demanding all or nothing. A

call must go out that the power is in the middle,
and remind the outliers that extremism without
compromise is a folly and a disaster.
Dr. Thomas L. Farney,
Hermiston

Five keys to success on the court

In reference to your article of Feb. 24, 2015,
about the Pendleton senior “Growing into his
size”:

[ appreciate all the press my grandson has
received this season, although the above article
seemed a bit harsh because he is not flaky.
Somewhat squirrelly at times, but not flaky.
He’s a 17-year-old kid who is fun-loving, kind,
honest and gives the team his best on the floor.

Congratulations to the team on their winning
season and the student body for their support.
The enthusiasm and spirit has been awesome. [
have gone to most of the games this season and
have enjoyed reminding the team of the five
things that make them a successful team:

*Play hard

*Play smart

*Make your foul shots

*Hands up on defense

*Play as a team

I like it when they give me the thumbs up.
Keep up the good work.

“Grandma” Joan Persinger
Pendleton

LETTERS POLICY

The East Oregonian welcomes original letters of
400 words or less on public issues and public pol-
icies for publication in the newspaper and on our
website. The newspaper reserves the right to with-
hold letters that address concerns about individual
services and products or letters that infringe on the
rights of private citizens. Submitted letters must be
signed by the author and include the city of res-
idence and a daytime phone number. The phone
number will not be published. Unsigned letters will
not be published. Send letters to Managing Editor
Daniel Wattenburger, 211 S.E. Byers Ave. Pendleton,
OR 97801 or email editor @eastoregonian.com.



