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Audit takes a look at state’s
business incentive programs

By SAUL HUBBARD
The RegisterGuard

EUGENE — Oregon should work
to ensure better return on investment
and transparency in the $340 million a
year in tax breaks and cash incentives
it provides to businesses, a new audit
from the Secretary of State’s office
concludes.

The audit, released Monday,
examines Business Oregon, the state’s
economic development agency, and
the incentives it provides directly to
private companies. Those sweeteners
— including forgivable and low-in-
terest loans, tax credits, and direct cash
assistance — total $72.5 million a year.

But the review also examined
property tax waivers granted by local
governments through state-approved
enterprise zones and the Strategic
Investment Program. Those add up
to $267.5 million a year in waived
property taxes throughout Oregon.
Technology firm Intel is the biggest
recepient with $162.5 million a year
in tax breaks from Washington and
Multnomah counties.

Lane County currently has several
enterprise zones, which provide prop-
erty tax waivers to a wide range of
companies. Hynix, which shut its West
Eugene plant in 2008, was the county’s
largest recepient of property tax breaks:
$65 million over ten years.

“It is critical that Business Oregon
and other state agencies regularly
evaluate and improve their business
subsidy programs to make the best use
of limited public resources,” Secre-
tary of State Jeanne Atkins said, in a
prepared statement. “Taxpayers should
expect nothing less.”

Generally, the audit found that
economic development officials, when
they give a business an incentive, aren’t
adequately monitoring and reporting
the number of jobs the company creates
or retains, the wages of those jobs, and
the state’s overall return on investment.

For example, analyzing 231 direct
Business Oregon incentives between
2011 and 2012, the audit found that
most went to firms where wages were
lower, on average, than those in the

surrounding county as a whole.

The audit also found that only 30
percent of Business Oregon incentives
between 2006 and 2015 went to firms
in rural areas, even though urban areas
“already have faster employment
growth.”

Regarding the enterprise zones
created by local governments, the audit
found that the standard zones appear to
be working better than the long-term
rural zones, which provide a longer tax
break.

In 2015, each new job in a long-term
rural enterprise zone cost $55,000 in
waived property taxes, versus $4,200
per job in standard zones.

Data storage centers, which tech
giants like Apple, Facebook, and
Google have built in Oregon in recent
years, have been particularly costly in
terms of job creation, the audit found.
Data centers’ combination of high
investment in equipment — meaning
potentially high property taxes — and
few workers needed to maintain them,
meant that each job they created cost
$87,000 to nearly $800,000 in lost
property taxes in 2015.

The audit also concludes that,
despite some recent improvements,
there is still a lack of transparency
in the different tax breaks and other
incentives that the state and local
governments provide.

For example, some subsidy
programs don’t publicly disclose what
requirements — like a set number of
created jobs or investment in a facility
— businesses must comply with in
order to receive their incentive. Others
don’t provide details on whether a
recepient ultimately complied with
those requirements or not.

“Both Business Oregon and the
(Oregon) Department of Revenue
tend to be conservative about releasing
business information,” the audit states,
because releasing more information
“could compromise projects and
reduce demand for the incentive and
loan programs.”

But auditors wrote that interviews
with officials in other states where more
disclosure is required hadn’t found that
to be the case.

Judge: Kids can
move ahead with
climate rights case

SEATTLE (AP) — A judge
says eight Seattle children
should have “their day in court”
to argue that Washington state
and others are violating their
constitutional rights to a healthy
environment by failing to protect
them from climate change.

King County Superior Court
Judge Hollis Hill on Monday
wrote that there’s a need for
coordinated science-based
action by the state to “address
climate change before efforts
to do so are too costly and too
late.”

The petitioners, between 12
and 16 years old, had asked the
judge to find the Department
of Ecology in contempt for
failing to protect them and
future generations from global
warming. The judge said
Ecology complied with her
orders within her timeline and so
denied the kids’ request.

But in an unusual move,
the judge allowed the youth to
amend their petition and move
forward with their constitutional
rights claims against the state.

Secretary of state
suspends probe of
voter ‘robocalls’

SALEM (AP) — Oregon’s
secretary of state is suspending
an investigation into automated
calls that told some voters in the
run-up to the November election
that they were marked as
“Inactive” voters in registration
rolls and their vote might not
count.

Secretary of State Jeanne
P. Atkins said Tuesday that
while the calls confused voters,
there is no evidence that they
contained deliberately false
information.

She has said previously that
the contacts may have relied on
outdated voter rolls.
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In a statement, Atkins says in
the future, political campaigns
should consult with state
elections officials to make sure
their voter records are up-to-
date.

Voters all across the state
received the confusing auto-
mated calls in the week before
the Nov. 8 election.

The U.S. Attorney’s Office
and the FBI also looked into the
complaints.

Officials concerned
about water used for
growing marijuana

MEDFORD (AP) — The
Medford Water Commission
is concerned that commercial
marijuana growers might be
illegally taking water from
municipal sources.

The commission is installing
water meters to measure how
much water is being used
at filling stations in White
City and Medford and see if
increased marijuana production
has had an impact, reported The
Mail Tribune. Officials are also
hoping to determine if there are
ways to police the water usage.

“A lot of growers are buying
land that is pretty arid,” said
commission member Bob
Strosser.

He said that as a result they
could look for other water
sources.

Under state law, municipal
water can be used for homes,
lawns and other landscaping
around a house. The law isn’t
specific about using the water
for agricultural purposes.

Local contractors can get
permission to use fire hydrants
at construction sites, but the

commission has gotten reports
that other water trucks are also
filling up there. There’s also
concern about commercial
growers with hundreds of
plants using water from filling
stations.

“At some point, we need to
look at our policies and come
up with clear and definitive
guidelines as to when the
treated water can be used,”
said Strosser, who will be on
the Jackson County Board of
Commissioners beginning in
January. “It’s an emerging issue
that we are going to have to
address and deal with because
water is a finite resource.”

No charges for fatal
medication error

BEND (AP) — No criminal
charges will be filed against an
Oregon hospital after a patient
died from being given the
wrong medication.

The Bend Bulletin reports
that 65-year-old Loretta
Macpherson, a Sisters resident,
died in December 2014 when a
staff member at the St. Charles
Bend hospital pharmacy filled
an IV bag with a paralyzing
agent instead of the requested
anti-seizure drug.

St. Charles said the correct
drug was entered in the
hospital’s record system.

The Deschutes County
District Attorney’s office
announced Monday that it
won’t prosecute the case.

District Attorney John
Hummel said in a news
release that he decided not
to initiate criminal charges
after reviewing the facts and
considering steps St. Charles
took to prevent future mistakes.
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