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Primary turnout the
lowest since 1964

By CLAIRE WITHYCOMBE
Capital Bureau

SALEM — Voter turnout
was modest for Tuesday’s
primary election.

Observers say the turnout
figures, part of a long-term
downward trend in voter par-
ticipation in Oregon, could
have also been affected by
the state’s recent implemen-
tation of automatic voter reg-
istration, which swelled the
voter rolls considerably.

About 33 percent of reg-
istered Oregon voters cast a
ballot in Tuesday’s primary,

mary, in 2014.

Early figures from the
Secretary of State’s Office
show that about 43 percent of
registered Democrats voted
in Tuesday’s election, while
about 46 percent of regis-
tered Republicans cast a bal-
lot. Both those rates of par-
ticipation are slightly higher
than they were in 2014.

The rate of participation
among members of other
parties — including the Inde-
pendent Party of Oregon —
held steady at about 24 per-
cent between 2014 and 2018.

Meanwhile, participation

according to preliminary among non-affiliated voters
numbers from the Oregon decreased significantly from
Secretary of State’s Office. 2014 to 2018 — from 20.3

That’s lower than turnout
has been in any Oregon pri-

percent to 13.6 percent.
That’s likely prompted by

mary since 1964. a recent influx of non-affili-
According to Jim Moore, ated voters who were regis-
director of the Tom McCall tered through the state’s new

Center for Policy Innova-
tion at Pacific University,

automatic voter registration
law, which went into effect

voter turnout in Oregon has  in early 2016.
been steadily moving down- That means that Orego-
ward since the 1968 election, nians who have a qualifying

a high point, where 72.8 per-
cent of voters participated.

“There are, of course,
bumps in the road, but it’s
basically a long-term down-
ward trend, and it’s hard
to say where we are now,
except on that trend,” Moore
said.

The 2016 primary, with
both major parties in conten-
tious presidential nominating
fights, garnered a 54 percent
turnout. But primary elec-
tions in midterm years such
as 2018 — where there isn’t
a contest for U.S. president
on the ballot — don’t tend to
generate enthusiastic turnout.

“The only thing worse
would be a special election
held in January of an odd-
ly-numbered year, where
you'd get lower turnout,”
said Paul Gronke, a profes-
sor of political science at
Reed College and director of
the Early Voting Information
Center.

Participation also appears
to vary between political
parties.

A slightly greater share
of registered Democrats and
Republicans turned out than
did in the last midterm pri-

interaction at the DMV are
now automatically registered
to vote. During that process,
they can either opt out of reg-
istration, select a political
party, or do nothing and be
automatically registered as a
non-affiliated voter.

The resulting growth in
the number of registered vot-
ers, in turn, could also have
depressed overall turnout
numbers in an off-year. In
2014, 35.9 percent of regis-
tered voters cast a ballot; in
2010, 41.6 percent; and in
2006, 38.6 percent.

“I would hesitate to make
any assertions about tra-
jectory of turnout, because
we have added in Oregon
Motor Voter registrants,”
Gronke said, “And so they
will almost by definition pull
down our overall turnout
numbers, for good reason:
we’ve added people into the
registration system that were
previously sort of detached
from the political system.”

“It’s sort of bouncing
around,” said Gronke of turn-
out, “So this does look like a
low point, but it’s going to
be 2020 until we’ll really be
able to tell.”

Genna Martin/seattlepi.com via AP, File
In this Sept. 2017, file photo, the Eagle Creek wildfire burns on the Oregon side of the Columbia River Gorge near
Cascade Locks.

Teen who ignited massive fire
may have to repay $37 million

HOOD RIVER (AP) —A
teenager who started a huge
wildfire in the scenic Colum-
bia River Gorge in Oregon
could owe more in restitution
that he will earn in a lifetime.

Eleven requests for res-
titution totaling almost $37
million have been submit-
ted to a court. That covers the
costs of firefighting, repair
and restoration to the gorge
and damage to homes.

At a hearing Thursday, the
lawyer for the 15-year-old
defendant urged Hood River
County Judge John Olson
to impose a “reasonable and
rational” amount of restitu-
tion. The attorney, Jack Mor-
1is, said ordering a boy who
is indigent to pay $37 million
is “absurd.”

The judge said he has
reviewed prior juvenile res-
titution cases in Oregon, and
the largest figure he could find
was for $114,000. He said he
needed more time to review
the case, and would issue a
written ruling, The Orego-
nian/OregonLive reported.

“It is an extraordinary

$1.6 million.

amount of restitution being
sought,” Olson said.

The teen from Vancouver,
Washington, did not attend
the hearing. He pleaded
guilty in February to reckless
burning of public and private
property and other charges.
Olson sentenced him to com-
munity service and proba-
tion, and the boy had to write
more than 150 letters of apol-
ogy to those affected by the
fire that burned 75 square
miles.

The teen said he threw one
firework that exploded in the
air along a trail and a second
one that had a longer fuse and
ignited brush when it hit the
ground.

The  flames spread
quickly, forcing evacuations
and the extended shutdown
of a major interstate highway.
Beyond the temporary incon-
veniences, the fire blackened
the crown jewel of an out-
doors-loving region for years
to come.

The Columbia River
Gorge National Scenic Area
attracts more than 3 mil-

lion tourists a year and holds
North America’s largest con-
centration of waterfalls. The
fast-moving blaze ravaged
popular hiking trails and
marred stunning vistas.

Anger at the boy was so
intense that authorities with-
held his name to protect his
safety. He’s listed in court
papers as A.B.

“T get to look at torched
Angel’s Rest every day. It
will never be the same,”
farmer Paul Smith said before
Thursday’s hearing, referring
to a bluff. “You can’t finan-
cially quantify the damage
he’s done.”

The U.S. Forest Ser-
vice is seeking $21 million
in payments and the Ore-
gon Department of Transpor-
tation wants $12.5 million.
The other requests for resti-
tution range from $4,563 to

The restitution is solely
the responsibility of the teen,
not his parents, who came to
the U.S. from Ukraine.

State law allows the Ore-
gon Department of Reve-
nue to garnishee the teen’s
bank accounts or paychecks.
If he’s due refunds on his tax
returns, the state could take
those. If he wins the lottery,
the state also could collect all
of his winnings.

Hood River County Dis-
trict Attorney John Sewell
said state law gives the
judge some leeway in res-
titution cases, such as halt-
ing payments after 10 years
if the teen stays out of trou-
ble or deciding not to garnish
wages.

“It’s not as draconian and
absolutist as defense argues,”
Sewell said.
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