
ROLLING UP OUR SLEEVES

THE STATE OF WORKING OREGON 2008-2009

building 
an 
oregon 
that 
works 
for 
working 
families
By Michael Leachman
and Joy Margheim

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



ii

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
The authors wish to thank Chuck Sheketoff and Juan Carlos Ordóñez for intensive editing. Thanks also 
to Juan Carlos for drafting the introduction and several of the introductory and concluding sections for 
chapters in the report. The authors also wish to thank Janet Bauer, Lee Mercer and Randi Embree for 
their thoughtful edits and for proofing. Special thanks also to Robb Vancil, OCPP’s summer research 
assistant, who drafted early versions of some sections, gathered useful information and compiled 
sources. More special thanks to Brad Larsen and Chris Ramig, interns with OCPP during the spring and 
summer, who collected valuable information on issues discussed in the report. Thanks also to Michael 
Mazerov at the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities for reviewing a section of the report. Thanks 
to those who made data available and provided valuable assistance: Kai Fillion at the Economic Policy 
Institute, Maurice Emsellem and Andrew Stettner at the National Employment Law Project,  
Chris Allanach at the Legislative Revenue Office, Mark Greenberg at the Center for American Progress, 
Jodie Levin-Epstein at the Center for Law and Social Policy, Gary Burris at the Economic Opportunity 
Institute and Brandon Sawyer at Oregon Business Magazine. 

ThE OrEGON CENTEr fOr PubLiC POLiCy WOuLD LiKE TO ThANK 
ThE fOLLOWiNG fOr SPONSOriNG ThiS rEPOrT:

 

 

ThE OrEGON CENTEr fOr PubLiC POLiCy WOuLD ALSO LiKE TO 
ThANK ThE fOLLOWiNG fOr ThEir ONGOiNG SuPPOrT Of Our WOrK:
Economic Analysis and Research Network of the Economic Policy Institute 
Ford Foundation 
Governance and Public Policy Program of the Open Society Institute 
Stoneman Family Foundation 
Oregon Education Association 
Oregon School Employees Association 
Service Employees International Union (SEIU), Local 503
The generous support of many organizations and individuals

The Oregon Center for Public Policy’s mission is to use research and analysis to advance 
policies and practices that improve the economic and social opportunities of all Oregonians.

The OCPP is part of the State Fiscal Analysis Initiative (SFAI) and the Economic Analysis and 
Research Network (EARN).  

Graphic Design by Fremouw Photography and Design Printed by Witham and Dickey
www.FremouwDesign.com www.withamanddickey.com



1

iNTrODuCTiON 

A great task awaits Oregonians, that of building an Oregon that once again works for 
working families. 

Working families in Oregon, as in the rest of the nation, faced a tough economic 
environment even before the onset of the current recession. Prior to the downturn, 
Oregon experienced a seven-year stretch in which its economy and productivity grew 
faster than that of the nation as a whole. And yet Oregon working families emerged 
from that seemingly favorable period with stagnant or shrunken wages and less 
health care coverage. The percentage of families stuck in poverty despite their work 
effort remained unchanged.

How did it come to pass that the economy grew but most working families gained 
nothing or fell behind? The answer is simply that the rules of the economy have not 
been guided by a goal of shared prosperity and opportunity for all. The economic 
benefits mostly flowed upward, swelling the incomes of those at the very top. Toward 
the end of the economic expansion, income inequality had reached record levels.

Now, with a recession battering the state and the nation, the economic condition of 
working families has become more precarious.

History shows, however, that in tough economic times we can summon the will to 
accomplish great things. Seven decades ago, a generation of Americans rose up from 
the depths of the Great Depression and together built a strong nation and economy. 
This achievement rested on a foundation of broadly shared prosperity and opportunity 
for all. The benefits of economic growth flowed to typical working families.

It is time for Oregonians to learn from history and build a new foundation.  Action 
now can help alleviate some of the pain of the current downturn. But more 
importantly, our work today will help usher in a new era of broadly shared prosperity 
and opportunity.

In this report, we outline strategies for building an Oregon that works for working 
families. The specific recommendations fall under three broad categories: policies that 
strengthen the public sector’s role in promoting shared prosperity, policies that secure 
the incomes of working families and reforms to the tax system that make it fairer for 
working families and generate revenue for public systems that create opportunity. 

This report is not a comprehensive plan for achieving an economy of shared 
prosperity, but it presents a broad policy framework and a range of specific proposals 
that point the way forward. 

So let’s roll up our sleeves and begin building an Oregon that works for working families.
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ThE PrObLEM: fEW OrEGONiANS hAvE ShArED iN ThE 
bENEfiTS Of ECONOMiC GrOWTh
In early 2008, Oregon saw the end of an economic cycle that lasted a little over 
seven years.

• Oregon’s economy grew at an annual rate of 4 percent, outperforming the 2.5 
percent annual growth rate nationally.

• No state saw its real economic output per worker increase more quickly 
than Oregon.

Oregonians were more productive and made the economy grow, so you’d expect 
typical working families to have prospered — but they did not.

• In 2007, the typical Oregon household made $48,730, about the same as in 
2000 after adjusting for inflation.

• Oregon made no progress in reducing poverty.

• In 2006-07, 17.3 percent of Oregonians — 649,000 individuals — lacked 
health insurance, up from 12.7 percent at the start of the decade.

• Oregon produced nearly twice as many bankruptcy filings as college degrees 
from its public universities. 

Why did most Oregon families see no gains during the recently concluded period 
of economic growth? The answer is that the prosperity created by Oregon workers 
was enjoyed primarily by corporations and a relative few individuals at the top of 
the income scale.

• Estimated corporate profits in Oregon more than doubled, from $8.9 billion in 
2000 to $21.3 billion in 2007.

• In 2007, the average pay of the 40 highest-paid CEOs of public companies 
headquartered in Oregon shot up 22 percent, to $2.1 million.

• Over the full seven years of the economic cycle, the 1,500 richest Oregon 
households were on track to reap about $28 billion in total income.

• If prosperity had been more broadly shared, with the percentage of income 
going to the top 1 percent staying the same as it was in 2002, the bottom 
99 percent would have had an extra $4 billion in 2006, or more than $2,300 
per household.

EXECuTivE SuMMAry
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The cycle of economic growth ended in early 2008. Now, as a recession engulfs the 
state, the economic picture looks even more difficult for Oregon workers.

STrATEGy 1: STrENGThEN ThE PubLiC SECTOr’S rOLE iN 
PrOMOTiNG ShArED PrOSPEriTy
A successful strategy for shared prosperity begins with a healthy public sector. The 
public sector is a vital, yet often overlooked, player in our economy. 

The economic benefits of sustaining public spending during a recession outweigh 
the potential economic harm to the state from a well-targeted tax increase. 

P If dipping into the state’s two reserve funds and some internal belt-tightening 
do not resolve the revenue crisis brought on by the recession, Oregon 
should turn to a tax increase targeted to profitable corporations and wealthy 
individuals, who can afford it most easily.

If the last period of economic growth was any indication, jobs generated by public 
investment may be needed even after the economy recovers. 

P Oregon should use public sector spending to help tighten the job market.

Strategic investments in reducing child poverty and improving the state’s 
infrastructure will build a solid foundation for future shared prosperity. 

P Oregon should set an ambitious child poverty reduction goal, provide the 
resources necessary to achieve it and institute a process for holding state 
agencies accountable.

P Oregon should make the infrastructure investments that will undergird a strong 
future economy. 

Wielding the power of the public purse, governments can require companies with 
which they conduct business to provide good wages and benefits and to respect 
union organizing efforts. 

P Oregon should adopt neutrality legislation to help restore workers’ bargaining 
power with private sector employers reliant upon public dollars. 

P Oregon should enact a living wage law that applies to both state service 
contracts and economic development subsidies. 

P Local governments in Oregon should follow the examples of other cities and 
counties in the U.S. and adopt labor peace ordinances.  

STrATEGy 2: iMPrOvE ThE STruCTurES ThAT PrOviDE 
ECONOMiC SECuriTy
Today’s working families face greater economic risks than those of an earlier 
generation. Economic insecurity has increased not only because working families 
have been excluded from the benefits of the prosperity they have helped create but 
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also because the public systems that ought to help them when the market fails are 
either degraded or outdated. 

The U.S. system of health care relies heavily on employers providing health 
insurance to their workers. This system is not working for most low-wage workers.
 
P Oregon needs a new system of health care that is universal, comprehensive 

and affordable.

Because the unemployment insurance system has not kept up with changes in the 
workplace, many workers do not have coverage when they lose their job. 

P Oregon can take several concrete steps to improve its unemployment insurance 
system. At the top of the list are allowing workers to count more of their recent 
work experience to qualify for benefits and allowing part-time workers to look 
for part-time work.

The workplace has not caught up with changing family dynamics. While some 
private companies provide paid leave for employees who get sick or need to care 
for a new child or a sick family member, companies are not required to do so, and 
no public program provides for workers who must take time off.

P Oregon should enact family leave insurance legislation.

P Oregon should enact paid sick leave rules. 

The U.S. retirement system is commonly characterized as a three-legged stool 
held up by Social Security, employer pensions and worker savings. Common 
misperceptions notwithstanding, Social Security is the solid leg. Pensions and 
individual savings, by contrast, are shaky.

P Oregon can take an important step in ensuring the secure retirement of 
Oregonians by establishing a system of universal voluntary retirement accounts.

STrATEGy 3: buiLD A fAirEr, STrONGEr TAX SySTEM
The final strategy for building an economy that works for working families requires 
reforming the tax system. Successful reform would ensure Oregon has adequate 
revenues to support the public structures that provide opportunities for all 
Oregonians.

Oregon’s current tax system asks more of middle- and low-income households than 
it asks of the wealthy. There are a number of ways to improve the tax system so 
that it is based on ability to pay. Oregon should:

P Increase the state Earned Income Tax Credit to 18 percent of the federal 
tax credit.

P Reform its home mortgage interest deduction to better target it at those who 
need it most.

P Add a new top income tax bracket for households with very high incomes.

P Eliminate the subtraction of federal income taxes as part of a restructuring of its 
income tax system to add fairness and garner revenues for critical priorities.

Executive Summary
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Corporations are paying less than half of the income taxes they paid 30 years ago, 
as a share of the economy. Oregon should:

P Reform its corporate income tax system to raise roughly $750 million a 
biennium in additional revenues, instead of settling for a modest increase in the 
$10 minimum tax. 

P Require large corporations to report tax-related information to the public.

P Produce a unified development budget report as part of the biennial budget 
development process.

P Require online disclosure of company-specific subsidy deals and mandate 
clawback provisions on all subsidy agreements.

In spite of its existing reserve system, Oregon does a poor job of stockpiling savings 
during good economic times to help ease the pain of bad times.

P Oregon should accept the Task Force on Comprehensive Revenue 
Restructuring’s draft recommendations for increasing the size of and adjusting 
the funding mechanism for the Oregon Rainy Day Fund, so that the state is 
better prepared for future recessions.

To obtain a copy of the full report, contact:

Oregon Center for Public Policy
P.O. Box 7

Silverton, OR 97381
(503) 873-1201; fax: (503) 914-1746

info@ocpp.org
or order online at www. ocpp.org

The report is also available for download on our website, 
www.ocpp.org.
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