Charter: Local officials seek advisory role - political maneuvering, clout
play key roles in PERS policies
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about 36 cities, counties and spevial
distrrcts that have banded together
to keep o close wasteh on the charter
comnitiese

“That's what Metro can do that
weean't,” Meltobert said.

The group wants i strong Metro
with a broad grant of powers. But in
exvhange, it ants a seat at the
table.

“As fong as | have a provess, |
don’t care abuut structure,” McRo-
bort said.

The problems come in defining
what is regional, and under what
circumstances the government can
take on new services.

For example, the charter commit-
tee’s outline says Metro could get
involved in the regional water sup-
ply or park business with a simple
majority vote of the council. Current
statutes say Metro has to get voter
approval to add those functions.

l.ocal governments have recom-
tnended creation of a regional advi-
sory committee consisting of local
oflicials that would study new Metro
functions. A two-thirds majority of
this group and a two-thirds majority
of the council would be required for
the agency to embark on any new
services without a vote of the people,

Sen. Ron Cease, D-Portland, a
charter committee member, said the
two-thirds requirement would make
it virtually impossible for Metro to

_ use the broad grant of authority that
local ofticials say they want the
government to have.

Charter committee member
Frank Josselson launched a strongly
worded attack on the local govern-
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Here's a list of upcoming hear
Ings ot the committee reviewing
Metro's charter and the groups
invited to testily. Time will be
available at the end of vach nwet.
ing for the public 1o testity.

® Wednesday, Spm. to9pm.,
Room 602, Multnomah County
Courthouse. Portland Metropoli-
tan Arca Chamiber of Commerce,
League of Women Voters, I'ort-
land Metropolitan Area Local

Hearings set on Metro charter

Boundary Commission, Cuy of
Porthand.

@ Thursday, 6 pa. 1o 9 pa.,
conference room. Wilsonville
Community Development Aiiwex,
M5S.W, Eligsen Ruad, Tri Met,
Citizens Crime Commission

® Thursday, Jan. 30, 6 pm. to
9 pm., Room 130, Metra, 2000
S.W. First Ave, Mctro councilors
and the executive officer,

ment proposal, saying that local offi-

cials had initially wanted a charter

that would limit Metro's powers and
now they had completely changed
their minds after he had worked so
hard to put their desires into the
charter.

Josselson said a broad grant of
authority to Metro would create
*“more suspicion and no progress, or
progress imposed from the top
down.”

That prompted an emotional reac-
tion from Mary Tobias, former
mayor of Sherwood and a represen-
tative of Washington County cities
on the committee,

“I'm absolutely livid,” Tobias
sald. She said Josselson's remarks
did not represent the views of the
committee.

McRobert acknowledged that
many local officials started out fear-
ing a stronger Metro. “But we trust
Metro more than the charter com-
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mittee, at this point,” she said.

The Metropolitan Service District
Council has adopted a resolution
also calling for a more general
approach, but councilors can ho
expected to bristle at giving other
elected officials veto power over
their decisions.

Charles Hales, exccutive director
of the Homebuilders Association of
Metropolitan Portland and a charter
committee member, said the com.
mittee’s charter proposal contains a
lot of specific detail because mem-
bers are worried that the regional
government will [ail to act quickly to
deal with growth without clear
direction to do so.

Rena Cusma, Metro executive
officer, said in an earlier interview
she would support some kind of role
for local governments, but not
necessarily the approach recommen-
ded by the other local gover

saud, Metro can't do anything with
it the approval of other focal gov.
eriments,
“Having authority aml usnu. it |

ane two difTerent things.” she said.
‘s little dispute that the
regional government should contin
te to provide the services it does
now  garbage disposal, regional
tssportation planming, and oper.at
mg the zoo, convention center nd
Pertorming Arts Center,

. In addition te an outline of pos<i-
Ble tunctions for the regional

© government, the charter committee

has offered some choices for the gov-
einment’s structure, But it has not
discussed in any depth the topic like-
Iy tu penerate the most public heat:
taxes.

Options abound regarding the

structure of the government. Major’

issues include whether the executive
should be appointed or elected, how
many councilors should there be,
and whether they should be part
time or full time.

Another option would limit the
Metro Council to setting overall
policy and dcaling with planning
issues, with all services handled by
indep commi in the
manner of the current Metropolitan
Exposition-Recreation Commission.
A Portland Metropolitan Chamber
of Commerce committee and some
members of the charter committee
have promoted versions of this idea.

The notion appalls Cusma, who
sees it as an effort to take govern-
ment out of the hands of elected otfi-
clals She calls it “government of

by busi and for busi-

As 2 practical matter, Cusma
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By JEFF MAPES
of 1he Oregonian stalt

Some $55 million a vear was on
the table when the Oregon Public
Employes Retirement Board held a
tense meeting in Portland in August
1990,

After a decade of spectacular.

investmenl growth in the state's
retirement fund, then-Gov. Neil
Goldschmidt insisted that it was
time the taxpayers start seeing some
savings.

“These earnings were getting
turncd around in each legislative
session and put into increased bene-
fits,” said former state Budget Direc-
tor Jon Yunker, who sat on the
retirement board at the time.

At the governor's direction,
Yunker pushed for a cut of more
than 9 percent in the $630 million a
year that state and local govern-
ments and school districts pay into
the retirement system.

The move sparked a bitter debate
as opponents fretted about having
enough to afford future benefit
changes. .

Yunker's proposal was defeated
on a 34 vote. But a month later, the
board was finally persuaded to
reduce the amount employers pay
under the condition that the
decrease be delayed until July of
this year.

Welcome to the politics of the Ore-
gon Public Employes Retirement
System. The system deals with stag:
geringly large sums of money — the
retirement fund totals more than $12
billion — but operates with little
public attention.

Supporters praise the retirement
system for being well-managed and
careful to have enough money to pay
future pension obligations.

But critics say it Is an overly gen.
erous system that operates with few
checks and balances.

“I'd call it a system of no brakes,”
argued Portland Cuy Auditor Bar-
bara Clark.

Clark and other critics cor'ended

vt Chr

the retirement board has been reluc:

tant to lower employer rates paid to
the Public Employes Retirement
System. Instead, the board has kept
the rate up while the publicemploy-
o¢ unions have gone into the Legista.
ture every session to win improved
benefits.

Former state Sen. Mike Thorne,
who co-chaired the Legislature's
Joint Ways and Means Committee
from 1985-89, said he faced constant
pressure to approve hills increasing
PERS benefits.

Thorne said the pressure became '

Intense after the state agreed in 1979
to pay the entire cost of retirement
system contributions in lieu of a pay

raise for state workers that year.

Before that, employees contributed 6
percent of their salary to the system.

With the cost borne entirely by
the state, there was little incentive
from employee unions to hold down
the cost of the public retirement sys-
tem, Thorne argued.

And the legislators themselves
have a big Interest in the retirement
system. In 1975, the Legislature
granted itself the more generous
retirement formula given
publictafety employees.

Phil Lang, who was House speak-
er at the time, said he and the late
Jason Boe, who was Senate presi-
dent, were trying to professionalize
the Legislature and thought higher
pension benefits would help make
up for the low salary.

In the last decade, the Legislature
has lowered retirement ages, provid-
ed partial health benefits to retirees
and given an ad hoc raise to retirees
on top of the annual 2 percent
increase.

Altogether, these changes raised
benefits that had an equivalent cost
of 3.24 percent of payroll. That
amounts to about $115 million a
year.

Unlon officials defend the benefit
increases, saying that many of the
changes may actually save money
for the state. For example, providing
some health benefits to retirees
helps spur earlier retirements,
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reducing salary costs as new work
ers veplace them at a lower wag
level, they say.

But the polities of Public Em.
ployes Retirement System has
increasingly led crities to argue that
the state should follow the lead ot
private industry and go to so-called
*defined-contribution” plans.

Those are similar to 401(k) plans
in which a retiree gets the amount
put in the plans, plus any invest.
ment carnings. While the system has
some options allowing retirees to get
extra henefits from investments, it is
basically a *defined-benefit™
That means retirces get a pension
based on their years of service and
their three highest salary years.

With a defined-contributions
plan, “there’s no opportunity to
manipulate the system”™ by lobbing
the Legistature for higher benefits,
said Rick Gustafson, a former legis-

lator and the first chief executive of

the Metropolitan Service District.

Gustafson set up a defined-contri-
butions plan for Metro empluyees.
However, Metro is returning to the
PERS system, despite its higher cost,
because the agency is having trouble
attracting experienced public
employees who don't want to leave
the public retirement system.

But union officials said they will
strongly fight any attempt to change
the system, despite the fact that any
changes can only affect new hires.
(This means bencefits of the 57,000 re-
tirces and the 122,000 government
workers in the public employes’
retirement plan cannot be changed.)

“Where's the incentive to be a
long-term state employee If you have
a second-class pension plan?" asked
Dawn Morgan, president of the Ore-
gon Public Employces Union.

House Minority Leader Peter
Courtney, D-Salem, sent a newslel-
ter to his fellow Democrats warning
them of the political dangers of sup-
porting changes in the pension sys-
tem.

“I'm just not messing around
with PERS,” said Courtney. “I'm
very reluctant to pot into that.”
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