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EDITORIALS

Oreqon must free
|ts umver5|ty system

In a pubhc fmance crisis, talk must give way to action on h1gher ed reforms,
mcludmg autonomy, local boards and a search for funding altematlves

t's time to peel the Legislatire’s fingers
from Oregon's hlgher education bud-

get
"This state cannot go on chokmg the
life out of its universities, sweeping away tu-
ition revenue in tough times, dlvertmg inter-
est earned on tuition to other sérvices and
smothering institutions with thousands of

_ line-item demands.

Letgo. That ought to be the gmdmg prinei-
ple for the Legislature on higher education in
a session when many groups will descend on
Salem with plans for reform. The State Board
of Higher Education, a task force of legisla-
tors, business groups and the University of
Oregon Foundation all have offered serious
proposals. Gov.-electJohn Kitzhaber has his
- owri ideas.

Nothing should be off the table. The state
budget shortfall threatens the university sys-
tern, its 98,000 students and our economic

future. Oregon must not repeat its mistakes |

ofthe 1990s, when itjacked up tuition, priced

- thousands of studeénts out of higher educa-
tion and led to the first generation of Ore-
gonians with lower coﬂege attalmnent than
their parents.

Lawmakers ought to act quickly on the
most obvious reform, freeing the seven
public universities from state-agency sta-
tus, which would at least give thern the kind
of Independence that community colleges
enjoy. Giving the universities flexibility and
control over tuition, personnel, heatth ben-
efits and purchasing could save millions ev-
eryyear. -

That aloné would be a significant reform
in a state that has clung far too long to the
status quo, even when it was clearly damag-
ing to its higher education system. But it's

_ ot enough.

" Lariviere

Does anyone have a better Idea?

Not when Oregon's universities are buck-
ling under the demands of historic enroll-
ment while state support steadily dwindles.

By next yeat, state-allocated funding for the

University of Oregon will cover only about 7

. percent of the UQ’s costs. Some of the smaller

regional state universities are barely hanging

.on. This state is on a path to dlsmvestment

from higher education.

That ought to be seen clearly for what it is:
acalamity, a crisis that demands a Tesponse.
We'd like to see a greater sense of trgency
among those responsible for finding a sta-
ble, adequate source of pubhc fimdmg for

“higher education.

On that score, about all we've heard so far
is University of Oregon President Richard
Lariviere's proposal to establish a local board
and a large public-private endowment to fi-
nance the university into the future.

Fo'r now, it's hard to find anyone not
dressed in green and yellow who supports
his plan. The higher ed board opposes it.
None of the other university presidents back
it. Gov-elect Kitzhaber is noncommittal. -

- We're not prepared to endorse it, either.
The U0's proposal would require amend-
ing the state constitution to allow the state

. to extend its bond authority and rating to a

public university endowment fund. More
careful analysis is needed to understand how
the U0 plan, which could eat up as much as
$800 million of the state’s bonding authonty,
would affect other universities.

* But at least the UQ is offering a serious
plan to meet the moment that faces the
higher.education system. The plan by the
legislative task force doesn't do that. Neither
does the State Board of Higher Education,
which promises to take up the question of
local boards over the next two years. Both
are' moving too slowly.

- Ifthe UO is willing to agree to be account-
able to a state-level board on educational
goals and standards, why not let it form a
board with only one task—helping the uni-
versity succeed? Tt might very well show the
way for other Oregon universities.

- As for the UO financing proposal, we'd
like to see it fully debated in the Legislature.

‘Maybe there’s a way to alter or expand the |

idea in a way that would help the entire Or-
egon University Systerm.

As drafted, it is an every-man-for-himself,
look-out-for-No.-1 plan. And if all was well
in Oregons university system, we'd be happy
to join those eager to shoot it down without
so much as a hearing. _ '

All is not well. And as Lariviere is fond of
asking, do you, does anyone, have a better
idea? If so, it's time to bring it to Salem.



