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Australian state looks to Oregon for example
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By PETER WONG 

Statesman Journal 

Oregon and South Australia are democracies, but as one former state official found out during a two-year stint, things work differently Down Under. 

As executive director of the Oregon Progress Board for a decade, Jeff Tryens measured the state's progress toward goals set by residents. Oregon has three economic, environmental and social goals that are measured by 91 indicators known as "benchmarks." 

As a consultant to the South Australian state government for the past two years, Tryens had a different job: Get the public involved in the state's strategic plan, which used 97 measures of progress toward six goals. 

But as Tryens learned, democracy in Australia is not the same as in Oregon, where residents speak out at public meetings and can write and vote on their own legislation. 

Despite the image of independent-minded Australians conveyed by the 1986 movie "Crocodile Dundee," Tryens said, their participation in democracy is largely through voting in elections -- which is mandatory in Australia. Also, Australia does not use the initiative process. 

"The engagement between citizens and their government there is one way," he said at a Salem gathering of the Oregon Public Performance Measurement Association, which he heads. "It is not interactive or collaborative. I said to government officials that they cannot go out to the people, ask them what they think and then go away." 

South Australia, one of the six states within Australia, has four times the land area of Oregon. But with a population of 1.5 million, it has fewer than half as many people as Oregon. 

Tryens eventually enlisted the help of more than 1,600 participants at three dozen "have your say" meetings and workshops on the South Australian strategic plan. 

"We were able to use community leaders to pull things together for a clear set of recommendations that were publicly available," Tryens said. 

"When the cabinet ministers went into their discussions, everybody already knew what the recommendations were -- which isn't the way it usually works there." 

Another difference between Oregon and South Australia is the form of government. 

Oregon has a two-chamber legislature and executive power divided among the governor and other elected officials. 

Government in South Australia, Tryens said, is run by the majority party in the state parliament. The majority party names the premier, deputy premier and about a dozen ministers who prepare the budget and oversee the functions of government. 

Tryens said he got his job in South Australia because its premier since 2003, Mike Rann, took a personal interest in the Oregon Shines strategic plan and adapted it. 

Tryens is heading back to South Australia for one more two-month stint to follow up on his earlier work. 

"Holding onto gains is often harder than making them," he said. 

pwong@StatesmanJournal.com or (503) 399-6745 

Links 

OREGON SHINES 

(Oregon Progress Board): 

www.oregon.gov/DAS/OPB 

SOUTH AUSTRALIA STRATEGIC PLAN 

www.stateplan.sa.gov.au  

Jeff Tryens, chairman of Oregon Public performance Measurement Association 

E-mail: JeffTryens@comcast.net  
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Child welfare report card: Oregon a D
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PORTLAND (AP) - Oregon has earned another dismal grade on child welfare issues from the local chapter of a national children's advocacy group. 

The overall 2007 grade on the report card issued by Children First for Oregon was a "D," and the state earned an outright "F" in two categories: health and early childhood education. 

The other categories were not much brighter. The state got a "C-" for family financial stability, and a "C+" for youth development and education. 

The grades are based on how close the state's residents are to meeting the goals set out by the Oregon Progress Board, and how much they've improved over the last 10 years. 

For example, the state goals call for 100 percent of eligible 3- and 4-year-olds to be enrolled in government-funded preschool programs by 2010. But only 57 percent of those eligible are participating. 

Teen drinking rates are well above targets, and just 70 percent of third-graders are meeting state math standards, far off the target of 90 percent. And 6,625 children were reported as abused or neglected in 2006, an increase of 10 percent from the previous year. 

This year's report card, though, did feature something new: Hope for the future. 

The number of children in poverty is down from 160,000 to about 141,000, according to the nonprofit, and the state's unemployment levels have fallen, too. 

Oregon's scores should continue to improve next year, once new legislation passed by the 2007 legislature has a chance to kick in, said Robin Christian, Children First's executive director. 

The legislature put $39 million into an expansion of Head Start, and put $40 million into a program that helps working parents afford child care. 

Legislators also worked on reforms to the foster care system, and have asked voters to approve a November ballot measure that would expand government-funded children's health insurance coverage. That proposal would be paid for by an increase in the state's cigarette tax. 
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