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Earlier in my career I was CEO of 
the Oregon Environmental Council, for 16 years. In that 
capacity I spent a lot of time in windowless conference 
rooms negotiating the terms of environmental 
regulations. One of the things that quickly became 
frustrating was the realization that there was rarely a 
“correct” policy. Almost all regulatory standards were 
arbitrary. 

For example, we would have to ask ourselves:

• What is the problem we’re trying to solve?
• Can the problem be accurately measured?
• Are we trying to clean up pollution, or

prevent it?
• How clean is clean?

Trying to answer these and dozens of other questions 
could take years. Most of the time the negotiating 
groups would simply default to whatever regulations 
the political market would bear. It wasn’t very satisfying.
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I’ve thought about this in the context of current 
regulatory quagmires. Members of Congress are 
arguing about a 2,800 page bill that no one understands, 
which authorizes $3.5 trillion on programs that were 
pulled out of thin air. How can this be defended?

Closer to home, Oregon and Washington politicians 
want a new I-5 bridge over the Columbia River that 
will add no new lane capacity, replacing the current 
bridge that has decades of useful life left. They haven’t 
explained who will pay, or why this is a good idea. 

We have dozens of other conflicts in areas such as 
education, racial equality, public health, housing 
policy, and energy use. Tempers are running high, 
and if we believe polling results, few people seem to 
be satisfied with how these issues are being managed.

Fortunately, governing doesn’t have to be this hard. 
There’s a simple solution: get government out of the 
way and allow markets to work.
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He can be contacted at john@cascadepolicy.org.
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Suppose we try it with public education. K-12 is a system characterized by entrenched monopolies (school 
districts) run by unionized workers, with guaranteed revenue. Customer satisfaction doesn’t matter. Every 
reform imaginable has been tried over the past 60 years, yet the product has gotten worse. In Oregon, it’s so bad 
that there aren’t even any requirements for students to show academic competency prior to graduation. 

Let’s stop kidding ourselves. Central planning has failed. So instead of yet another wave of reform, let’s try the 
opposite: end the monopoly and create an actual market for education services. 

The easiest way to do this would be to divert public money so that we fund students, not schools. It’s what we 
do with the food stamp program, and most people like it. The Oregon Trail EBT Card empowers consumers to 
shop where they want, not where the government tells them to shop.

We need an Oregon Trail Card for students, preloaded with the funding that now goes to school districts. 
Families should be allowed to customize their own education programs through schools, tutors, and home 
education. What we now call public schools should be allowed to charge tuition, eliminating the distinction 
between public and private schools.

This would be a big step for freedom, but hopefully not the only one. It’s a target-rich environment out there. In 
this era of racial sensitivity, maybe we can finally get rid of minimum wage laws, which disproportionately hurt 
minority workers. Let’s make housing more affordable by abolishing urban growth boundaries. Strengthen the 
electricity grid by ending the war on fossil fuels.

Central planning is seductive, especially to intellectuals, but ultimately it becomes a prison. Freedom will set 
us all free.
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John Stossel, Me, and the Market
For most of my adult life I was absorbed with doing my job and raising a 
family. Politics was secondary, though I always had strong opinions about the 
issues. But long ago I realized that neither political party was “home” for me. 
Each major party raised my ire for supporting illiberal policies. While their 
issues were different, each advanced restrictions on personal liberties and 
favored increased government involvement in people’s lives. I watched fiscally 
conservative candidates howl at the spend-thrift ways of the other party but 
spend like drunken sailors once in office. Self-professed liberals claimed to be 
“for the little guy,” while their policies clearly worked against him.

One day, while working out on my treadmill, I was watching John Stossel’s 
show on FOX. To be sure, I was not much of a TV watcher and didn’t watch 
much cable news. But I had to do something while I sweat. John Stossel has 
been a reporter for over 50 years; and he started out in Portland, Oregon. His 
main beat was to expose corporate fraud and business malfeasance, winning 
a ton of Emmys in the process. Eventually, he noticed something. In his own 
words, he said:

"My epiphany, after years of reporting, was seeing that business does 
much less harm than big government. Competition keeps business in 
check much better than government regulators do. We don’t need 
‘experts’ to manage our lives. We do need limited government, a 
referee that keeps the peace. That’s all. Then free minds and free 
markets make good things happen."

Stossel decided he was really a libertarian, not a conservative or a liberal. As I watched his show—I kept coming 
back over the next few weeks—I knew that finally there was “someone who understands ME.” He was speaking to 
ME. This was my epiphany, too.

At about the same time I was watching Stossel’s show, I heard about a book called Why We Left the Left, by Tom 
Garrison, which came out in 2012. The book includes 23 individual personal stories of why the writers “left the 
Left.” One of these was by a man named John Charles. Well, I had seen John’s op-eds in the Oregonian for several 
years but knew nothing about him. He was the president of Oregon’s free-market think tank, Cascade Policy 
Institute, an organization I’d never really heard of. I decided to find out more. John and I had coffee; and the rest 
is history, so to speak.

I became a donor and a volunteer. Eventually, I was invited to join the Board and eagerly accepted. Cascade’s 
mission—to advance public policies that promote individual liberty, personal responsibility, and economic 
opportunity—is MY mission too. It’s really quite simple: Freedom is everything.

Peter Wendel is a retired nonprofit 
executive search consultant and former 
chief financial officer for a high tech 
public relations and advertising firm in 
Portland. He also spent about nine years 
at Intel Corporation in various finance 
and marketing rolls. Mr. Wendel lives in 
Washington County.
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Looking Back on a Summer with Cascade 

With my time as an intern at Cascade coming to a close, I feel 
fortunate to have been able to make as many great memories as 
I did. Of these, my favorite had to have been our public speaking 
seminars with Peter and Sue Wendel. This is a tremendously 
important life skill, and not only did I turn a personal weakness 
of mine in public speaking into a strength, but I had a great time 
with two great teachers while doing it. 

I also had a great experience learning more about the inner 
workings of nonprofits. Obviously I knew what a nonprofit was 
prior to my time here, but I had no idea how they functioned and 
were able to stay afloat. In learning this I was also able to have the 
privilege of meeting and interacting with a number of Cascade’s 
board members and donors. Memories like these are something I 
will always treasure.

-Stewart Robertson, Portland State University, Class of 2021

Looking back on my internship experience, I find myself continuously amazed that even a few hours of 
research can go a long way in the policy world. It didn’t take us, two college students, long to get up-to-
speed with busy legislators, or sometimes exceed them in understanding. In July, for instance, legislators 
in Oregon’s House and Senate received billions of dollars through the Coronavirus State Fiscal Recovery 
Funds. Each member allocated this money to qualifying projects and organizations. After spending a couple 
hours combing through the rules and regulations for these funds, we found that a handful of organizations 
chosen by legislators were ineligible for the money. Just a few hours of research led us to file complaints 
to the U.S. Treasury, indicating that the money allocated to these 
projects required a review.

Beyond relearning the power of research, I was pleased to see my 
reading and writing skills grow. A term the office often uses to 
describe our work is “investigative journalism.” Under the executive 
staff ’s guidance, I was able to fine-tune my ability to find the most 
relevant information, and to write appealing pieces based on these 
finds. A surprising discovery for myself was realizing that nothing 
excited me more this summer than printing out a big stack of fine 
print and reading through the pages, hoping to uncover big details 
hidden in plain sight.

Working at Cascade was a joy. Now, I am excited to return to Notre 
Dame’s campus for my junior year, while continuing to think about 
careers in the think tank world.

-Maleeha Tiwana, University of Notre Dame, Class of 2023

Mia and Stewart pose with an abandoned boat during a  
research trip to one of Metro’s park properties.

Stewart presents a speech on his policy research to 
members of Cascade’s staff and Board. 
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Over the past 30 years, Cascade Policy Institute has brought some of the 
world’s leading free market thinkers and leaders to Oregon. Every month, 
Cascade presents a special event that’s open to the public to discuss our 
research on the important issues facing our state and our region.

In September, Cascade hosted an online discussion with Wall Street 
Journal columnist Jason Riley to discuss his new book Maverick: A 
Biography of Thomas Sowell. Riley has been with the Journal for more 
than 25 years. In his first column there, in 1996, he wrote:

Americans have been asked to believe—or in some cases, told to 
acknowledge—that racism lurks behind the subway fare hike in 
New York City, the alleged miscount of Million Man March 
attendees and an effort in Colorado to base college aid on need, 
not race. Whitney Houston tells Newsweek that white America 
is responsible for her rocky marriage.

A lot has changed since then. More than a quarter of the U.S. population 
wasn’t born yet, most people hadn’t heard of the World Wide Web, and 
Whitney Houston was still alive and near the top of her career.

Even so, Riley noted not much has changed over all those years. Today, not 
only are we asked to believe that racism lurks everywhere, we’re also told 
that racism is deeply and irreversibly embedded in every U.S. institution. 
This is despite the fact—he reports in his Upward Mobility column earlier this year—that racial attitudes have been 
trending toward more tolerance for well over half a century, with approval of black-white intermarriage at all-time 
highs and steep declines in police killings of African-Americans.

Thomas Sowell, who Riley calls “The Soul of Black Conservatism,” had a rough start in life, but persevered and 
succeeded through brilliance, hard work, and mentors who believed in him. Thomas Sowell was born in rural 
North Carolina and orphaned at an early age. He was then raised by his great-aunt in Harlem. He dropped out of 
high school, then joined the Marines during the Korean War. He eventually got his GED and studied economics 
at Columbia and Chicago, where he was mentored by future Nobel laureates George Stigler and Milton Friedman. 
He published his first economics article in the field’s top journal before he left graduate school with his doctorate.
He advanced his career and earned his reputation before landmark civil rights legislation and programs such as 
affirmative action. Dr. Sowell considered this somewhat of a blessing, as retold in Maverick:

“My academic career began two years before the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and I received tenure before  
federal ‘goals and timetables’ were mandated under affirmative action policies.” This timing “spared me the 
hang-up afflicting many other black intellectuals, who were haunted by the idea that they owed their careers 
to affirmative action or to the fact that writings on race had become fashionable.”

Oregon recently enacted legislation that removes writing and math proficiency as a requirement for graduation. 
The law’s supporters say the looser standards serve the cause of racial equity. But instead of improving graduation 
rates by boosting student performance, Oregon just made it easier to graduate.

A Conversation with Wall Street Journal Columnist Jason Riley
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Mr. Riley’s book points out that Dr. Sowell recognizes the importance of 
objective tests to measure students’ achievement and the effectiveness of 
educational programs:

 “Every educational program will always be a ‘success’ as judged 
 by those who run it,” so a “concern for children’s mental 
 development requires that there be independent tests as well. It is 
 not mental testing that needs to be stopped, but the blind worship 
 or blind hostility with which different people react to it.” 

Perhaps more troubling for Oregon’s high school students is Dr. Sowell’s 
observation that “[t]he market can be ruthless in devaluing degrees that do 
not mean what they say.” Once colleges and employers discover that an Oregon 
high school diploma doesn’t necessarily mean that the graduates can write 
or do math, our kids may have a hard time competing against the millions 
of other high school grads around the country. But when this concern was 
brought up in hearings, the legislators just waved it away saying they’ll deal 
with it later. When equity is their only concern, achievement doesn’t matter.

You can listen to our wide-ranging conversation with Jason Riley on Anchor, iTunes, or your favorite podcast 
platform. Search for the “Coffee with Cascade” podcast and click on “Special Event: A Conversation with WSJ 
Columnist Jason Riley.” Mr. Riley’s book, Maverick: A Biography of Thomas Sowell, is available 
wherever you buy your books.
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Eric Fruits, Ph.D. is Vice President of Research at Cascade Policy Institute. 
He can be contacted at eric@cascadepolicy.org.

In the spring of 2020, Congress passed a coronavirus aid package known as the CARES Act, which provided meaningful federal tax incentives for 
charitable giving, whether you itemize your deductions or not.  Even better, these temporary tax incentives were extended and expanded for 
one additional year into 2021. 

Many taxpayers do not itemize their tax deductions, and therefore were not able to get any tax benefit for charitable contributions in the past.  
Now, each taxpayer who does not itemize their deductions may deduct up to $300 in 2021 for charitable gifts.  A married couple that doesn’t 
itemize their deductions can now deduct up to $600!

What that means is up to $300 of a donation (or $600 if filing jointly) given to Cascade Policy Institute before the end of the year may be 
deducted from your taxable income even if you don’t itemize your deductions. For example, if you and your spouse are in a 22% marginal tax 
bracket, a $600 donation to Cascade this year will save you $132 in taxes! 
 
Taxpayers who choose to itemize their deductions can now offset up to 100% of their adjusted gross income through charitable cash contributions 
to organizations such as Cascade before the end of their year. That’s right—100%! Before the CARES Act, this deduction was capped at 60%.

By taking advantage of these temporary deductions, you can help Cascade advance free markets and limited government within Oregon and keep 
the government from taking more of your hard-earned paycheck.

Lower Your Taxes While Supporting Liberty!
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This fall, Oregon children began their third school year since 
the COVID-19 pandemic began. What started as two weeks of 
distance learning in March 2020 turned into a year outside the 
classroom for most Oregon K-12 students.

Pandemic responses from various levels of government and 
the teachers’ unions disappointed and angered parents whose 
children fell behind, developed an aversion to “Zoom school,” 
or lost confidence in their academic abilities. Here in Oregon 
and around the country, parents struggled with the failures of 
district public schools to deliver a satisfactory education for 
every child. Out of this public health crisis can come a unique 
chance to improve educational opportunity for all children 
through a more personalized delivery of education services.

Long before schools closed or switched to remote learning 
formats, the landscape of options to meet the needs of K-12 
students was already increasingly diverse. Oregon families were 
choosing private and parochial schools, public charter schools 
(including online options), homeschooling, tutoring and 
learning centers, magnet schools, and more. Since COVID-19, 
new types of learning environments have become household 
words: microschools, learning pods, hybrid education.

Living with the COVID-19 pandemic has shown how one-size-fits-all government “solutions” frequently don’t 
meet the specific needs of individuals and families. Flexible and personalized education options empower parents 
to find the best fit for their children. Elected officials and education policymakers should not ignore the variety of 
education options available today that successfully educate K-12 students. All these options should be valued going 
forward, and parents should be empowered to choose among them.

Pandemic school closures provided families with an unusual opportunity to examine the quality of their district 
schools and see what was being taught through the online “window to the classroom.” These experiences are 
leading parents to take charge of their children’s education in different ways. Here are some shifts in education 
trends that have taken place during the past two years:

1) According to a September 2021 report by the National Alliance for Public Charter Schools, regular public
school district enrollment in Oregon fell by 5.5% between 2019-20 and 2020-21.

2) Bellweather Education Partners claims 8.7 million children have switched from public to private schools in
the U.S.

3) Charter school enrollment in Oregon increased 20.8% between the 2019-20 and 2020-21 school years.
Online charter schools like Oregon Connections Academy, which specialize in home-based learning,
received thousands of new applicants after brick-and-mortar schools closed in 2020.

Page 07

How COVID-19 Turned 2021 into “The Year of School Choice”

Kathryn Hickok is Executive Vice President 
of Cascade Policy Institute and Director of 
Cascade’s Children’s Scholarship Fund-Oregon 
program.
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4) Homeschooling has seen explosive growth. According to the U.S. Census, 11.1% of households with 
 school-aged children report they are now homeschooling, double the percentage before the pandemic. At 
 least five million parents are now homeschooling nationwide, compared with 3.2 million in early 2020.

5) Homeschooling families are more racially and ethnically diverse. The Washington Post wrote in July: 
 “Between 2019 and May 2021, home-schooling rates jumped from about 1 percent to 8 percent for Black 
 students—a more than sixfold increase. Among Hispanic students, rates jumped from 2 percent to 9 
 percent….”

As these enrollment shifts have taken place, broad-based public support of parental choice has also increased. 
Seven state legislatures passed new school choice laws this year, and 14 states expanded 21 existing programs. West 
Virginia enacted the broadest K-12 Education Savings Account program in the country, accessible to almost all 
students in the state. Seventy-six educational choice programs now operate in 32 states, the District of Columbia, 
and Puerto Rico. These programs include privately or publicly funded scholarships, education tax credits, and 
Education Savings Accounts.

Oregon policymakers should join this wave of support for options in education and expand the opportunities 
available to Oregon families. Here are a few places to start:

1) Raise the arbitrary legislative cap on Oregon charter schools that limits enrollment to 3% of students in the 
 district; this would allow successful and popular charters to meet student demand.

2) Convert some of the state education funding—allocated per child but paid directly to district schools, 
 regardless of individual outcomes—to portable accounts for students; let the money follow the child to the 
 schools that are the best fit for them. An Education Savings Account program constructed along this 
 model could expand students’ opportunities while saving taxpayers money.

3) Expand district transfer policies so parents can choose among public school options; this would create 
 incentives for schools to respond to parents’ needs and concerns and reward schools that achieve better 
 outcomes.

As the state moves forward from the COVID-19 shutdowns, Oregonians should evaluate the ways K-12 education 
is delivered and funded and advocate for change. Now is the time to enact innovative ways to increase children’s 
access to the best education settings for them as individual learners. Giving parents the power of choice in education 
is the school reform whose time has come.

Cascade Policy Institute 
is celebrating 30 years of 

advocating for free markets and 
limited government in Oregon. 
Thank you to our donors and 
friends for making our work 

possible since 1991!


