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Cascade Commentary

QuickPoint! e “Oregon System” Sends Governor
Back to Square One

By Naomi Inman

The final signatures were plunked down on December 30—down on the Secretary
of State’s desk. It was a slam-dunk for the Oregon System.

In less than 50 days, a quarter-million Oregon voters lined up in every county to
sign the “Stop the Gas Tax” petition (2025-302) and refer Governor Tina Kotek’s
$4.3 billion hike on gas, wages, and transportation (HB 3991) to the voters in
November 2026.

For weeks, we watched 250,000 voters participate in the “Oregon System,” a form
of direct democracy established in 1902, giving voters the right to challenge laws
passed by the legislature. Since then, Oregon voters have voted on nearly 70 veto
referendums and repealed 42 targeted laws.

Nick Stark, executive director of the Oregon Freedom Coalition, told Cascade,
“The chief petitioners turned in nearly enough signatures to qualify for a
constitutional referendum—a very high bar. Although it isn’t a constitutional
referendum this time, these numbers signal we are capable of qualifying for
constitutional amendments in the future.”

The record-breaking signature drive was a shrill signal to legislators that Oregon’s
voters are up for any future challenge—especially any challenge during the five-
week session beginning in February.

Today, on January 7, Governor Tina Kotek called for lawmakers to “redirect,
repeal, and rebuild” the beleaguered transportation bill, which would have made a
poor running mate in November. She gave Republican leaders a backhanded
compliment in her speech to the Oregon Transportation Forum by admitting that,
“thousands of Oregonians across the state have made their point, and we need to
move in a new direction.” As designed, the Oregon System earned the Governor’s
attention.

On the heels of her announcement, Stark responded, “The governor’s
announcement is an admission of failure on their part. A full repeal is not the best
answer. It would gut the good parts of the bill, re-institute tolling, and take out the
audit of ODOT. It is now incumbent on the majority to come to the table and
negotiate.”



https://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/ORSOS/bulletins/3fae799
https://egov.sos.state.or.us/elec/web_irr_search.record_detail?p_reference=20260302..LSCYYYGAS_TAX
https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2025S1/Measures/Overview/HB3991
https://sos.oregon.gov/blue-book/Pages/state/elections/history-introduction.aspx
https://ballotpedia.org/History_of_Initiative_&_Referendum_in_Oregon
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1CUYTVN4DhxHA-npeJnEyZlVFC4gv8YA7/view

The Governor and her supermajority are back to where they started one year ago,
unable to govern and unable to carry out government’s most basic functions: to
maintain roads, bridges, and highways, to fix potholes and de-ice the streets. It’s the
stuff all of us need and care about.

For decades now, Oregon has given Kotek and her predecessors everything she
wanted—all the votes and all the money. Yet the lack of imagination in spending
solutions and the narrow fixation on collecting more taxes result in a mindset where
nothing can be done unless voters pay more for less—more for gas taxes, more for
fees, more for dying transit, and more for fewer roads and fewer lanes for cars in the
name of “multi-modal transportation.”

While New York City’s newly elected socialist mayor, Zoran Mamdani, touts the
“warmth of collectivist action”—taxpayers in Oregon were nearly condemned to the
bitter cold gulag of never-ending tax increases and service decreases. Until a
quarter-million voters decided to light a fire, ignited by the spark of individual
freedom and democracy.

Naomi Inman is External Relations Manager at Cascade Policy Institute, Oregon’s
free market public policy research organization. As a staff journalist and writer,
Naomi helps Cascade make the case for free-market policies through media affairs
and publications.

Cascade Policy Institute is a tax-exempt educational organization as defined under IRS code 501 (c)(3). Nothing
appearing in this Cascade Commentary is to be construed as necessarily representing the views of Cascade or its

donors. The views expressed herein are the author’s own.

Attention editors
and producers:

Cascade Comentaries are
provided for reprint in
newspapers and other
publications, with credit
given to author(s) and
Cascade. Contact Cascade
to arrange print or
broadcast interviews on this
commentary topic.




