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Oregon Education Association: What is PERS? 

PERS is the retirement system for Oregon teachers, firefighters, nurses and other public 
employees. We work hard and are proud of our public service. Even though many of us earn 
less than we would in the private sector, we believe in serving our communities. 

Over many decades, our unions have negotiated with our employers for secure retirements, and 
we’ve often given up raises and other benefits to ensure we’ll be able to retire with dignity. 

• The average pension benefit is about $2,500 a month. 
• After the 2003 PERS reforms, more than 50% of the public workforce are now in the 

reduced level PERS benefit known as Tier 3 or “OPSRP.” 
• Current employees are not the cause of the state’s financial woes, and further reductions 

to their benefits will not solve the problem. 

Unfortunately, some lawmakers and special interest groups continue to blame teachers and 
firefighters for Oregon’s budget problems. The Oregon Education Association will continue to 
stand up for our members and defend against these unfair attacks. 

Why do I keep hearing about PERS and what is the “unfunded liability?” 

At the end of 2007, the PERS system was fully funded. But the 2008 Great Recession 
hammered the PERS retirement fund, just as it impacted everyone’s investments. The result is 
that PERS now has a $22 billion “unfunded liability” - a gap between what is projected to be in 
the PERS fund and what the state has promised to pay public employees over the course of 
their retirement. 
 
The existing unfunded liability comes from an old system that no longer exists. The challenge is 
paying down the existing $22 billion unfunded liability created by the Great Recession. 

Has anything been done to fix this? 

Yes. Oregon’s public employees have already shouldered a major responsibility in making the 
system more financially sustainable. 
 
The legislature has already enacted several reforms to make the PERS system more resilient 
and affordable moving forward. For example, the legislature reduced benefits and financial 
obligations to workers hired after 2003. As a result of these and other cost-saving measures, the 
unfunded liability will soon begin to shrink, and future economic downturns will not be as 
damaging. 
 
Some lawmakers have suggested retroactive changes to the PERS system. In the 2016 Moro v. 
Oregon case, the Oregon Supreme Court ruled that the legislature cannot make changes to 
benefits that were already earned and promised. OEA will always defend educators’ hard-
earned benefits that enable Oregon’s schools to recruit and retain the best and brightest to 
serve our students. 
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The legislature must find a way to finish closing the gap while protecting our students, seniors, 
people with disabilities and everyone who relies on our state’s public services. Current 
employees are not the cause of the unfunded liability, and further reductions to their benefits will 
not solve the problem. 
 
What are the tiers of benefits? What do they mean? 
Today there are several tiers of benefits. The majority of employees working today (anyone 
hired after 2003) have a Tier 3 or “OPSRP” retirement benefit. 

 

 

Additional information here: https://www.oregon.gov/pers/Documents/General-
Information/PERS-by-the-Numbers.pdf 
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