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Chair Taylor, Vice-Chair Bonham, and members of the Senate Committee on Labor and Business,
thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony related to The Family Financial Protection Act, LC
54. | am Miranda Santillo, a policy program associate at the Urban Institute, a nonpartisan, nonprofit
research organization, where | manage in depth research projects on wealth inequity and financial
well-being. The views | express today are my own and should not be attributed to the Urban Institute,
its board, or its funders.

Financial burdens such as delinquent debt are signs of economic distress that can lower families’ and
communities’ financial well-being. Debt, which people often take on to meet basic needs and buffer
against economic shocks, is a key indicator of financial stability that can negatively affect a borrower’s
overall credit health. This plays a vital role in families’ ability to weather future financial disruptions—
such as the loss of a job or a health emergency. Past-due debt also has immediate impacts on financial
well-being; it can affect whether someone can get a job, rent an apartment, or access affordable credit
to meet other financial needs and goals.!

The Urban Institute has explored the issue of debt closely through tools such as our Debt in America
interactive map.2 | will present findings from this tool that that highlight the widespread nature of debt
across Oregon, identify racial and geographic disparities in debt, and indicate opportunities for state
government to influence the financial burden of its residents.

The Nature of Consumer Debt in Oregon

According to data from the Debt in America interactive map, 16 percent of residents in Oregon have
debt in collections, highlighting that the issue is widespread. The median debt in collections stands at
$1,563, underscoring the financial strain faced by a significant portion of Oregon’s population.

Among the various types of debt, medical debt and student loans are common in Oregon. These debts
can be particularly concerning as adults with medical debt are more likely to forgo needed health care
and have difficulty paying for basic needs such as food and housing costs.® Higher student loan debt
burden can also create barriers to key wealth-building strategies such as homeownership.*
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Debt Disparities by Race and Geography

While the impacts of debt are far-reaching across both urban and rural communities in Oregon, the
burden of debt is not borne equally by all communities. According to the credit bureau data, the five
counties with the highest share of debt in collections are Malheur, Klamath, Sherman, Lake, and
Jefferson Counties. The share of households with debt in collections in these counties ranges from 31
to 23 percent. It is worth noting that the average household income in each of these counties is below
the state average and the majority of residents live in rural communities.

Specifically, Malheur and Klamath Counties have the highest share of residents with medical debt in
collections (21 and 13 percent, respectively), while Malheur and Jefferson Counties have the highest
auto/retail delinquency rates.

Furthermore, 28 percent of households in communities of color in Oregon face debt in collections,
compared with only 16 percent of those in majority-white communities. Jefferson County experiences
the most significant racial disparities in the state with nearly half (49 percent) of residents in
communities of color facing debt in collections, compared with 15 percent of those in majority-white
communities.

Pandemic Impact

COVID-19 created financial challenges for families across the US. According to the Urban Institute’s
Credit Health during the COVID-19 Pandemic interactive tool, key measures of credit health in
Oregon did show improvement following the pandemic.® This trend suggests that choices by federal,
state, and local policymakers helped families weather the impacts of the pandemic and made a
difference in credit health.® Yet racial disparities persist, reflecting historical inequities that have
limited economic choices for communities of color and reduced overall wealth.

As the pandemic-era financial relief policies have since expired, | urge Oregon state policymakers to
consider the consumer protections and debt statutes reforms proposed today to continue offering
economic protection to vulnerable households who inequitably face the burden of debt. | have also
submitted the Urban Institute tools to the record and invite you to explore these resources to uncover
the state of debt in the communities you represent.

Thank you again for the opportunity to present these data and to speak with you today.
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