
 
COMMENTS TO: Portland Planning & Sustainability Commission 
 
FROM: Cathy Galbraith, Executive Director – Bosco-Milligan Foundation/ 
                                                                           Architectural Heritage Center 
 
RE: COMMENTS ON DRAFT PORTLAND PLAN – November 29, 2011 
 
The draft Portland Plan reflects a great deal of work. Obviously, the effort to include 17,000 
comments received during 2008’s “Vision PDX” has resulted in a document that is unlike any 
previous plan for our city. But a more basic concern is the vague nature of many of the “guiding 
principles” and even the “strategic steps” for the next five years –   much more definitive “action 
steps” (as is typical in strategic plans) are warranted if many of the Plan’s primary goals are to 
move toward achievement. A larger concern is what is NOT included – any effort to 
include/address the city’s responsibilities for acknowledging and protecting Portland’s 
irreplaceable historic resources. We do understand that the upcoming Comprehensive Plan will 
address many more specifics typically included in city-wide planning documents; however, our 
experience is that adding issues is much more problematic than expanding issues already 
included in the Portland Plan. 
 
The term “Historic Preservation” is entirely absent in the draft Portland Plan. The terms 
“Historic Resources” and “Historic Resource Inventory” appear once in the Plan – where an 
inventory of historic resources is called for in the “neighborhood hubs and civic greenways and 
develop a strategy to preserve key resources.”(page 79) Entirely absent from the Plan is any 
acknowledgement of the existing Historic Resources Inventory of 5,000+ properties, dating back 
to 1983 (updated in 1993 for the Albina Community plan neighborhoods.) The Portland Plan 
needs to acknowledge the HRI and give it standing, especially given the demolition of scores of 
HRI properties since the inventory was done. Many of the commercial corridors in established 
neighborhoods are fully built and include abundant potentially historic houses and low-scale 
multi-family structures. But – the commercial and high-density residential zoning of these 
properties is a significant disconnect from the long-established land uses, and the investments 
they embody. Instead, the Plan proposes (page 30) to “Fill gaps in under-served neighborhoods 
– and consider zone changes to fill commercial gaps.” But the draft Plan itself acknowledges 
that zoning has not been successful in producing even results (page 66). The bigger issue is the 
need to stimulate high-quality neighborhood-compatible commercial development in the 
overabundant areas that are already commercially developed and zoned. Waiting for the new 
Comprehensive Plan (for which the Portland Plan sets the stage) to even mention these concerns 
is a risk that many property owners and residents do not want to take.  
 
The issue of “community character” in the traditional neighborhoods is a concern that was raised 
time and time again in the earlier Portland Plan workshops. The omission of this concern 
throughout most of the Plan is an oversight that needs to be addressed now. Inappropriate 
zoning, lack of design review (and appropriate guidelines), and the overarching principle of 
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meeting density goals are the primary and continuing threats to the celebrated character of many 
Portland neighborhoods.  
  
The Portland Plan (in the segment on Connected City Hubs and in Appendix B) describes the 
characteristics of multiple sub-areas of the city. The Inner Neighborhoods are described (page 
77) as “great potential to be places where most residents can walk or bike to hubs.” Appendix B 
describes them as “developed in a historical “streetcar-era” pattern, with interconnected street 
grids, improved with sidewalks and street trees, a system of “commercial main streets” where 
more than half of Portlanders live, in 140,000+ households…since there are few vacant lots, 
growth over the next 25 years is expected to occur through infill development and 
redevelopment.” But the Plan states (page 77) that “Improvements might focus on minimizing 
displacement and providing affordable housing options.” This hardly acknowledges the issue of 
displacement that is so strong in the Plan’s Framework for Equity, ignores the decline of 
diversity through displacement of the past decade in inner North and Northeast (page 85 & 87), 
ignores already existing affordable housing, and ignores the goal of “complete neighborhoods” 
that these areas already meet.  
 
The Plan’s segment on Complete Neighborhoods cites (page 101) the need to “increase housing 
in areas with services” while ignoring the earlier description that these areas are primarily built 
out. The greater emphasis should be on the statement (page 101) of “bringing services to areas 
that don’t have them” – nearly half of the city’s area in the densely populated Eastern 
Neighborhoods that have poor transit (Tri-Met’s job), lack of sidewalks and so many other 
service needs. The Portland Plan notes (page B-12) that “Many people in this area are also 
concerned about retaining the area’s distinct character.” Unfortunately, the proposed “Local 
Actions” (Appendix B) for the five Outer East sub-areas include nothing to address that concern.  
 
Additionally, the statement of concern for distinct character must be added to the views and 
critical concerns of residents in the Central City and Inner Neighborhoods as well. And despite 
the Plan’s assessment of these neighborhoods as somehow “incomplete”, most residents fully 
disagree with that assessment. 
 
The inclusion of a Framework for Equity is welcome and warranted, for all of the reasons and 
justification in the draft plan. BUT, if we are to truly close the disparity gap, and achieve 
equitable outcomes, the Plan must do more than merely include strategies such as “connect 
MWESB firms to target industry clusters” (page 41) and to connect them to “trade gateway 
infrastructure projects” (page 42), and “increase targeted contracts, workforce agreements, …to 
reduce racial and ethnic disparities” (page 57) – hardly steps that are sufficiently aggressive to 
pursue an Equity agenda.  
 
The bottom line in many traditionally diverse city neighborhoods with a high degree of ethnic 
history is: How are the burdens and potential benefits of growth and development to be shared 
across ALL neighborhoods, rather than the practice of encouraging new developments in 
established neighborhoods with perceived “problems and opportunities” where the new 
development replaces long-standing properties with cultural significance, and impacts 
residents? Page 10 addresses the “benefits of growth and change”, but there are clearly burdens 
of that change that have disproportionally impacted the ethnically diverse areas of North, 
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Northeast, and outer SE Portland, sometimes through “urban renewal” programs (page 12.) Will 
the proposed “racial and ethnic justice initiative” (page 9) be sufficiently detailed and actually 
followed, in the pursuit of the equity agenda? We do want Portland to at long last be a leader in 
social sustainability (page 10) – as important as and equal to environmental sustainability that 
has been the focus of much of the city’s efforts. Avoiding displacement and understanding and 
preserving historic and cultural connections should be an overriding goal of any equity agenda. 
The once-celebrated Albina Community Plan (1993) led to the start of displacement in N/NE; it 
was well-intentioned, but has long been described as “aspirational.” What’s relevant for the 
Portland Plan is that many of the lofty “action steps” that have gone unfulfilled in the Albina 
Community Plan read much like those in the proposed Portland Plan. 
 
The Local Actions segment of the Plan (Appendix B) includes action-steps for the five swaths of 
the city’s geographic sub-areas. As cited above, the Inner and Central City Neighborhoods 
already embody the desired “Twenty Minute Neighborhood” characteristics. The inadequacies of 
infrastructure and service needs of the Eastern Neighborhoods are identified and addressed 
somewhat in the Local Actions. But the thoroughly described inadequacies of the Western 
Neighborhoods (page B-16) – “some of the lowest levels of racial and ethnic diversity, relatively 
small numbers of commercial areas, less walkable, lower bike riding and transit use, and high 
household energy use”(excepting Linnton) are not addressed in Local Actions. There is no 
inclusion of any needed workforce housing, nothing related to providing commercial services to 
achieve anything resembling “20 minute neighborhoods” and “complete neighborhoods” and 
none of the Equity Agenda action steps. This is hardly evidence of the Plan’s stated intent of 
equitably sharing responsibilities and providing opportunities to meet equity needs, across the 
entire city.  
 
The Education segment of the draft plan leaves many questioning if the city of Portland is 
stepping into the roles and responsibilities of Portland-area public school boards. The more 
typical planning-related education issues we are concerned about refer to expansion of Portland 
college campuses, specifically PSU and PCC-Cascade and Southeast Center. The Plan includes a 
city role in “helping to catalyze complementary local development” (page 25) for expansion of 
PCC Cascade, and “Develop new land use investment approaches to support the growth & 
neighborhood compatibility of college and hospital campuses in the comprehensive plan update” 
(page 47.)  Our concern is the expansion through demolition and displacement that has been 
typically practiced by these institutions. A more important first step should be the public 
deliberation and adoption of institutional “master plans”, before it’s presumed that college and 
hospital campus expansions will be undertaken without detriment to the surrounding 
neighborhoods. 
 
The Economic Prosperity segment of the draft plan includes much that would be expected in 
pursuit of more successful economic development efforts. But this segment jumps from 
discussion of affordability challenges (especially for housing), to targeted-industries and more 
typical economic development issues, and then to (page 40) “Enhance the vitality of the Central 
city to support job growth and high-medium density development…and attract educated talent” 
with supporting statements in Appendix B that reach sweeping conclusions like “Central City 
housing is either subsidized low income or high-end market rate.” There is no mention of 
retaining existing affordable housing in the Central City, nor any recognition that the Central 
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City includes portions of South Portland, the West End,  Skidmore/Old Town, and portions of  
the Eliot and Buckman neighborhoods – where long-standing affordable housing does exist and 
should be protected. The Central City is not just the expensive high-rise condos of the Pearl 
District and downtown. Finally, Portland has already attracted many talented people in pursuit of 
professional success; the bigger issue is the lack of jobs for those who already live in Portland. 
 
Other issues in the Growing Employment Districts segment of the plan include recognition of the 
need for B and C class office space in the Central City (page 47) where incentives are rightfully 
needed – including for rehab of existing historic multi-story office and commercial B and C class 
buildings. The issue of the city’s Fee structure is included on page 46, as “Foster regulatory and 
fee approaches that keep Portland competitive for business and job growth.” The Portland fee 
structure is a significant city-wide concern that needs to be upgraded to a five-year Action step. 
The historic preservation community, property owners in Portland’s Historic Districts, and 
developers are now assertively raising the issue of the city’s unreasonably high historic design 
review fees, in particular; the $3,000+ application fee for individual landmark designation has 
already proven to be a disincentive for designation, with a total of two such applications in the 
past nine years. Portland’s historic design review (and landmarks designation) fees are higher 
than all other Oregon jurisdictions and higher than for any comparably sized municipality 
throughout the U.S. These fees are genuine obstacles for private building rehab and adaptive re-
use projects – both residential and commercial – and discourage the potential economic 
investments they represent.  
 
The Area Scorecard segment of the Portland Plan (pages 114-115) rates performance against 
strategy goals, for all sub-areas of the City. The growth projections for the Central City and Inner 
Neighborhoods are especially concerning. How do you nearly double population in the Central 
City (proposed to grow from 21,726 to 50,948); increase from 15,152 to 26,448 in Interstate; 
grow from 17,796 to 24,146 in Lents/Foster; grow from 14,732 to 19,027 in Hollywood; and 
grow from 9,471 to 15,834 in Hillsdale/Multnomah – all where there is acknowledged little 
vacant land? How can the irreparable damage to existing community character – and to 
potentially historic buildings – be avoided? Clearly, the Portland Plan’s call to finally include the 
consideration of social impacts in the review of land use actions will be essential. But the 
projections themselves are unlikely to be achieved without substantial impacts, and they 
demonstrate the likelihood of continuing to saddle the same areas with the burdens of growth as 
has been done in the past. The Portland Plan was to address this “inequity” but the numbers 
speak for themselves.   
 
 
 
 
   
 
 


