
Portland continues to capture a large share of 

the region’s new housing.

About 40 percent of the region’s jobs 
are located in Portland.

Overall Portland has reduced carbon emissions one percent below 1990 levels. 

Water quality in the Willamette River is 

improving.

But, current practices and policies will not meet our carbon reduction goals.

But the contaminated sediment in the Portland harbor is 

a Superfund clean up site.

But between 2000 and 2006 Portland only captured 11% of the new jobs in the region.

But median-priced homes are out of reach of those 

earning the area’s median income.
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Why Plan?Why Plan?I. I. 
For nearly 30 years, Portlanders have 

worked to make our city thriving and sus-

tainable by: 

• Reducing waste and increasing recycling 

more than most other cities in U.S.

• Trimming greenhouse gas emissions by 

19 percent per person

• Building a city in which 79 percent of 

Portlanders live within a half-mile of a 

park or open space

• Creating green streets and eco-roofs to 

improve water quality

• Providing world class transit

Each of these successes has roots in Port-

land’s 1980 Comprehensive Plan.

Although we face some trends and chal-

lenges that were familiar in 1980, like the 

need to develop stable well-paying jobs and 

adjust to rising energy costs, we are not the 

same city we were then. 

Today, Portland must also contend with 

trends like an increasing equity gap, climate 

change and the growing cost of maintaining 

and building infrastructure (bridges, sewers, 

reservoirs and parks, etc.); trends that were 

unknown or barely acknowledged 30 years 

ago. 

We’re also bigger than we were in 1980. 

About half of today’s Portlanders weren’t 

here in 1980 and since then, the city has 

grown by about 23,000 acres, mostly east 

of I-205.

Portland’s past planning efforts yielded 

many successes, but our current trends and 

challenges are different in scope and urgen-

cy than those we faced in 1980, so we need 

a new way to plan. 

Today we need a plan based on partner-

ships that sets common goals and targets 

for all agencies that work within Portland’s 

boundaries.

We need a plan that calls us to action, in-

dividually and collectively. We need a plan 

that includes clear investment priorities 

and has quantifi able measures of success, 

so we can track our progress and make 

adjustments as we move forward.

In order to create a plan for making Port-

land thriving and sustainable, we need 

to understand the trends that are driving 

change in our city. Understanding these 

trends will give us a good foundation for 

setting goals, identifying actions and priori-

tizing investments.

Provided on the next few pages is informa-

tion about some of the bigger trends that 

will change the way Portlanders think, act 

and make decisions today, tomorrow and 

25 years from now. 

We have a world-class transit system.
But do not have the funds to maintain or replace all of our 

aging infrastructure.
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AN INCREAREASING EQUITY GAP
Portland nd is often heralded as an affordable 

and nd livable West Coast city. It is a place 

wwhere people enjoy urban amenities in a 

reasonably priced and comfortable atmo-

sphere. However, two changes in recent 

decades put that enjoyment at risk: declin-

ing real income and rising housing costs.

Income Disparity

Since 1979, gains in real income have been 

concentrated in the top 20 percent of earn-

ers. During this time, home prices increased 

at a greater rate than wages. In recent 

years, housing prices in Portland’s close-

in neighborhoods have also risen sharply. 

These two trends have resulted in gentrifi -

cation, displacement and migration within 

the city.

Affordable Family Housing

Today much of Portland’s affordable 

housing is located in areas like Cully and 

Brentwood-Darlington, which are without 

frequent transit service, comparatively 

distant from job centers and lack complete 

sidewalk systems.

If these trends continue, and if housing 

costs continue to outpace wages, Portland 

will be less able to provide viable hous-

ing opportunities for working families with 

children, elderly people, unemployed, low-

inincome people and many others.
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Schools

Changes in where families choose and can 

afford to live also affect our schools. For 

example, in East Portland schools face in-

creasing enrollment and must fi nd ways to 

serve students with diverse needs. In some 

areas schools are challenged by declining 

enrollment and limited funds.

CLIMATE CHANGE & ENERGY
Energy is fundamental to our economy and 

quality of life. We use fuel to move people 

and goods, electricity to power buildings 

and manufacturing, and natural gas to heat 

our homes and water. However, if we con-

tinue to use energy ineffi ciently, our quality 

of life may begin to decrease. 

Climate Change

Climate change is one of the defi ning 

challenges of the 21st century. The world’s 

leading scientists report that carbon emis-

sions from human activities have begun 

to destabilize the Earth’s climate.  Billions 

of people will experience these changes 

through threats to public health, national 

and local economies, and supplies of food, 

water and power. 

Did you know almost 
70% of Portland and 
Multnomah County’s 
electricity comes from 
fossil fuels: coal and 
natural gas?

However, the challenges posed by climate 

change require a response that goes be-

yond reducing carbon emissions. Climate 

protection must be linked with actions to 

create and maintain jobs, improve com-

munity livability and public health, address 

social equity and foster strong, resilient 

natural systems.

JOB DEVELOPMENT
The Portland metropolitan region is 

Oregon’s job center. For much of its 

history, Portland has been the center of the 

state’s economic engine — a West Coast 

gateway for international trade, home to 

diverse industrial districts and the state’s 

offi ce and service center.

Employment Rates

In October 2009, the unemployment rate 

in Multnomah County was over 11 percent. 

The national unemployment rate was 10.2 

percent.

We have seen this before. During the early 

1980s and the early 2000s, Portland ex-

perienced spikes in unemployment. At the 

same time, Portland’s reputation as a great 

place to live has attracted new people to 

the region.

Job Growth Rates

In 2006, 40 percent of the metropolitan 

area’s one million jobs were located in Port-

land, compared to 26 percent of the popu-

lation. However, Portland’s job growth rate 

is slower than the region’s. While Portland 

Portland must reduce local carbon emis-

sions to 80 percent below 1990 levels by 

2050 to respond to and mitigate some of 

the challenges posed by climate change. 

While we have slowed emissions more than 

most urban areas, carbon emissions are 

only 1 percent below 1990 levels.

Rising Energy Costs

Maintaining our current energy habits will 

also strain household budgets. Between 

2000 and 2007, electricity costs in Portland 

increased by 75 percent, natural gas by 91 

percent, and transportation fuels by 102 

percent. 

Local Alternatives

Because Oregon has almost no fossil fuel 

resources, it helps our local economy to 

spend less on energy. By investing in ef-

fi ciency improvements and renewable 

energy, and by using public transportation, 

walking and biking, we will send less money 

out of our local economy.

Currently, the transportation of goods and 

people accounts for 40 percent of Mult-

nomah County carbon emissions.  Land use 

planning and transportation funding deci-

sions greatly infl uence transportation re-

lated emissions.  For that reason, emissions 

reduction depends critically on coordinated 

land use policies and the development of 

infrastructure for low-carbon modes of 

transportation (e.g., walking, biking and 

transit).

1830

1840
1850

1870
1880

1910

1920
1930

1940

1950
1960

1970 1980

1990

1830s As many as 8,000 Native Americans in Portland-

area villages

1840s First Oregon Pioneers arrive in the 

Willamette Valley

1850s (pop. ~2,800) 
Plank Road completed from Portland to the Tualatin 

Valley, fi rst public school in Portland opens

1870s (pop. 8,293) 

Pioneer Courthouse completed, park blocks landscaped

1880s (pop. 17,577) Northern Pacifi c Railroad 

reaches Portland. Morrison Bridge opens, the fi rst bridge 

across the Willamette

1890s (pop. 46,385; 37% foreign born)
Major Willamette River fl ood. water fl ows from Bull Run

1900s (pop. 90,427) Lewis and Clark Exposition

1910s (City doubles in size to 207,214 residents) 
World War I shipyards, Spanish Infl uenza outbreak in 1918

1920s (pop. 258,288) 198 miles of streetcar lines in 

Portland, fi rst stop signs

1930s (pop. 301,815) 20% of Portland workforce 

unemployed, St. Johns Bridge opens

1940s Dorothy Lee, fi rst woman Mayor elected, Forest Park 

established, Portland’s African American population increases 

from 2,100 to 15,000 as people migrate to build wartime ships, 

Vanport fl ood

1950s (pop. 373,628) David Douglas School district 

formed, gateway shopping center opens, fi rst segment of the 

Banfi eld Freeway

1960s (pop. 372,676) Columbus Day storm, 

Tri-Met formed

1970s (pop 379,967) Oregon enacts land use planning 

laws, Portland Downtown Plan adopted, Metropolitan Arts 

Commission formed, Harbor Drive closed for Waterfront Park, 

Charles Jordan fi rst African American City Commissioner, 

Metro created

1980s (pop. 368,139) Portland’s fi rst Comprehensive 

Plan adopted, Mt St Helens erupts, I-205 Freeway crosses the 

Columbia River, First MAX line opens to Gresham

1990s (pop. 438,802) Portland annexes large segment of 

mid-county, adopts fi rst Carbon Dioxide Reduction Strategy

2000s (pop. 513,325) Fifth MAX line opens to Clackamas, 

there are at least 30,000 people with Native American 

ancestry in Portland

10,000 years ago
22 million years ago

1890 20001900
Native people settle 
Willamette Valley

Willamette Valley formed 
by glacial fl oods
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captured 27 percent of new regional jobs 

between 1980 and 2000, only 11 percent 

of new regional jobs were within Portland’s 

city limits between 2000 and 2006.

Central Portland is a notable bright spot. 

Between 2000 and 2006, Central Port-

land gained approximately 12,000 new 

jobs. Because the rest of Portland lost jobs, 

Portland only gained 4,700 net new jobs 

between 2000 and 2006. 

THREATS TO ENVIRONMENTAL 
QUALITY
Located at the confl uence of two rivers and 

between two mountain ranges, Portland has 

a wealth of natural resources that provide 

valuable habitat for people, fi sh and wildlife. 

These resources clean our air and water, sta-

bilize hillsides and soak up rainwater.  

Portland is an urban environmental leader 

— a city with nature in neighborhoods and 

green streets, and eco-roofs that fi lter storm-

water rather than sending pollutants directly 

downstream. It is a city where bald eagles 

nest on urban islands and old groves of state-

ly fi r trees defi ne neighborhoods and where 

salmon and trout live in urban streams. 

Effects of Urbanization

However, many of Portland’s ecologically, 

aesthetically and economically valuable 

natural resources are at risk. Urbanization has 

fi lled fl ood plains, causing seasonal fl ood-

ing damage. Streams are unable to support 

healthy fi sh populations, and groves of trees 

that provide wildlife habitat, trap carbon and 

reduce heat island effects are vulnerable to 

development. 

Portland has come a long way since the 

days when sewage and industrial waste were 

regularly dumped into the Willamette River. 

However, natural ecological processes in 

Portland will weaken if we create more paved 

and impervious areas and allow invasive spe-

cies to spread. Without thoughtful interven-

tion, populations of native fi sh and wildlife 

will continue to decline, and Portlanders will 

suffer from a polluted environment. 

Integrated Solutions

Our challenge is to improve the health of our 

watersheds, care for trees, manage storm-

water and protect habitats while still meet-

ing our economic development and housing 

needs.

Did you know Portland has 

almost 26,800 acres of environmentally 

sensitive natural areas (about 31% of the 

land area of Portland)? Currently, about 

one-third of these areas are not protected.

Did you know that invasive 

plants are the second largest threat to 

biodiversity, behind habitat loss? Invasive 

plants spread quickly and can displace or 

prevent the growth of native plants and can 

form monocultures. This can exacerbate the 

decline of native plant communities and im-

pair the overall complexity and resilience of 

the ecosystem. English Ivy and the Himala-

yan Blackberry are among the more com-

mon invasive plant species in the region. 

GROWING INFRASTRUCTURE 
NEEDS
Portland’s physical infrastructure — its exist-

ing roads, pipes, reservoirs, buildings and 

other facilities — are valued at approximately 

$22.4 billion. 

Over the coming decades, the City will face 

many infrastructure challenges — like fi nding 

ways to provide adequate park and trans-

portation amenities for current and future 

Portlanders. At the same time, we need to 

continue to maintain and upgrade the sys-

tems we already have. 

Increasing Costs

We will need to invest an estimated $136 

million per year for the next 10 years to keep 

our infrastructure systems in working or-

der and to meet environmental and safety 

regulations. That level of investment would 

require spending 25 to 40 percent more 

than we spend today.

Through the Portland Plan, we have the op-

portunity to reassess service levels and iden-

tify strategic investments to make sure we 

have the right transportation, parks, water, 
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and sewer services in the right places.

Setting Priorities

We have choices about how to spend lim-

ited infrastructure dollars. In coming years, 

we will need to consider the full long-term

costs of improvements and repairs, pursue 

innovative funding sources and partnerships, 

and work together to make tough choices 

about funding priorities.

Common sources include user fees, taxes, inclu

charges for new development, grants 

(federal, state and local), partnerships and

donations. Many sources limit the kinds of 

eligible projects, while others cover only 

portions of a project’s total cost.

For example, the Federal Transit Admin-

istration will contribute $75 million to the

Portland Streetcar Loop project, which will

bring the streetcar system across the Willa-

mette to connect OMSI and Lloyd Center to 

the rest of Central Portland. However, a sig-

nifi cant local match is needed to complete

the project. Operations and maintenance is

also a local responsibility.

DEMOGRAPHIC SHIFTS 
Portland has started to become a more 

diverse city. Our increasing diversity has in-

troduced us to different cultures, practices

and ways of thinking. While this process 

is enriching for many, it can be challeng-

ing for others. As we continue to attract

new residents from around the world and

the nation, acknowledging, welcoming and 

nurturing a diverse Portland will be critical 

to helping Portland thrive.

In 1990, according to the US Census, Port-

land’s population of 437,319 was 85 per-

cent white (370,135 persons); 7.7 percent 

African-American (33,530 persons) and 5.3

percent Asian-American (23,185 persons).  

In 2000, Portland’s population of 529,121 

was 78 percent white (412,241 persons), 6.6

percent African-American (35,115 persons) 

and 6.3 percent Asian-American (33,470 

persons). Between 1990 and 2000, Port-

land’s Hispanic or Latino population, which 

includes people with a range of racial back-

grounds, increased from 13,874 persons to 

36,058 persons—an increase of approxi-

mately 160 percent.

Local community agencies like the Native 

American Youth and Family Center (NAYA) 

and the Native American Rehabilitation 

Association of the Northwest, Inc. (NARA, 

NW) have raised awareness about Native 

populations by completing a community-

validated survey of the native population. 

In 2003, Native agencies reported a com-

munity validated population of 31,000. This 

highlights a signifi cant undercount in the 

2000 Census, which reported between 

6,785 and 14,701 American Indians and 

Alaskan Natives in Multnomah County.

Portlanders won’t just see change in the 

racial and ethnic background of friends, 

colleagues and neighbors, the age distri-

bution of Portlanders, along with the rest 

of the nation, is expected to change. A 

greater proportion of Portlanders will be of 

late middle age and older and there will be 

more one or two person households. The 

age distribution of residents and household 

size affects the types of housing needed, 

the design of public spaces and the ser-

vices provided by the City.
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Did you know that funding
for infrastructure comes 
from many sources?

? ngg

Portland: Population by Place of Birth

1990, 2000, 2007

1990

2000

2007

US Born

Foreign Born

13.4%

13%

8%
92%

87%

86.6%
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