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On Friday July 8
th

, applications are due for the second federal Sustainable Communities Initiative (SCI) 

Grant.  This Grant is part of a joint venture between the Department of Transportation, the 

Environmental Protection Agency, and the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD),.  

This partnership was formed in 2009, and reflects the growing understanding that the work of these 

three agencies overlaps heavily.  

Portland applied for the SCI grant last year, but to everyone’s surprise, did not receive funding.  This 

year, the purpose and qualifications are a bit different, but the themes remain the same – they are 

seeking organizations which reflect their “Livability Principles.”    These include creating more 

transportation options, promoting equitable affordable housing, and supporting existing communities.  

Portland is seen a leader in these areas, but in a de-briefing with HUD after last year’s round of grants, 

they were unsure as to how Portland’s plans aligned with any of the Principles. 

In that de-briefing, social equity emerged as a major weakness.  Portland explained in their application 

that the quality of life for which we are famous is not shared equally by all residents, and they offered 

little explanation of how it would remedy this. One problem is that Portland’s sustainable planning 

efforts tend to be project-based, focusing creativity and resources into model communities at the 

expense of other existing communities, such as Outer East Portland.  In Urban Renewal efforts, for 

example, displacement runs rampant, and Portland admitted in its SCI application that “affordable 

housing development has often been an afterthought.” 

“Sustainable” communities like Orenco Station are not truly sustainable, for they are self-contained, and 

inaccessible to many.  They do little increase access to opportunity for existing areas, especially those 

where housing affordable to working families is located far from jobs and services, and to which the 

only option is to drive.  In general, the term “sustainability” is too easily and too often twisted to define 

a ridiculously broad range of activities.  For the Sustainable Communities Initiative, the term takes on a 

tone of inclusion, and equality of opportunity, promoted by integrated planning for housing, 

transportation, and the environment.   

As Portland and Metro prepare this year’s SCI grant application, their approach must be different.  This 

year they are looking for organizations with expertise in various areas of sustainability, who can work 

directly with communities, and who will form a national coalition and leadership network.  Portland has 

a wonderful chance to be part of this coalition.  But it must admit to its shortcomings, and show a true 

interest in learning.  Portland offers years of experience in land use practices control, diverse transit 

options, green infrastructure, and community engagement.   As a grantee and Sustainable Communities 

coalition member, Portland could impart its knowledge to communities throughout the country, while 

learning from other members how to be more equitable in its practices.  As HUD Deputy Secretary Ron 

Sims stated in a visit last year, the Portland region needs to be “bold in pursuing greater equity for low-

income residents and communities of color as it plans for the future.” 

 


