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October 15, 2009 
 
Greatest Place Comments 
Planning and Development 
600 NE Grand Ave. 
Portland, OR 97232 
 
Re: Comments Regarding “Strategies For A Prosperous and Sustainable Region 
 
 
Dear Mr. Jordan: 
 
 The Housing Land Advocates (“HLA”) is an advocacy organization dedicated to 
using land use planning and the law to address affordable housing conditions in 
Oregon.  As such, we take this opportunity to provide comments on Metro’s current 
planning effort, “Making the Greatest Place” and the recommended strategies to 
implement it.  Specifically, we have reviewed the documents pertaining to this planning 
effort and are concerned that affordable housing, as a regional issue and policy, is not 
being addressed.  In addition, we have recommendations for strategies that Metro 
should use to address the lack of affordable housing within the region.  
 
 
A.  Metro should affirmatively act to link affordable housing, land use and 
transportation policy.  
 
 HLA’s overarching goal with respect to Metro’s planning authority is to encourage 
the use of its entire toolbox to establish concrete goals, and clear and objective planning 
standards for achieving a mix of affordable housing in a fair allocation across all 
regional neighborhoods.  While we believe that Metro’s approach to review both 
housing costs and transportation costs in its Housing Needs Analysis is an important 
step in planning for global affordability, HLA believes the analysis falls far short of 
providing steps to overcome the lack of supply of affordable housing in the region.  In 
light of Metro’s past attempts to address affordable housing, with little or no perceivable 
improvements in the availability of affordable housing in the region, HLA is ready to offer 
its participation in establishing working solutions. 
 
 We have five main suggestions for increasing the land available for, and, over 
time, supply of affordable housing in the Metro region: 
 

1. Set concrete regional goals, objectives and performance measures.  If local 
governments are to be inspired to undertake serious consideration of the location and  
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supply of affordable housing, Metro must make affordable housing a regional goal and 
objective.   

2. Recommend changes in any local comprehensive plan to ensure that the plan conforms 
to the district’s goals and objectives and the statewide planning goals. 

3. Review comprehensive plans for compliance with Goal 10 and the administrative rules.   
4. Set affordable housing standards for jurisdictions within the Metro region in order to 

achieve an equitable regional distribution of affordable housing as it does with town 
centers and transit. 

5. Develop one regional policy and plan that directly links affordable housing to 
transportation, land use, natural resource protection and livability goals, objectives and 
actions.  Develop performance measures that address this link. 

 
These suggestions are based on the available statutory authority for Metro to 

take immediate action to plan for and increase the supply of affordable housing 
throughout the region.  In addition, HLA strongly recommends a more hands on 
approach by Metro so that Metro can come into compliance with federal fair housing 
laws.  The following is an outline of the tools currently available for Metro’s use in 
undertaking a process to achieve the five suggestions set forth above.   

 
Pursuant to Metro’s statutory authority, ORS 268.380 identifies Metro’s power to 

review local plans.  Once Metro internally establishes that affordable housing is a goal 
of the agency, then pursuant to ORS 268.380(1) (b), Metro can recommend changes in 
any plan to ensure that the plan conforms to the district’s goals and objectives and the 
statewide planning goals.1  In addition, this broad power allows Metro to both enforce its 
policies on local governments and ensure that at a minimum Goal 10 compliance, in 
terms of planning for buildable lands, is undertaken as Metro reviews comprehensive 
plans. 

 
Further, ORS 268.380(1) (d) allows Metro to facilitate the efforts of various local 

governments to ensure that affordable housing goals can be achieved.  This 
achievement can be made by Metro coordinating its activities and the related activities 
of the cities and counties within the region with the land use planning development 
activities of the federal government, and other local government bodies.  This statutory 
authority is provided because agencies like Metro are necessary to achieve society’s 
broad goals of affordable housing by looking at the challenge from a regional level.  We 
cannot ensure adequate supply of affordable housing without Metro’s leadership in 
identifying the amount and location of affordable housing and which partners are 
necessary to achieve regional planning to address affordable housing demand. 

 

                                                 
1  Note Goal 10’s needed housing definition includes government-assisted housing.  Metro’s authority to 
review plans for compliance with Goal 10 is an additional source for Metro’s requirement to adhere to the 
federal fair housing laws.  See Section B, infra. 
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Metro can and should identify affordable housing as a planning activity that has a 

metropolitan impact.  Pursuant to ORS 268.390(2), Metro can prepare and adopt  
functional plans for affordable housing both because of its impact to transportation, as 
evidenced by Metro’s inclusion of transportation costs in the Housing Needs Analysis, 
and by its own right for the region-wide impacts that affordable housing has on the 
fabric of community development.  If Metro adopts an affordable housing regional 
framework, then under ORS 268.390(5) it can adopt implementing ordinances that 
require each city and county within the jurisdiction of the district to make land use 
decisions consistent with the regional framework plan.  This statutory authority provides 
Metro with the control necessary to bring affordable housing to the forefront of local 
planning decisions.   

 
In addition, the regional framework gives Metro the needed policy structure to 

ensure that local governments take notice of the affordable housing goals and 
ordinances of Metro when making their own land use planning decisions.  ORS 
268.390(5) (d) gives Metro the ability to require changes in local land use standards and 
procedures to remedy a local government’s decision to deviate from or failure to 
implement the regional framework.  With this remedy, Metro also has enforcement 
powers under ORS 368.390(7) to withhold discretionary funds from the city or county 
that fails to adhere to the regional framework plan for affordable housing. 

 
This outline suggests that constructing a workable affordable housing policy is 

possible given Metro’s toolbox.  We encourage Metro to make efficient and quick use of 
these tools to resolve the inequities resulting from a lack of affordable housing in all 
neighborhoods in our region. 

 
 

B.  Making the Greatest Place Recommendations failure to acknowledge the growing 
concentration of lower income households, results in an inequitable distribution 
of affordable housing opportunities within the region by race and ethnicity. 
 

Of significant concern to HLA is the lack of awareness of a growing concentration 
of poverty and ethnicity within the region.  Metro’s Housing Needs Analysis forecasts an 
increasing concentration of lower income households within the region, separate and 
apart from other areas which will have a substantially lower number of lower income 
households.  This is not the result of affordable housing opportunities within the areas of 
increasing concentration of lower income households.  It is a clear indication of the lack 
of affordable housing elsewhere.  

 
Strikingly, the Housing Needs Analysis fails to consider race and ethnicity in its 

housing projections.  Historically, policies and practices of state and local governments  
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have resulted in segregated residential patterns.2  Neither the Urban Growth Report nor 
the Housing Needs Analysis state why it is appropriate to ignore past and current trends  
affecting the present distribution of housing opportunities when estimating future 
housing patterns across the region.  Failure to include a discussion of who has access 
to the various housing opportunities across the region is a critical one and substantially 
undermines the credibility and effectiveness of the recommendations. 
 
           There is nothing that would indicate the factors responsible for lack of equitable 
housing opportunities for lower income or minority households have ceased to exist or 
will not impact current or future housing opportunities. For example, rising housing costs 
in Portland have reached levels that are not affordable to low income households, many 
of whom are African American, leading to the gentrification of Portland and other Metro 
jurisdictions. The result has been a diaspora of these lower income households and 
minority families out of neighborhoods that traditionally provided housing for these 
groups.  These households have moved from the inner neighborhoods of North, 
Northeast and Southeast of Portland to concentrate in the outer areas of Multnomah 
County and elsewhere over the past decade. The City of Portland conducted a survey 
of its citizens in 2006 and reported the following finding: 

Portlanders identifying with minority groups frequently experience inequities and 
injustices in their lives. 

They attribute the persistent income gaps between whites and minority groups and the 
lack of sufficient affordable housing to the legacy of racial segregation. 

And 

African Americans and other groups express anger and resentment over their 
displacement from North and Northeast Portland neighborhoods.3  

     Multnomah County’s 2005 Analysis of Impediments described the trend in the 
following manner:   

 
Lower-income renters feel the impact disproportional.  Areas of the city such as 

North and Northeast Portland that once experienced high vacancy rates (9.6% in 1990) 
have seen a decrease (4.6% in 2002) while citywide rates during this period have  

 
 

                                                 
2 Initial Report of the United States of America to the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Racial 

Discrimination, at 53, delivered to the U.N. Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (Sept. 2000), 

available at http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/100294.pdf 
3 Vision into Action: The Vision PDX Input Report, available at 

http://www.visionpdx.com/reading/inputsummary/social_issues/index. 

at
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remained stable (5.6%).  Economic forces in Portland threaten the preservation of 
affordable rental housing that has traditionally housed the most vulnerable households 
in the area, the disabled, the elderly who live on a fixed income, and families with low 
incomes that need to live close to the places where family members work.  As of 2002 
one-bedroom apartments were renting for $691-899, and it was “increasingly difficult to  
obtain downtown housing that is affordable to low-income households.  Twenty-eight 
percent of renters within the central city area face a severe housing cost burden.”  
 
As housing prices continue to rise, the poverty rate in Multnomah County continues to 
be at 11.6%, ranking it the 24th worst in the nation among major metropolitan areas. As 
the City has said, “The challenge in the next decade will be to ensure that Portland is an 
affordable city to all of its residents.” (P. 65) 
 
          A review of the Housing Needs Analysis reveals that the migration of lower 
income households to outer SE.  Portland neighborhoods, towards Gresham and 
Milwaukie will continue over the next twenty years. These are places that lack good 
access to parks; transit; pedestrian and bicycle facilities; employment opportunities; 
cultural amenities; and quality K-12 programs. 
 
           The segregation of households by class and income is not a phenomenon unique 
to Multnomah County.  Within Washington County, lower income households are 
concentrated within the western half of the county, specifically within Forest Grove, 
Cornelius and Hillsboro.  Indeed, seven (7) block groups within the Hillsboro contain a 
poverty population ranging from 45% to 30%.4 The majority of those block groups are 
concentrated within the city limits of Hillsboro and are predominantly populated by 
Hispanic households.5 
 
             The failure to address the growing concentration of poverty may be a violation 
of fair housing laws.  It is well recognized that the lack of affordable housing burdens the 
very low and low income households to a greater extent than higher income 
households.  However, it is also well known that minorities and persons with disabilities 
are disproportionately represented within these lower income groups.  This is true on a 
national level as well as within our own region.  For example, 62% of Hispanic 
households in Washington County are of extremely low, low or moderate income 
compared to 25% of the White population.  Although Hispanics account for 14% of the 
county’s population, at least 62% of Hispanic households experience difficulty in 
obtaining affordable housing compared to 29% of White households.6 A review of the 
demographics of the neighborhoods of elementary schools led to the conclusion in that 
there is evidence that neighborhoods within Washington County are segregated by race  

                                                 
4 Washington County Consolidated Plan 2005-2010, Figure 4-1 Low Mod Concentration 
5 Washington County Consolidated Plan 2005-2010,  Figure 4-6 Ethnic Concentration 
6 Washington County 2004 Analysis of Impediments, p.  
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and income.  7 It was not surprising that in 2004, Washington County determined that 
the lack of affordable housing for lower income households was an impediment to fair 
housing.8 
 

Metro is an entity that is covered by the Fair Housing Act Amendments of 1988 
and Oregon’s Anti-Discrimination Act (ORS 649A et seq.).  Metro should analyze the 
impacts of all its policies to determine whether or not they will decrease or increase the 
development of affordable housing, and if in adopting such policies it is in compliance 
with state and federal anti-discrimination laws.  In doing so, Metro would be acting 
consistently with current federal policy regarding housing, transportation and energy.  
On June 16, 2009, EPA joined with the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD) and the U. S. Department of Transportation (DOT) to help improve 
access to affordable housing, more transportation options, and lower transportation 
costs while protecting the environment in communities nationwide.  Through a set of 
guiding livability principles and a partnership agreement that will guide the agencies' 
efforts, this partnership will coordinate federal housing, transportation, and other 
infrastructure investments to protect the environment, promote equitable development, 
and help to address the challenges of climate change. 
 

We firmly recommend that Metro take the affirmative steps outlined above to 
address the lack of affordable housing and the inequitable distribution of housing 
opportunities within the region. Housing, in particular its location, is the primary 
mechanism for accessing opportunity in our society.  Housing location determines the 
quality of schools children attend, the quality of public services, access to employment 
and transportation, health risks, access to health care and public safety.  Without a 
change in current policies or land use practices, rising housing costs will continue to 
dictate housing patterns throughout the region and will be the determining factor of 
where lower income households will and will not live. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 

Metro cannot throw up its hands and claim to be doing the best it can to address 
affordable housing in the region because it lacks more tools to make positive change.  
Gentrification and spatial segregation by income, class and racial and ethnic groups will 
continue unless we collectively do something about it at the regional and local levels.  
Portland will not become the “greatest place” that it rightly aspires to be if it ignores 
fundamental social and economic trends in its planning processes. 

 

                                                 
7 Washington County 2004  Analysis of Impediments p.19 
8 Washington County 2004 Analysis of Impediments p.81 
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HLA looks forward to continuing the conversation with Metro to help create a 

regional framework for affordable housing and to analyze broader land use mechanisms 
to implement that regional framework.  Such mechanisms may include, but are not 
limited to, alterations in system development charges, inclusionary zoning, tax base 
sharing, density bonuses, and modified parking standards.   

 
We encourage Metro to convene a conversation with community members 

interested in planning for and making affordable housing a reality in the region.  Thank 
you for your consideration of these comments. 
 
 
       Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 

Ellen Johnson 
       Chair, Housing Land Advocates 
 
 
cc: Michael Jordan, COO, Metro 
 
           Mr. Gerald “Jerry” Cohen, AARP Oregon State Director 
 
 Julie Nepveu, AARP Foundation Litigation 
 
 Bandana Shrestha, AARP Oregon 
 
 Margaret Neal, Portland State University 
 
 Janet Hammer, Portland State University 
 
 Alan Delatorre, Portland State University 
 
 Moloy Good, Fair Housing Council of Oregon 
 
 

 
 
 

 


