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Abstract 

 Portland, Oregon consistently fares well when it is compared to other cities.  This 

paper briefly reviews the theoretical underpinnings of regional and participatory 

governance, and extrapolates on the reasons why Portland is often accepted as a 

model of best practice for both sets of criteria.  This paper argues that these policies 

are the results of specific contextual variables, so labelling Portland a model of best 

practice in these fields is largely inaccurate.  Conversely, some policies, such as 

residential discrimination, were amplified in Portland because of its entrenchment of 

white middle class values and its history of racism.  Thus, while Portland is generally 

considered a model of best practice for regional and participatory governance, this 

praise is largely unjustified.  In fact, Portland should instead be considered a model of 

worst practice for racial integration. 

Introduction 

In the field of urban policy, comparisons are constantly being made between cities. 

Planners, policy makers, politicians, and developers continually search for methods 

of best practice in order to make their cities more competitive, more sustainable, and 

ultimately, more liveable. Cities want to retain their current populations, attract future 

residents, and entice further capital investment; as a result, the criteria that constitute 

best practices are constantly evolving. While safe, spacious suburbs with tree-lined 

streets may once have been the utopian ideal, Jane Jacobs revolutionized urban 

planning and urban policy in 1961, with her book ―The Death and Life of Great 

American Cities‖ (Jacobs 1961, 16-25; Leo 2002, 216).  Suburban sprawl and 

decrepit central cities are now salient issues that policy makers must address.  
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In addition, the way people conceptualize the role of government, and the 

government‘s responsibility for formulating and implementing urban policy, has 

transformed over the past 50 years. Due to the evolutionary nature of the 

comparative criteria, the consensus about which cities are the most innovative policy 

leaders is transitory, yet the process of comparison will continue, as cities compete 

for pride and population.  

Portland, Oregon consistently fares well when it is compared to other cities.  It is 

often commended for being a very liveable city, and it has received a number of 

accolades and awards (Hagerman 2007, 285).  For example, Portland has recently 

been named ―the Most Livable City in America (Money Magazine), Best Place to Live 

(CNN), Number 1 Cycling City in North America (Bicycling Magazine), among the 

Top 25 Arts Destinations (AmericanStyle magazine), and the Most Child-Friendly City 

in America‖ (Irazabel 2005, 146). More specifically, Portland is repeatedly cited as an 

example of best practice in reference to both its unique style of regional governance 

and its distinct forms of participatory governance. The Metro Council of Portland, or 

Metro, is the only regional government in the US directly elected by voters. This is 

significant because regional governance is frequently lauded as an economic, 

environmental, and equitable solution to many of the problems that currently plague 

urban centres (Dreier, Mollenkopf, and Swanstrom 2004, 220-225, 236). Moreover, 

participatory governance is considered an integral part of a healthy network 

governance system. A study conducted by the National Citizen Participation 

Development Project at Tufts University concluded that Portland is one of four 

American cities that have ―especially well-developed participation systems‖ (Sirianni 

and Friedland 2001, 69).  Portland ranks very high in regional governance and 

participatory governance indices, and is often regarded as a model of best practice in 

both subfields of urban policy studies.   

This paper briefly reviews the theoretical underpinnings of regional and participatory 

governance, and extrapolates on the reasons why Portland is often accepted as a 

model of best practice for both sets of criteria. However, this paper also emphasizes 

the historical and political reasons why regional and participatory governance were 

established in Portland, Oregon, and explains why labelling Portland a model of best 

practice in these fields is largely inaccurate. Lastly, this paper examines a case study 

of Albina, Portland‘s historically African-American district, in an effort to provide a 

comprehensive analysis of the more sinister aspects of urban policy in America‘s 

Most Liveable City. This paper argues that comparisons made between cities must 

be more critical in their analyses. Whereas Portland is generally considered a leader 

in regional and participatory governance, these policies are the result of contextual 
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variables and specific decisions made by particular individuals. However, some 

policies, such as residential discrimination, were ubiquitous in American cities, and 

were in fact amplified in the city of Portland because of its entrenchment of white 

middle class values and its history of racism. While Portland is generally considered 

a model of best practice for regional and participatory governance, this praise is 

largely unjustified. In fact, Portland should instead be considered a model of worst 

practice for racial integration.  

Theoretical Basis of Regional Governance 

Dreier, Mollenkopf, and Swanstrom systematically explain the processes that have 

led to economic segregation and suburban sprawl in the majority of American cities in 

Place Matters: Metropolitics for the Twenty-first Century (2004, 103–151). The 

authors point to the increased autonomy and fragmentation of local governments, 

strict land-use control, America‘s obsession with the automobile, and residential 

discrimination as the main government policies that have resulted in the creation of 

derelict central cities and affluent suburbs (Dreier, Mollenkopf, and Swanstrom 2004, 

111–125).  The socioeconomic and racial segregation that corresponds to this 

geographic division has become entrenched in the general consciousness (Dreier, 

Mollenkopf, and Swanstrom 2004). Numerous representations of the ―threatening 

inner-city‖ and the ―safe suburb‖ are found everywhere from academic articles to 

graphic novels and culturally iconic films: Batman lives in Gotham City because it is 

full of crime and sin, while the Stepford Wives would seem out of place in downtown 

Detroit.   

Regionalism provides a tenable solution to the problems that result from this central 

city/suburban divide (Dreier, Mollenkopf, and Swanstrom 2004, 221–225). Feiock, 

Jae Moon, and Jun Park assert that ―metropolitan regions are the building blocks of 

local, national, and global economies‖ (Feiock, Jae Moon, and Park 2008, 30).  

Instead of conceptualizing economic development in terms of a completely flat, 

globally-integrated world like Thomas Friedman, or adhering to the spiky, city-centred 

model of economic innovation popularized by Richard Florida, Feiock et al assert that 

regional governance is the most adept at fuelling economic advancement and 

innovative development.  Regional governance helps industries, and the networks in 

which these industries are embedded, become more efficient because the duplication 

of transaction costs is minimized (Feiock et al 2008). In a world increasingly 

characterized by the concentration of industries in specific regions (e.g. Silicon 

Valley), the decentralization of hierarchical governmental control, and the evolution of 

increasingly complex structures of network governance that incorporate public, for-
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profit, and not-for-profit actors, Feiock et al believe that regional governance is the 

best way to create competitive economic advantage (Feiock et al 2008, 30).   

However, regionalism does not only solve economic and efficiency problems. For 

those less concerned about techno-industrial economic development and more 

concerned about vibrant and diverse central cities, regional governance may still 

provide the answer. Jane Jacobs states in her influential book, The Death and Life of 

Great American Cities: 

―I have concentrated on great cities, and on their inner areas, because this is the 

problem that has been most consistently evaded in planning theory. I think this may 

also have somewhat wider usefulness as time passes, because many of the parts of 

today‘s cities in the worst, and apparently most baffling, trouble were suburbs or 

dignified, quiet residential areas not too long ago; eventually many of today‘s brand-

new suburbs or semisuburbs are going to be engulfed in cities and will succeed or fail 

in that condition depending on whether they can adapt to functioning successfully as 

city districts. Also, to be frank, I like dense cities best and care about them most‖ 

(Jacobs 1961, 16).  

The former suburbs in quiet residential areas that Jacobs refers to are akin to the 

―inner-ring suburbs‖ that Dreier et al refer to in Place Matters (Dreier et al 2004, 29; 

Jacobs 1961, 16). Evidently, both Jacobs and contemporary academics acknowledge 

that central cities, inner-ring suburbs, and outer-ring suburbs are not separate 

entities, but instead complementary parts of an integrated whole. Regional 

governance has the ability to address equity concerns, as patterns of development 

have often involved white flight to the suburbs, leaving ethnically diverse central cities 

that are heavily imbued with poverty (Dreier et al 2004, 239).  Regional governance 

can potentially foster cooperation between the nucleus of a metropolitan region and 

its inner and outer rings, and consequently subvert the resentment and competition 

that exists between central cities and their suburbs (Dreier et al 2004, 111). As cities 

expand geographically and become more densely populated, regional governance 

offers an alternative solution to the dichotomy between decrepit central cities and 

sprawling suburbs.  

The ascendancy of environmentalism during the last 30 years is another reason why 

regional governance is often celebrated. For example, Los Angeles is infamous for 

the amount of smog that has been generated by its metropolitan region, and the 

millions of cars that commute to and from the suburbs are among the most 

reprehensible offenders. In addition to the amount of air pollution created by 
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automobile exhaust, environmentalists are concerned about suburban sprawl 

encroaching on forests, farmland, wetlands, and other undeveloped areas that seem 

to be constantly under threat (Dreier et al 2004, 222). It follows that former Vice 

President Al Gore included smart growth in the Clinton-Gore administration‘s 

―livability agenda,‖ which concentrated on preserving undeveloped land, redeveloping 

brownfield areas, minimizing congestion, and improving air quality (Dreier et al 2004, 

223). Regional governance is often considered a sustainable solution for the future 

because metropolitan governing bodies can impose strict zoning legislation, redirect 

growth through the implementation of urban boundaries, and successfully protect 

undeveloped areas, all with the entire region‘s best economic and environmental 

interests at heart (Dreier et al 2004, 222).  

Regional governance appears to be a panacea to the numerous problems created by 

the central city/suburban divide—it  addresses environmental concerns, and 

encourages economic development by supporting the creation of networks and 

facilitating the geographic concentration of industrial development. Furthermore, 

regional governance enables planners and policy makers to conceive of metropolitan 

regions as dynamic and integrated organisms, instead of treating central cities, inner 

ring suburbs, and outer ring suburbs as separate entities in constant competition with 

one another. This holistic perspective enables regional governance to address equity 

concerns. The following evaluation of Portland determines whether or not this city 

should be considered a model of best practice for regional governance.  

Regional Governance in Portland 

The Metro Council in Portland, Oregon is the only directly elected regional 

government in the United States of America (Dreier et al 2004, 236). Metro is 

governed by six council members, who are elected by district, and a council 

president, who is elected region-wide (Irazabal 2005, 152). The structure of Metro 

has evolved over time, and each modification has been approved by voters. The 

current, autonomous system was solidified when the service functions of the original 

Metropolitan Service District were combined with the planning functions of the 

Columbia Region Association of Governments in 1978 (Irazabal 2005, 152; Abbott 

2001, 157-160). Presently, Metro is responsible for governing 24 cities, eight sewer 

districts, and 40 water districts in Clackamas, Multnomah, and Washington counties, 

which are home to approximately 1.5 million people collectively (Irazabal 2005, 151; 

Metro Council). The city of Portland is in Multnomah County.  
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Metro is responsible for regional solid waste disposal, the operation of the Oregon 

Zoo, the facilitation of the Oregon Convention Centre and the downtown Performing 

Arts Centre, and for setting more general rules and regulations about development 

and growth in the Portland metropolitan area (Abbott 2001, 160; Dreier et al 2001, 

238).  Metro is not responsible for the facilitation of regional public transportation, as 

this falls under the jurisdiction of Tri-Met, the public transportation authority in 

Portland (Abbott 2001, 160; Dreier et al 2001, 238).  One of Metro‘s most important 

tasks is the administration and enforcement of Portland‘s urban growth boundary 

(UGB) (Abbott 2001, 160–161; Dreier et al 2004, 238).   

Zoning and land use laws are very strict in the state of Oregon. In 1973, state 

legislation was passed that established the Land Conservation and Development 

Commission (LCDC), and this legislation also included Senate Bill 100, which 

―requires every Oregon city and country to prepare a comprehensive plan that 

responds to a set of statewide goals‖ that are set by LCDC (Abbott 2001, 161; 

Irazabal 2005, 148). These goals cover a range of topics, such as the role of citizens 

in the planning process, the preservation of undeveloped areas, the protection of the 

coastline, energy conservation, and urbanization (Irazabal 2005, 148; Hales 2001, 

282). The enforcement of urban growth boundaries around each metropolitan region 

in Oregon is an attempt to comply with LCDC‘s 19 goals (Abbott 2001; Irazabal 

2005). By increasing density within the UGB of a particular metropolitan region, 

suburban sprawl is avoided, and farmland and undeveloped natural areas are not 

encroached upon, much to the satisfaction of Oregon‘s farmers and 

environmentalists (Abbott 2001, 161–162).   

The imposition of a regional UGB has enabled Portland to avoid the derelict central 

city/suburban sprawl divide: ―Portland now treats the downtown core and surrounding 

frame as a single high density ―central city‖…One reason Portland is so strong at the 

center is the lack of a suburban beltway‖ (Abbott 2001, 146–148). Strict zoning rules 

accompany the UGB, rules that specify target densities (Hales 2001, 282). For 

example, ten housing units must occupy every acre throughout the city on average, 

with 50 percent of the housing units being zoned for multi-family use and 50 percent 

of the housing units being zoned for single-family use (Hales 2001, 282). Additionally, 

the redevelopment of brownfield districts directly north and south of the downtown 

core has encouraged mixed commercial and residential use (Hagerman 2008). In 

December 1994, Metro adopted the Region 2040 Growth Concept, which outlined 

future plans for a high density city, the preservation of undeveloped land outside the 

UGB, and the adaptation of more appropriate methods of transportation to fulfil 

development goals (Abbott 2001, 168). Jane Jacobs would approve of Portland‘s 
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concentrated population and primary mixed uses (Jacobs 1961). The metropolitan 

region should be recognized for making a concerted effort to avoid the dichotomous 

distinction between a shabby central city and suburban sprawl.  

But does this make Portland a model of best practice for regional governance? 

Regional governance in Portland is primarily fuelled by environmental issues, and 

Metro‘s administration and enforcement of the UGB do indicate that regional 

governance is a tenable solution for environmental concerns. However, context is 

crucial, and whether Portland‘s form of regional governance is exportable remains 

debatable. For instance, specific individuals, such as Governor Tom McCall, were 

instrumental in Portland‘s fierce adherence to ―compact growth strategies,‖ as he 

famously denounced ―sagebrush divisions, coastal condomania, and the ravenous 

rampage of suburbia‖ in a speech about land use in 1973 (Quoted in Abbott 2001, 

156). Furthermore, the solidification of the Metropolitan Service District was decided 

by voters, who could have changed the trajectory of regional governance at several 

points in Metro‘s evolution. Finally, regional governance was established to protect 

the environment in Oregon because people place a lot of value on forests, farmland, 

mountains, rivers, and the ocean, which are natural features that do not exist in every 

jurisdiction (Abbott 2001; Irazabal 2005; Parsons and Daniel 2002). 

Even if one accepts that Portland‘s Metro Council is a model of best practice for 

environmental solutions, it does not adequately respond to economic, efficiency, or 

equity concerns. Feiock et al assert that regional governance encourages economic 

expansion and innovation because it adapts to the decentralization of governmental 

authority, the evolution of complex network governance structures, and the 

agglomeration of industrial development (Feiock et al 2008). However, while 

Portland‘s electronics, manufacturing, and food processing industries are stable, and 

the downtown core was successfully revitalized, it would be an over-exaggeration to 

label Portland an economic powerhouse or burgeoning centre of economic 

development (Abbott 2001; Barbour 1982). Thus, evidence does not suggest that 

regional governance in Portland has led to a significant increase in economic 

development and expansion. 

While regional governance has helped the city avoid central city decline and 

suburban sprawl, this does not mean that equity issues have been solved.  Due to 

the predominance of the white middle class and the relatively small minority 

population compared to other American cities, many of the equity issues that stem 

from the interaction between race and class have not affected Portland‘s negotiation 

of central city/suburban relations to the same degree as other metropolitan regions 
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(Dreier et al 2004, 239).  Nevertheless, spatial segregation due to residential 

discrimination did lead to the development of a African-American ethnic enclave in 

the northeast region of the city, and poverty was heavily concentrated in this district 

until it began to be gentrified in the 1990s (Gibson 2007; Sullivan 2007; Portland 

Bureau of Planning 1993).   

Metro has attempted to address the issue of homelessness in concert with the state‘s 

strict zoning laws. However, Metro was unable to designate a minimum number of 

housing units for low to moderate income households because of the competing 

interests of developers (Abbott 2001, 226). Metro‘s Regional Affordable Housing 

Strategy encourages developers to incorporate ―voluntary inclusionary measures,‖ 

but there is no method of enforcement (Abbott 2001, 226). Thus, due to the 

contextual factors that have shaped Portland‘s environmental concerns, the absence 

of notable regional economic expansion and innovation, and the unsuccessful 

resolution of racial and socioeconomic equity issues, regional governance in Portland 

is not a model of best practice that should be applied to other American cities.  

Theoretical Basis of Network and Participatory Governance Systems 

While policy theorists may never agree on the particulars about how policy is 

formulated or implemented, it is difficult to deny that the policymaking process has 

become increasingly more complex. The primacy of public-private partnerships, the 

centrality of the not-for-profit sector, and the impact of direct citizen participation in 

the policymaking process are difficult to ignore. It is generally accepted that we have 

moved from a rigidly structured form of hierarchical government, to a more 

amorphous form of network governance. Hagerman explains: 

―If previous studies treated government as a monolith that created policy internally 

while implementing it through hierarchically organized institutions, governance 

documents the fragmentation of the state. Policy formation involves increasingly 

complex negotiations among interest groups, officials, and community organizations 

while implementation is often through public-private partnerships, intergovernmental 

agreements and other quasi-public forms. Within these governance contexts, 

negotiation and persuasion become more important than command and control‖ 

(Hagerman 2008, 96). 

Three theoretical models help illuminate the network structure of governance, 

specifically by revealing the integral role widespread participation plays in the 

process: Actor Network Theory, the Mutual Adjustment Model, and Participatory 
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Democracy Theory. Essentially, it is difficult to sustain a system of network 

governance unless people from all sectors are participating. While each of the three 

models highlights particular aspects of network governance, these models are 

complementary, not competitive.   

Actor Network Theory asserts that actors within a network governance structure are 

directly impacted by the interactions that occur within the network (Hagerman 2008, 

98). The complex relationships that involve a multitude of actors in the public, for-

profit, and not-for-profit sectors shape future interactions between organizations, and 

the people who staff them, by creating both a concrete set of procedures and 

principles and a more abstract understanding of how to approach different issues and 

proceed with problem-solving (Hagerman 2008, 98). According to this theoretical 

model, agency is acquired and relational, not inherent or individually possessed 

(Rutland and Aylett 2008, 632).  Furthermore, due to the interdependent and 

interactive relationships between actors in a network governance structure, it 

becomes more difficult to exert individual power or control; people‘s individual agency 

is constrained because people‘s actions are dependent on the actions of others 

(Hagerman 2008, 98). Actor network theory rejects the idea that a central figure 

directs or controls interaction within the network, and even nonhuman entities are 

given legitimacy as actants (Rutland and Aylett 2008, 632). Network governance is 

dependent on a considerable amount of mutual respect, reliability, and trust, which is 

based on a precedent that has already been set (Feiock et al 2008, 31). Therefore, 

active participation is paramount to Actor Network Theory, as network governance 

structures are based on the complex interactions among people and between people 

and the environments in which people exist (Hagerman 2008, 98; Rutland and Aylett 

2008, 632). 

Drawing on the interdependent relationships that are central to Actor Network 

Theory, the Mutual Adjustment Model suggests ―that policy is created through a 

deliberative process between groups engaged in problem solving‖ (Hagerman 2008, 

102). This theoretical model focuses on the multidirectional nature of policymaking 

within a network governance structure. Opposed to the top-down, hierarchical 

structure of the rational actor model, the Mutual Adjustment Model emphasizes the 

ongoing debates, discussions, and ―discursive struggles‖ that are involved in a 

collaborative process of policy making (Hagerman 2008, 102). This model 

acknowledges that policy making in a network governance structure involves many 

different actors who have disparate points of view and different interpretations about 

how problems are framed; as a result, a policy decision involves deliberation about 

concepts, cooperation about objectives, and amalgamation of ideas (Hagerman 
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2008, 102–103). The Mutual Adjustment Model expands upon the concepts of 

participation and interdependency by contextualizing the nature of the relationships 

that exist between actors in a network governance structure.  

The last theoretical model is Participatory Democratic Theory. This theoretical 

perspective emphasizes the process of policy learning that occurs when people are 

directly involved in the policy-making process through organizations such as 

neighbourhood associations, interest groups, and community development 

corporations (Sirianni and Friedland 2001, 23–26). Sirianni and Friedland explain, 

―Through active participation, citizens become more knowledgeable about the 

political system, develop a great sense of their own efficacy, and widen their horizons 

beyond their own narrow self-interest to consider a broader public good‖ (2001, 23). 

Evidently, this model focuses on one particular group of actors, citizens, that are 

involved in the interdependent relationships and processes of deliberation discussed 

in the other theoretical models.   

Participatory Democratic Theory focuses on the ways citizens benefit from being 

involved in the policy-making process, however, the multidirectional aspect of 

network governance must also be taken into account. While policy learning based on 

active participation is a contributing factor to the development of human and social 

capital, citizens also make substantial contributions to the policy making process 

(Sirianni and Friedland 2001; Strachan 1994, 124–125). Even though the majority of 

citizens do not possess Master of Public Policy degrees, their concerns, expertise, 

and compassion are very relevant to policy development (Strachan 1994, 124–125). 

In fact, policy learning presumably occurs in both directions. Expert policy makers 

learn about the effects of past policies in order to shape prospects for the future by 

engaging with citizens, and citizens gain a more comprehensive understanding of 

how policy is transformed from an abstract idea into a concrete service by engaging 

with policy makers. Therefore, it is important to situate Participatory Democratic 

Theory in the broader conceptual arenas of the Mutual Adjustment Model and Actor 

Network Theory in order to fully comprehend the complex systems that people 

involved in network governance structures must navigate.  

The increasingly interconnected terrain of policymaking involves the participation of a 

number of interdependent actors, who learn from one another while unpacking 

complex policy problems in intricate network governance structures. Portland, 

Oregon is often cited as a model of best practice in regards to its strong tradition of 

participatory governance. An analysis of participatory governance in Portland 

assessing whether or not this praise is justified follows below.  
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Network and Participatory Governance Systems in Portland  

According to the National Citizen Participation Development Project at Tufts 

University, Portland is one of four American cities that have ―especially well-

developed participation systems‖  (Sirianni and Friedland 2001, 69). Portland‘s 

network of neighbourhood associations is one of the main indicators of the high level 

of participatory governance in the city; this network structure has helped mobilize 

citizen involvement in important planning processes, such as the 1988 Central City 

Plan (Sirianni and Friedland 2001, 71–73; Strachan 1994). In addition, the success of 

Portland‘s downtown revitalization, the ongoing riverfront rehabilitation, and the 

stability of Portland‘s industrial sector are due to the numerous public-private 

partnerships that have helped create the ―Most Livable City in America‖ (Barbour 

1982; Abbott 2001; Hagerman 2007). Last, but not least, the strong lobby of 

environmental interests in Portland has had a direct effect on the policy making, and 

implementation, processes (Abbott 2001). Considering all of these factors, it is 

understandable why Portland has a reputation for having one of the most well-

developed participation systems in the country (Sirianni and Friedland 2001, 69). 

During Mayor Neil Goldschmidt‘s term (1973–1979), Portland faced a demographic 

problem. The declining number of middle-class families living in the city was having a 

negative effect on neighbourhood density, the city tax base, and property values 

(Abbott 2001, 143). In an effort to generate a solution to this socioeconomic problem, 

Goldschmidt and his team developed a ―population strategy‖ (Abbott 2001, 143). The 

three main tenets of this strategy were revitalization of the downtown core, 

rehabilitation of older neighbourhoods, and investment in public transit (Abbott 2001, 

143–150). Goldschmidt‘s goal of revitalizing older neighbourhoods created 

opportunities for neighbourhood activists, as ―the new Goldschmidt administration 

decided to legitimize and partially co-opt neighbourhood activists by incorporating 

independent neighbourhood associations as secondary participants in public decision 

making‖ (Abbott 2001, 149). Thus, the Office of Neighbourhood Associations (ONA) 

was established in 1974, and it evolved into the Office of Neighbourhood Involvement 

in 1998, with a broader mandate for the social inclusion of groups that are not 

defined by a specific geographic location (Sirianni and Friedland 2001, 71).   

The semi-autonomous ONA provided an essential link between the city government 

and the citizen activists who wanted to play a more influential role in planning and 

policy making (Abbott 2001, 150). In fact, the establishment of the ONA formed an 

important part of the institutional framework that allowed participatory governance to 

flourish within a network structure. Instead of the Portland City Council centrally 
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controlling the system of network governance, the establishment of the ONA 

encouraged the development of agency among a multitude of actors through 

interaction and compromise, which exemplifies the ideas behind Actor Network 

Theory (Rutland and Aylett 2008, 632).   

One specific example of participatory governance at work in Portland is the 

development of the 1988 Central City Plan. During her time as a City Commissioner 

(1981– 1986), Margaret Strachan spearheaded a participatory planning process, ―in 

order for the entire city to feel that downtown was theirs‖ (Strachan 1994, 117). 

Acknowledging that different groups of people envisioned downtown in a number of 

disparate ways, Strachan and her allies in the Planning Bureau organized official 

hearings and discussions, and formalized the system of participatory governance by 

creating citizens‘ committees that focused on particular issue areas (Strachan 1994, 

120–121). This process of public consultation and the acknowledgement of different 

perspectives demonstrate important elements of the Mutual Adjustment Model. 

Strachan astutely identified the advantages of listening to the people who lived and 

worked in the neighbourhoods where policy makers were attempting to implement 

fundamental changes (Strachan 1994, 125; Hagerman 2008).  Strachan asserts,  

―People who live in a neighbourhood know if there are problems, if their children are 

at risk because of traffic patterns, for instance. It‘s incumbent on planners to learn 

how to understand all kinds of communication; otherwise, people turn off because 

they feel they haven‘t been heard‖ (Strachan 1994, 125).   

The multidirectional aspects of policy learning, embodied by Participatory Democracy 

Theory, are evidenced in the creation of the 1988 Central City Plan.   

Public-private partnerships also play an instrumental role in the network governance 

systems in Portland. The 1972 Downtown Plan catalyzed the revitalization of 

Portland‘s downtown core (Abbott 2001). This process was transformative, as it 

enticed business interests away from the suburbs and back to the city, in the hopes 

that people would view downtown Portland as a desirable leisure and shopping 

destination (Abbott 2001; Wollner, Provo, Schablisky 2001; Strachan 1994; Fosler 

and Berger 1982). The implementation of the Transmit Mall, which increased the 

traffic capacity of Fifth Avenue and Sixth Avenue by 300 percent, was a cornerstone 

in the development project, and required city officials to solicit support from investors 

and business-owners, a group of people known as ―the Powerful Downtown 

Committee‖ (Abbott 2001, 144; Fosler and Berger 1982, 219). This type of 

participatory governance that involves cooperation between the public and for-profit 
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sectors is also an integral part of the ongoing riverfront rehabilitation projects 

(Hagerman 2007).  These rehabilitation projects continue to development the former 

brownfield areas north and south of downtown, in an effort to create dense, multi-use 

commercial and residential neighbourhoods (Hagerman 2007).   

Not surprisingly, environmental groups have frequently participated in network 

governance structures in Portland. Riverfront for People was instrumental in 

transforming the former Harbour Drive into Tom McCall Waterfront Park (Abbott 

2001, 136–138).  Environmental groups such as 1000 Friends of Oregon, Livable 

Oregon, STOP (Sensible Transportation Options for People), and the Coalition for a 

Livable Future are very vocal about Portland‘s continued adherence to the UGB 

(Abbott 2001, 175).  Due to the strength of the environmental ethos is Portland, even 

those citizens who are not formerly organized into interest groups have actively 

participated in the governance of their city, by voting on the legislation that 

established the Metro Council and by supporting political candidates who are firmly 

committed to an environmental mandate (Abbott 2001, 176). Evidently, the city of 

Portland provides many avenues for people to participate in the network governance 

structures that make and implement policy.  

However, participatory governance in Portland is less inclusive than it first appears. 

While neighbourhood associations and the League of Women Voters may provide 

the city‘s female population with paths for political participation, the entrenchment of 

white, middle-class values in Portland must not be underestimated (Abbott 2001; 

Wollner, Provo, and Schablisky 2001; Hagerman 2007; Gibson 2007). Wollner, 

Provo, and Schablisky include some of the foundational principles that Portland was 

built upon in a publication about the history of urban renewal in Portland: ―Portlanders 

had a deep-seated Anglo-Saxon bias. Portlanders viewed their city as a center of 

problems: crime, rising taxes, minorities, and welfare recipients. Portlanders wanted 

above all else to keep their neighbourhoods familiar and unchanging‖ (2001, 2). 

While these ‗foundational principles‘ reflect the general sentiments in Portland since 

the 1950s, arguably, they have not changed significantly in the past 60 years. 

Perhaps the resilience of these attitudes is connected to the city‘s not so distant 

past—Portland was a centre of Ku Klux Klan activity in the 1920s (Holsinger 1968, 

329).   

Abbott extols the ―openness of civic life in Portland,‖ but then states that ―anyone can 

[participate in public life] who accepts the rules…and knows how to phrase ideas in 

the language of middle class policy discussion‖ (Abbott 2001, 151). Professor Abbott 

is apparently aware of this contradiction, as he explains how residents of lower socio-
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economic neighbourhoods have not reacted favourably to the ongoing civic renewal 

process:  

―These neighborhoods have struggled to maintain their viability in the face of 

suburbanization, institutional disinvestment, and sometimes public neglect even while 

middle class Portland was thriving.  A beauty salon proprietor resents the possibility 

of gentrifiers along a planned light rail extension: ―Martha Stewart doesn‘t live here.  

This is North Portland.  We are blue-collar, hard-working people.  We like the 

neighborhood the way it is.  The planners don‘t understand that‖ (Leeson Quoted in 

Abbott 2001, 154). 

Evidently, not all citizens have as much influence as Riverfront for People.  In an 

effort to appease advocates of low-income housing projects, the planners and 

developers of the rehabilitated River District (the former brownfield area north of 

downtown), incorporated some aspects of the low-income housing agenda and ―its 

more consensus-minded advocates into the planning process (leaving [the Portland 

Organizing Project] on the outside and favouring the somewhat poor over the very 

poor)‖ (Abbott 2001, 152). In fact, according to Hagerman‘s conclusions about the 

riverfront rehabilitation projects, the main objective is to attract elite consumers to 

these redeveloped middle class neighbourhoods, while the history of marginalized 

people who lived and worked in these former industrial districts is superficially 

acknowledged or ignored (Hagerman 2007, 287).  

Many elements of participatory governance are visible in Portland. Complex networks 

exist between the local government, the regional government, business interests, 

neighbourhood associations, and environmental groups. Thus, it is more accurate to 

consider Portland a model of best practice for participatory governance than a model 

of best practice for regional governance. The network structures that facilitate the 

functioning of participatory governance are exportable, and other cities can learn 

from the methods Portlanders use to participate in the policy making process. 

However, the depiction of Portland as a city with an exemplary participatory 

governance system becomes problematic when the focus shifts to the predominance 

of white, middle class values, and the exclusion of people who do not fit into this 

socio-economic category is highlighted. The agency that actors within the network 

governance structures possess may be acquired and relational, opposed to inherent 

and individual, but those actors and actants who are excluded from the network 

governance structures have little opportunity to develop agency (Rutland and Aylett 

2008, 632). A more in-depth analysis of one such excluded group, the residents of 

Albina, follows.    
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 Case Study of Albina: Portland’s Historically African-American District  

Contrary to the image of Portland as a cornucopia of progressivity, inclusivity, and 

participatory democracy, the legacy of residential discrimination, white flight, 

ghettoization, and gentrification in this area of Portland reveals more insidious 

aspects of urban policy (Gibson 2007).  The Albina district in northeast Portland is a 

microcosm of the deterioration of central cities that has occurred across America; due 

to the relatively small minority population in Portland, the deterioration was able to be 

contained (Gibson 2007; Hagerman 2007, 287). Nevertheless, based on the 

experiences of Portland‘s African-American population, perhaps Portland should be 

considered a model of worst practice for racial integration.  

Due to the official practice of residential discrimination, African-American people were 

forcibly concentrated in eight neighbourhoods of the Albina district throughout the 

first half of the 20th century (Gibson 2007, 4–7; Portland Bureau of Planning 1993, 

86). The African-American population of Albina grew exponentially in 1948, due to 

the flooding of Vanport City on the North Portland Peninsula, which was the other 

region where black Portlanders were forcibly concentrated due to spatial segregation 

(Shroud 1999, 71– 76). The flood left 18,000 people homeless, and as Albina ―was 

one of the few areas in Portland from which black people were not excluded by racist 

white homeowners and real estate agents,‖ it was the logical destination for the 

majority of African-Americans who had lived in Vanport City (Shroud 1999, 75).  

The widely accepted principles that property values would decline if neighbourhoods 

became racially mixed, and that conducting business with African-American families 

outside of the designated districts for black people would be detrimental to the real-

estate industry, were the foundations of residential discrimination (Gibson 2007, 4–6, 

10; McLagen 2007, 83–84; Stroud 1999, 75–76; Portland Bureau of Planning 1993, 

88). Racist policies were reformulated as ethical policies, as depressing property 

values in a white neighbourhood was more reprehensible than denying people the 

right to live where they wished because of the colour of their skin (Gibson 2007, 10; 

Portland Bureau of Planning 1993, 88). As a result, until the mid- to late 1970s, 

African-American families were largely denied access to mortgage loans anywhere 

outside of the Albina district, even though a fair housing law was passed in 1959 

(Gibson 2007, 8,17; Stroud 1999, 76; Portland Bureau of Planning 1993, 86,88). By 

the end of the 1960s, the Boise neighbourhood in Albina was the most heavily 

segregated neighbourhood in Portland—its population was 84 percent black, even 

though African Americans only comprised 6 percent of the city‘s population (Gibson 

2007, 13).   
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The creation of a highly concentrated African-American district in Portland had a 

number of interconnected deleterious effects. Cicarelli and Landers explain how 

spatial segregation in Portland in the early 1970s was so pronounced that a 

meaningful comparison of the ―poor‖ and ―nonpoor‖ could be based solely on 

residential location (Cicarelli and Landers 1972, 53). Furthermore, they contend that 

―non-white‖ can be used a proxy definition for poverty, and in Portland in the early 

1970s, the majority of non-whites were black and lived almost exclusively in the 

Albina district (Cicarelli and Landers 1972, 53). This containment of urban poverty 

was deliberate, and led to certain social dynamics in Albina that did not exist in the 

rest of the city (Gibson 2007). Abbott claims that Portland ―has seen essentially no 

abandonment,‖ but this is not entirely true (Abbott 2001, 147). Abandonment 

occurred in Albina (Gibson 2007, 18; Sullivan 2007, 585). Abandonment, and the 

subsequent creation of an ideal environment for drug trafficking and gang activity, 

was the result of white flight, corrupt mortgage lenders, and civic apathy (Gibson 

2007, 18; Sullivan 2007, 585).   

From the late 1940s until the late 1980s, as African-Americans moved into Albina, 

white people would move out, ―almost in checkerboard fashion‖ (Gibson 2007, 10; 

Portland Bureau of Planning 1993, 86). While the high concentration of African-

American people did create a sense of community, the entrenchment of white, middle 

class values in the rest of Portland led to an attitude of apathy and disinvestment 

towards Albina (Abbott 2001, 154; Gibson 2007; Sullivan 2007). Moreover, 

entrenched racism in the real estate industry resulted in comparatively low property 

values in Albina, so absentee landlords became increasingly common, and as a 

result, so did the deterioration and eventual abandonment of rental homes that were 

regarded as tax write-offs (Gibson 2007, 19; Sullivan 2007, 585). Predatory lending 

by corrupt financial institutions such as Lincoln Loan and Dominion Capital also 

contributed to the decline of the entire district (Gibson 2007, 19). Eventually, the city 

was shaken out of its apathetic stupor when the Oregonian newspaper exposed the 

practices of predatory lending in Albina, in an article series called ―Blueprint for a 

Slum‖ that was published in September 1990 (Gibson 2007, 19). Absentee 

landlordism, predatory lending by corrupt financial institutions, and the city‘s generally 

apathetic attitude had resulted in the abandonment of 900 buildings in 11 Albina 

neighbourhoods (Gibson 2007, 19). By the end of the 1980s, the degeneration of 

Albina had led to the efflux of middle class black families, and the influx of people 

involved in illicit activities, which created the ideal environment for gentrification 

(Sullivan 2007; Gibson 2007). 
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The fate of Albina changed dramatically in the 1990s and the first decade of the 21st 

century (Sullivan 2007).  As a result of the economic boom that increased property 

values across Portland, the recognition that Albina could no longer be ignored, and 

the availability of numerous low-cost homes, white people started returning to Albina 

in droves throughout the 1990s  (Gibson 2007, 20–21; Sullivan 2007, 585; Abbott 

2001, 171). The Oregonian’s article series had delivered a long overdue wake-up call 

to the city. Consequently, network governance went to work, and public-private 

partnerships began to revitalize the district (Gibson 2007, 20). In fact, the 

transformation of Albina was so significant, that by the middle of the 1990s, the 

―rapidly disappearing bargains in neglected working class and racially mixed areas‖ 

were becoming more and more difficult to find (Abbott 2001, 171; Gibson 2007, 21). 

A resident of Albina commented, ―That‘s the talk of the town, people coming over and 

buying up these houses. You look at all the people. They‘re not black. I thought you 

people were too scared to come over in this neighbourhood‖ (Quoted in Abbott 2001, 

171).   

That comment was made in 1996. More than 30 years after the Civil Rights Act of 

1964 was passed, long after African-American people had transcended socio-

economic and racial barriers to become respected members of middle class society, 

Portland, Oregon was still in the midst of racial segregation. The gentrification of 

Albina did not lead to harmonious race relations (Gibson 2007).  According to a 2005 

estimate, the African-American population of Portland is 2.9 percent of the total 

population of the city (Hagerman 2007, 287). While one hopes that Portland is no 

longer characterized by ―its national reputation among blacks of being the worst city 

on the West Coast, as bad as any place in the South,‖ as it was during the 1940s and 

1950s, the very low percentage of African-Americans living in the city today is an 

indication of the overt lack of racial integration throughout most of the 20th century 

(Quoted in Gibson 2007, 9). African-American people in Portland were heavily 

concentrated within a small geographic region in northeast Portland due to overt 

racism until the 1970s, and then instead of revitalizing the Albina district with the 

intention of creating racially heterogeneous neighbourhoods when the area became 

ghettoized, the city of Portland gentrified the area and attracted white middle class 

families back to Albina in an effort to raise property values (Abbott 2001; Gibson 

2007; Sullivan 2007). As a long-time resident of Albina explained at the beginning of 

the 1990s: 

―They came in to the area, younger Whites. I didn‘t envision that those young people 

would come in with what I perceive as an attitude. They didn‘t come in ―We want to 
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be a part of you.‖ They came in with the idea, ―We‘re here and we‘re in charge.‖…It‘s 

like the revitalization of racism‖ (Quoted in Gibson 2007, 19).   

Perhaps the continuation of racism is a more accurate description. This case study 

reveals that the city of Portland, Oregon is a model of worst practice for racial 

integration, yet Portland will probably not be winning any awards for that distinction 

any time soon.  

Conclusion 

―In telling the Portland story, we might give you the impression that we think we have 

the recipe. We have the recipe for Portland. We don‘t have the recipe for anywhere 

else. It is each community‘s responsibility to write that recipe and determine the 

character that it wants‖ (Hales 2001, 285–286).  

Portland, Oregon has received a number of awards based on the way it performs 

compared to other American cities. While Portland may in fact be the Number 1 

Cycling City in North America, a considerable amount of subjectivity is involved when 

qualitative pronouncements, such as naming Portland the Best Place to Live, are 

made. The comparisons that are constantly made between cities must endeavour to 

be more critical, and these comparisons should acknowledge the large role played by 

contextual variables.  

Portland is often regarded as a model of best practice for regional governance 

because of its directly elected regional government. However, the Metro Council in 

Portland has not solved many of the problems for which regional governance was 

intended as a solution. While the strength of environmental interests in Portland has 

guaranteed that Metro comprehensively addresses the issue of urban sprawl, the 

implementation of the UGB does not translate into the resolution of equity issues by 

means of regional governance. Evidently, while people in Portland will unite for the 

environment, they are less likely to unite for the homeless. Furthermore, the 

containment of urban sprawl has been achieved by regional governance, but the 

containment of ethnic enclaves has not been addressed by regional governance. 

While Portland‘s industries are stable, and the central city has been successfully 

revitalized, it would be an overstatement to call Portland an epicentre of regional 

economic development activity, akin to Silicon Valley. Thus, Portland should not be 

considered a model of best practice for regional governance, because the 

environmental concerns of Oregonians are the only issues that Metro has 
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successfully addressed, and these concerns are based on contextual variables that 

may not exist in other cities or regions. 

Portland is also considered a model of best practice for participatory governance. 

Portlanders have been very involved in the policy making process, due to the 

establishment of the Office of Neighbourhood Associations, the tradition of involving 

citizens in the planning process, the numerous public-private partnerships, and the 

strength of environmental interests. The complex network structure of participatory 

governance in Portland provides good empirical examples to ground Actor Network 

Theory, the Mutual Adjustment Model, and Participatory Democracy Theory. 

However, further research reveals that white, middle class values are entrenched in 

the ethos of Portland, so even though participatory governance is encouraged, 

certain people are excluded or ignored. Since participatory governance in Portland 

does not provide equal opportunities for everyone to become involved, and does not 

equally value the contributions that are made, Portland should not be considered a 

model of best practice for participatory governance after all.  

The residents of Albina are one group of Portlanders that have been continuously 

excluded from the participatory governance process. Due to overt residential 

discrimination, Albina was home to the large majority of African-American Portlanders 

until the end of the 1980s, and the government of Portland was not particularly 

invested in this district throughout most of the 20th century.  It was only after Albina 

had experienced severe degeneration that the network structure of participatory 

governance took a renewed interest in the area, as it was now a prime location for 

gentrification. Thus, while Portland does not deserve to be named a model of best 

practice for regional governance or participatory governance, it has earned the right 

to be named a model of worst practice for racial integration.   

This analysis illuminates how difficult it is to compare cities with different histories, 

different political atmospheres, and different social compositions. Nevertheless, while 

it is important for cities to create their own recipes, they can learn from one another, 

as long as they acknowledge the significance of contextual variables. Portland has a 

strong foundation for the continued development of regional and participatory 

governance, and its experiences can provide both positive and negative lessons for 

other metropolitan regions. 
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