DATE:

December 14, 2015

TO:

Portland City Council

FROM:

Neighborhood Coalition Leaders and Staff

RE:

COMMENTS ON COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT IN THE COMP PLAN

Neighborhood coalition leaders and staff, from all seven of Portland’s neighborhood coalitions,
want to share with you some important concerns about the community engagement in the
update of Portland’s Comprehensive Plan (Comp Plan).
Our group held a special three-hour meeting on November 12, 2015 to discuss community
concerns about how BPS engaged the community in the update of the Comp Plan.
We recognize that lots of process took place, but we also are hearing strong concerns in the
community about the quality of these processes, who was heard, and what impact community
member input has had on the development of the recommended draft.
A key message is that both planning staff and community members need more time, and that
the process needs to have enough resources and realistic timelines to ensure that the
community effectively is involved in shaping the final products.
As leaders and staff for Portland’s seven neighborhood coalitions, we want to share with you
below what we are hearing.
SUMMARY OF KEY THEMES
Process did not follow Proposed “Chapter 2—Community Engagement” goals and policies


We recognize that the recommended “Chapter 2: Community Engagement” language
includes goals and policies that set strong expectations for good community
engagement. We find it ironic and disturbing that the process used to engage the
community in the Comp Plan Update did not follow these recommended goals and
policies.

Community input appears to have had little effect




We found many instances in which community members and neighborhood and
community organizations provided extensive and detailed input but did not see that
their input had any effect on the final product.
Neighborhood and community groups and community members often did not receive a
formal acknowledgement that their input was received, and often received no feedback
on what was done with their input.
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In some cases, more savvy neighborhood and community activists who really
understood the system and had good inside relationships were able to move some of
their priorities forward. However, community members, in general, appear to have had
little effect on the outcomes.

Decision making processes were not transparent






Rather than a transparent, “additive,” process by which community members could see
how different products and documents evolved, community input seemed to go into a
BPS “black box” in which decisions were made without any explanation of how
community input was or was not used and why. Community members complain that
they are not able to “reverse engineer” BPS decisions to understand how these
decisions were made.
Community members want to know: What was the decision making logic? Were
decisions just made by senior planners? What criteria did they use and what level of
understanding of the prior community input and existing plans did they bring to their
decisions?
Recommendations in this process often appear to have gone forward without support
of the groups that had been involved in helping develop the recommendations.

Lack of Community Access to Planning Commission


Many community members feel that the Planning and Sustainability Commission (PSC)
was not accessible to the community during the process. Community input to the PSC
was filtered through the staff. Community members do not feel confident that PSC
members adequately were aware of and understood community concerns and
recommendations.

Disconnect with prior, existing plans and earlier products




The Comp Plan Recommended Draft proposals and recommendations do not appear to
reflect earlier aspirational goal and policy language—e.g. visionPDX, Portland Plan,
earlier Comp Plan aspirations, goals for specific zoning, Zoning Code density standards,
existing plan districts, etc. For instance, the Comp Plan map and zoning updates and
changes being proposed do not seem to correlate with the aspirational language in the
Comp Plan goals and policies.
The Comp Plan Recommended Draft does not appear to incorporate and reflect other
existing plans that often were developed with significant community input: e.g. District
Plans, Parks Vision 2020, Climate Action Plan, Age-Friendly City Plan, etc.

Community engagement processes were not designed to be appropriate to different audiences
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Community engagement should focus on helping community members understand how
a project or proposed policies will affect them and their community and how they can
have an effect on the issues that are most relevant to them.
Many community members and organizations did not have the capacity to get
themselves up to the level at which planning staff were working.
Much of the community outreach and engagement was done in language and formats
that many community people could not understand. Outreach and engagement also
was not designed to be accessible to many different groups of people in our community
and often was not tailored adequately to the needs and context and communication
styles of different cultural communities.
Outreach also was not tailored adequately to different areas of the city. Too many
presentations had a general city-wide focus and were not relevant or useful to
community members—community members could not see how the issues and
processes would affect them and what they could do to affect outcomes that mattered
to them.
Outreach also needed to be staged and tailored to audiences with different levels of
interest and expertise. Too much of the information came all at once. Processes needed
to make sure that the right people were in the room for the content being presented—
e.g. “101” sessions for people who are very new to planning, and more advanced
sessions for more experienced people.

Multiple Projects were underway in parallel without being clearly integrated






Too many different planning projects were underway at the same time. It was not clear
to most community members how they all fit together. Even the most savvy and
experienced neighborhood and community activists had trouble following and
understanding what was happening.
BPS staff also often were overwhelmed and said they did not understand how all the
pieces fit together. This made it difficult for them to help the community engage
effectively.
The Comp Plan is about much more than just land use, including transportation, bikes,
parks, etc. This process affects so many different areas important to the community that
is was easy for community members to lose track. Many felt that the whole picture was
not being looked at.

Projects were not pursued in a logical sequence with adequate time


Projects at different levels of the planning process were happening all at the same time,
rather than a logical progression from the most broad to the most specific.
Implementation projects were started before goals and policies were finished, and often
shared the same deadlines.
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The process also was marked by a feeling that BPS staff were rushing to get everything
done to meet what appeared to be artificial deadlines. This appeared to sacrifice the
goals of producing a quality product and ensuring that the community understood and
was able to provide meaningful input and have an effect on the outcomes.
In some cases, staff reports were released to the community with only a week for the
community to review and respond. This was completely inadequate given the
complexity and importance of many of these products.
Many community members feel overwhelmed and exhausted trying to follow,
understand, and participate in all the different processes that were happening at the
same time.
Both planning staff and community members need more time.

Inadequate Resources




BPS staff were overwhelmed by the scope and complexity of the processes and products
they needed to deliver. While some planning staff tried hard to engage the community,
BPS did not have enough people and resources to adequately involve the community in
all the different projects.
BPS staff did not have the resources to acknowledge, consider, and respond adequately
and effectively to all the community input. This resulted in many community members
and organizations feeling that their input was not heard or considered.

“One-size fits all policies” do not work for many parts of Portland






The Mixed Use Zoning project proposes a one-size fits all approach at the general level
that amplifies the drive toward greater density and other effects that often contradict
the goals of existing plan districts and disregard existing plans and public input. The
more fine grain levels and impacts of these proposed policies are not clear.
The “five Portlands” approach does not describe the Portland community members see.
We need zoning and planning that reflects the neighborhoods in question.
No mechanisms exist for neighborhood associations to have a say in design and
development in their neighborhoods.
Neighborhood livability is being sacrificed for regulatory simplicity.

Lack of adequate analysis and modeling—identification of unintended consequences





BPS generally has not analyzed adequately the different proposed policies to identify
their likely, real-world outcomes in the community.
Analysis has been limited primarily to static studies. Finer grained studies of the likely
impacts on local areas have not been done. Analysis tools have not been responsive to
the questions that the community is asking.
BPS also does not track the actual impact of adopted policies on different
neighborhoods in Portland.
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Community members already are seeing unintended consequences of this process. It’s
important to daylight these consequences earlier rather than later. Some additional
mechanism is needed to identify and respond to these unintended consequences as the
many elements of the Comp Plan are implemented.
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