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Greetings,
I am pleased to introduce this
commemorative booklet marking
the 100th anniversary of Portland’s
commission form of government.
Portland is the only major city in
the United States now operating under this model of
governance, a fact that contributes to our City’s unique
qualities.
This booklet touches on the history of Portland’s
governing structure, describes the three models of
governance used by most cities, and serves as a general
guide to how City Council conducts its work. The
booklet also provides information on how the public can
engage with and learn more about their City government.
No matter how one may view the effectiveness of
Portland’s commission form of government, it is a system
that has endured for a full century, through social and
economic upheaval and despite multiple efforts to create a
different model. And that’s a milestone worthy of note.
Best regards,
LaVonne Griffin-Valade
Portland City Auditor
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Portland
efficiencies. In 1901, Galveston,
incorporated as a
Texas created what came to
city in 1851 and for more than
be known as the commission
sixty years, operated under
form of city government. Many
a succession of charters with
cities subsequently adopted the
various modes of representation
Galveston model, and in May
and governance. For example,
1913, Portlanders voted 17,317
the ninth charter established in
to 17,025 to do the same. Efforts
1903 increased the number of
to repeal it have been attempted
City Council members to fifteen
eight times in Portland, most
– ten were elected from the
recently in 2007.
different city wards, and five were
elected to serve at-large.
Council members held
General characteristics of the
four-year terms and worked
Commission form of government:
as part-time officials.
The Mayor, Auditor,
• Voters elect commissioners to a small
Treasurer, City Attorney,
governing body, on an at-large basis
and Municipal Judge were • Commissioners are each in charge of
elected to two-year terms.
specific aspects of city services
The Mayor had veto power • One commissioner is designated
on City matters and control
as the chair/mayor to preside over
over numerous community
meetings
boards and commissions,
• The governing body has both
including an Executive
legislative and executive functions
Board. All elected officials
were chosen through
partisan races.
The National League of Cities
(NLC) indicates that this
In the late 1800s and early
model is the oldest form of
1900s, cities throughout the
city government in the U.S.,
country were struggling with
although few cities have that
the question of how to reform
governance structure in place
and restructure city government
today. Portland is the only
to better adapt to times of
jurisdiction with a commission
rapid change and to promote
form of government named on
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General characteristics of the
Mayor-Council model:
• Mayor elected separately
from council, is often
full-time and paid, with
significant administrative and
budgetary authority
General characteristics of the
• Depending on charter
Council-Manager model:
mandates, mayor could have
• City Council oversees general
weak or strong powers
administration, makes policy, • Council is elected and
sets budget
maintains legislative powers
• Council appoints professional • Some cities appoint a
city manager to carry out
manager who maintains
administrative operations
limited administrative
• Often the mayor is chosen
authority
from council on a rotating
basis
Used by mostly large, older cities,
several variations of the mayorAccording to surveys
council model exist. ICMA
conducted by the International
surveys showed that 34% of
City/County Management
cities operate with this form of
Association (ICMA), this is
government.
the most common form of city
government (55% in 2006).
NLC’s list of the thirty most
populous cities. All other cities
listed utilize Council-Manager
or Mayor-Council forms of
government; these models are
discussed below.
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Portland’s
commission form of
government consists of six elected
non-partisan officials – the Mayor
and four Commissioners who
form the Council, and the City
Auditor. In its legislative capacity,
City Council adopts the City
budget and passes laws, policies,
and regulations that govern the
City. The Mayor assigns bureaus
to each Council member, thus
sharing executive authority for the
management and administration
of all bureaus, other than the
Auditor’s Office. The Mayor
can change Commissioners’
bureau assignments at her or his
discretion.

Commissioners are elected
to numbered positions, with
Positions No. 1 and No. 4 and the
Mayor decided in one election.
Commissioner Position No. 2
and No. 3 and the Auditor are
elected two years later in the next
election. The staggered schedule
avoids a complete change of
elected officials in any one year,
except under the most unusual
circumstances. If a Council seat
is left vacant during the middle of
a term, a special election is called
to elect a successor. The City
Council does choose a successor
for the Auditor, if that seat should
be left vacant during a term, but
the choice is effective only until
an Auditor can be elected.

The sixth elected official
is the City Auditor, who is
independent from the Mayor
and Commissioners. This
allows the Office of the City
Auditor to audit bureaus and
programs at the direction of
the elected City Auditor, as
well as provide other services
that require independence
and neutrality. The variety of
functions and responsibilities
assigned by Charter and Code
to the City Auditor is unique to
Portland compared to other cities
throughout the country.
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meeting. The Daily Journal of
Commerce publishes the agenda
each Wednesday and makes
copies available outside Council
Chambers.
To streamline Council business,
a “consent agenda” was instituted
for those items considered
routine and non-controversial.
The consent agenda is passed
without discussion and with a
single vote of approval by at least
four Council members. Anyone
Portland City Council Meetings
who wishes to comment on an
item on the consent agenda may
City Council meetings are held
ask the Council Clerk to remove
each Wednesday at 9:30 AM. If
that item from the consent agenda
there is sufficient business, recessed to be heard as part of the regular
sessions are held Wednesday and
agenda. The Mayor also provides
Thursday at 2:00 PM or 6:00 PM.
an opportunity to make such a
Council meetings are held in
request prior to calling for a vote to
Council Chambers in City Hall at
approve the consent agenda.
1221 SW 4th Avenue. All meetings
are open to the public and can be
When an important or
viewed live online or through live
controversial item is scheduled, it
cable-cast on City Net 30, Portland may be designated “time certain”
Community Media television.
in order for members of the public
Meetings are also captioned and
to plan to attend. These matters
recorded for future online access.
are not heard before the stated
time in the agenda, but may begin
The Council agenda is managed
later than the designated time if
by the Council Clerk, who is
other business takes longer than
organizationally located in the
planned.
Auditor’s Office. The agenda is
posted on the City’s website at least
24 hours prior to each Council
7

Types of Council Actions

City Council. At least five days
must elapse between the first
reading (introduction) and the
second reading (passage). Nonemergency ordinances take effect
30 days after passage by Council
unless a later effective date is
declared. Public testimony is
generally taken only at the first
reading and the vote is taken at
the second reading. Only three
votes are needed for approval.

There are several ways that
Council can act on an item on
the agenda. Bureaus that seek an
action for Council consideration
usually develop the document,
while the bureau’s Commissionerin-Charge files it with the Council
Clerk and introduces it during a
Council session. Agenda items
are typically in the form of an
ordinance, resolution or report.

Resolutions usually establish
Council policy or direct certain
administrative actions.
They require only one reading
and approval by three Council
members. Reports provide
information, transmit other
documents and/or make
recommendations. Reports are
commonly used to approve bids
and the completion of contracts
or to make appointments to
boards or commissions.

Ordinances are formal documents
that carry the binding force of
law and are passed by Council
in accordance with the rules set
forth in the City Charter. There
are two types: emergency and
non-emergency ordinances.
Emergency ordinances require
only one reading before City
Council and a unanimous
vote with at least four Council
members present to vote. These
ordinances are designated in the
agenda by an asterisk preceding
the agenda number. They are
effective immediately after
passage by City Council or any
date within 30 days and stated
specifically in the ordinance.

Ordinances and resolutions
passed by City Council are signed
by the Auditor. All documents
submitted for the Council agenda
become a part of the permanent
record in the Auditor’s Office.
Final Council documents
(ordinances, resolutions, and
reports) can be found on the

Non-emergency ordinances
must have two readings before
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Auditor’s Office website. Links
to the most recent agendas can
also be found under “Council
Records.” The agendas are divided
by year and serve as a good way to
find Council documents.

If a number of speakers are
expected to testify about a
particular action, sign-up lists are
placed outside Council Chambers.
Names are called by the Council
Clerk, usually three at a time,
and individuals testifying take a

Members of the public may
address City Council in
the form of a three-minute
“communication,” generally at the
beginning of Wednesday morning
Council sessions. As each item
is read from the regular agenda,
as well as items pulled from the
consent agenda, the Mayor will
ask if anyone wishes to speak
about the matter. Normally,
speakers are given three minutes
and then Council members ask
questions.

seat at the table facing Council
members. Written materials may
also be submitted to the Council
Clerk for distribution to Council
members, even if an individual
is unable to attend the Council
session where the matter is being
discussed. Assisted listening
devices for the hearing impaired
are also available and may be
checked out from the Council
Clerk prior to the meeting.
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Charter, Code & Policy
Documents

Charter
As an incorporated city, Portland
is a self-governing municipality.
The City Charter is the document
that defines how the City is run
and its responsibilities. The City
Charter can be amended, but
all changes must be referred
to voters. If voters approve the
changes, the amendments are
adopted. Amendments may be
introduced by Council action or
through a voter-initiated petition
process to refer legislation to
a public vote. Initiatives may
propose new legislation or make
amendments to the City Charter.

Part of the initiative petition
process involves gathering
a required number of valid
signatures from registered
voters in the City of Portland.
If the required number of valid
signatures is gathered, the
measure will be placed on the
ballot. If the ballot measure passes
with a majority of the vote, it
becomes law.
Code
The Portland City Code consists
of all of the administrative
powers and responsibilities
adopted through ordinances and
codified according to State law.
Amendments to the Portland
City Code can be made by City
Council passing an ordinance, or
through a voter-initiated petition
process.
The City Code not only outlines
the rules that City agencies must
follow, but it is also a useful
document for the public. The
rules members of the public must
follow are contained within the
Code and are available online to
search. For instance, a Portland
resident may be interested in
finding out if they are allowed to
have chickens on their property.
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and the public, and
cover a variety of
topics.

City Code provides answers to
such questions, and in this example
information can be found within
Title 13 – Animals. The Code
details the limit on the number of
chickens a resident is allowed to
have without a specified animal
facility permit, the requirements of
their living conditions, and other
pertinent provisions.
Portland Policy Documents
Portland Policy Documents
(“PPD”) is a repository for all City
policies and administrative rules.
Similar in purpose to the City
Code, the PPD allows bureaus to
bring together all of their rules in
an organized manner. The PPD is
available on the City’s website.
The documents kept in the PPD
are not legislation by themselves;
rather, they are the rules, policies,
and procedures that result from
powers given through ordinances
or resolutions. These policy
documents are for City employees
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The City Auditor
is responsible for
maintaining the
official copy of
the Portland City
Code and Charter.
The Charter, Code
and Portland Policy Documents
are online as part of the City’s
24-hour public access goal. The
online versions are provided for
informational purposes only
and should not be relied upon as
the official Code or Charter. The
official copy of the City Code and
Charter may be obtained from the
City Auditor’s Office. Paper and
electronic versions are published
by the City Auditor’s Office on
a quarterly basis. For more
information call 503-823-4082.

Council Clerk’s Office
1221 SW 4th Ave, Rm 130
503-823-4082
http://www.portlandonline.com/auditor/
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www.portlandoregon.gov/efiles

Portland Archives & Records Center
1800 SW 6th Ave, Suite 550
503-865-4100
parc@portlandoregon.gov
http://www.portlandonline.com/auditor/archives

