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October 11, 2007
To:

Development Review Advisory Committee (DRAC)

From:

DRAC Impact Assessment Subcommittee

Subject:

Final Report on Impact Assessment

Introduction
In 2006, DRAC formed a subcommittee to examine the impact assessment process and to evaluate its
effectiveness. Depending on the outcome of the assessment, the subcommittee was asked to develop
recommendations for the DRAC to consider.
Subcommittee Members:
Thomasina Gabriele
Bonny McKnight
Tom Skaar
Simon Tomkinson

Development Consultant
DRAC Member
DRAC Member
DRAC Chair

Staff:
Anne Hill
Cary Pinard

Bureau of Development Services
Bureau of Planning

Subcommittee Chair

The subcommittee met every 6 weeks, beginning in February of 2006.
Background
In 2002, City Council directed the creation of an impact assessment process to consider and evaluate
proposed regulations. The process was to help decision-makers understand the costs and benefits to both
the community and to City operations of decisions to adopt or amend regulations. The Impact Analysis
Workgroup began work later that year, and in early 2003 reported to Council with a series of
recommendations. Chief among these was a model process for impact assessments.
As part of the FY 02-03 Regulatory Improvement Workplan, City Council directed the creation of “…a
process for developing and considering regulatory impact statements to be used by the City when amending
existing regulations or adopting new regulations. Such process shall include a cost/benefit analysis to
evaluate the relative costs, benefits and impact, both externally and internally, of regulatory decisions under
new or amended regulations.”
Since 2003, impact assessments have been conducted primarily in the Bureau of Planning for a number of
projects, particularly those related to the Regulatory Improvement Workplan.
See Appendix A for current process map of Impact Assessment process for land Use and Development
Actions.
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Analysis and Conclusions
The subcommittee examined the current impact assessment process and evaluated its effectiveness. The
subcommittee reviewed several case studies and considered several questions:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

At what stage of the project was the impact assessment initially written?
Are the impact assessment questions the right questions?
Are they asked of the right people?
Are they asked at the right stages in the process?
Does the Impact Assessment encourage consideration of alternatives to using regulation to
implement city goals?
Are the regulations and policies periodically evaluated for effectiveness after an initial
implementation period?
Were the resulting recommendations the best outcome for the city, neighborhood and development
community and did the best address long term goals?

After much discussion, the subcommittee concluded that:
1. The impact assessment process is used inconsistently. It is done for some projects and not for others,
and, depending on the project, it is used at some stages but not others. Although the model process
calls for a "first stage" assessment that leads to a decision on whether to do the project at all, that
decision is frequently made in other ways. City Council may directly initiate a project in response to
testimony at a hearing (e.g., Living Smart) or there may be development seen as so bad that immediate
action is necessary (e.g., the proliferation of "video-screen" billboards).
2. A written impact assessment may not be revisited as proposed regulations are revised. For example, it
may be included in a report to the Planning Commission, where the report recommends code
amendments or new policies. However, if the Planning Commission or City Council decide, after
listening to testimony, to adopt a different version of the code amendment or policy, the impact
assessment questions are not explicitly considered (although they may be considered implicitly). In the
absence of explicit consideration, the written impact assessment is not updated to reflect the thought
process that went into the decision making.
A related issue is that, regardless of expectations of the public and City Council, staff cannot compel
decision-makers to consider the impact assessment questions. This is particularly so when City
Council is the decision-maker, but is also true of commissions and similar bodies. Further, to expect
decisions to be made only on the basis of the impact assessment questions ignore that many decisions
are inherently political.
3. When done for Bureau of Planning (BOP) projects, BOP staff, working closely with Bureau of
Development Services (BDS) staff, drafts the initial impact assessment. The impact assessment is
included in drafts of the project report, and so open to comment by all reviewers. However, very few
comments have been made on the assessments that are published in this manner.
4. The impact assessment questions may not be considered explicitly, but are often considered implicitly.
While it is positive that the consideration occurs, it is difficult for others to evaluate the thinking that
leads to a decision without explicit and documented discussion. Conversely, requiring extensive formal
consideration and documentation may act as additional "red tape and paperwork" that siphons
resources from the work of the project itself.
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5. The impact assessment process can be an effective tool for evaluating projects and potential solutions.
However, the process focuses on the potential impacts. The evaluation of the actual impacts is not part
of the formal impact assessment process, but instead is carried out through the formal monitoring and
evaluation program of the Planning Bureau, and through comments received from citizens,
implementers, and the like. This evaluation works well for some minor policy revisions and code
corrections but is not designed to address major policy issues.
6. The ongoing Regulatory Improvement Strategic Advisory Team (RISAT) process is an effective
feedback loop that systematically makes minor policy changes and code corrections to the code. The
work of RISAT and of the Planning Commission on these minor policy changes and code corrections is
of interest to DRAC, in its role as a monitor of the effectiveness of the regulatory review process.
See appendices B for subcommittee’s initial process mapping.
Recommendations
1. Impact Assessment Game
The current impact assessment process may be a barrier to people using it. In addition, it is often
viewed as a report to be written rather than a guide to thinking and talking about ways to guide
development aligned with policy. The subcommittee designed the Impact Assessment Game to help
people creatively explore together ways to encourage development that reflects the values and policies
of the city. The game is flexible so that it can guide exploration of new policy, help address issues
raised when development has unexpected results, or prompt periodic evaluation of policy or
development. In large part, the Game helps people engage in dialogue, consider aspects they might
not otherwise include, and have the opportunity generate innovate ways to get the type of the city we
want.
Recommendations:
a.
Adopt the Impact Assessment Game as a discussion tool in the regulatory process.
b.
DRAC members volunteer to test the Impact Assessment Game when participating in
developing or revising policy-affecting development.
For example DRAC member Bonny McKnight might turn to the game when working on an
issue with the Citywide Land Use Chairs. DRAC member Greg Theisen could use the
Game with the River Plan Integration Task Group. DRAC member Simon Tomkinson
could use the game when evaluating the Green Building Subcommittee recommendations
and DRAC Members Kathi Futornik and Goudarz Egtedhari could use the Game with the
Stromwater Management Committee and SE Uplift respectively. Subcommittee members
and staff will help DRAC volunteers use the Game.
c.
DRAC members report back to staff ross.turkus@ci.portland.or.us on the effectiveness of
the Game; including questions, concerns, and suggestions to change the Game.
d.
Determine strategy for introducing the Game to other advisory committee, development
bureaus, and City Council.
See Appendix C for Impact Assessment Game.
2. Consistent DRAC involvement in assessing the regulatory impact of development review.
Recommendations:
a.
Regulatory Improvement Strategic Advisory Team (RISAT) updates to DRAC.
¾ DRAC members sitting on RISAT (which advises the Planning Bureau on Regulatory
Improvement projects) should give DRAC periodic updates.
¾ RISAT meeting notes to be included in DRAC meeting packets.
b.
Planning Commission updates to DRAC.
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¾ One (1) DRAC position is for a member of the Planning Commission—currently held
by Don Hanson. This position should give DRAC quarterly updates.
¾ Planning Commission minutes link to be included in electronic DRAC
agenda/minutes.

October 11, 2007

Page 4

Appendix A

Appendix B
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Appendix C - Game
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