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Vacant homes

can have a
devastating
impact on
Portland
neighborhoods
when they
create crime and
livability issues
or inspire fear of
crime. Without an
owner or tenant
actively managing
and monitoring the upkeep and activity of a property, a house
may deteriorate into a state of disrepair, pose health and safety
hazards and attract unauthorized occupants (squatters) and
criminal activity. Neighbors, typically, are the first to notice when
there are problems at a residence. When they are alert to what’s
happening and willing to report concerns, it can bring attention
to a property early in the process.
Many of these homes are vacant because the owners have
defaulted on their mortgage payments and the banks are in
the process of foreclosing on the properties. With programs
designed to help homeowners stay in their residences, the
foreclosure process in Oregon, from beginning to end, can take
as long as five years. Sometimes the owner may move out
and allow the property to fall into disrepair during this process.
The bank is often unwilling to assume full responsibility for
the property until it has regained legal possession, but may
hire “property preservation” companies that maintain exterior
landscaping and address code violations to avoid fines and liens
from the City. With both parties unable or unwilling to respond
to concerns, it can be difficult and take some time before City of
Portland bureaus can effectively address complaints.
There are several key contacts at the City of Portland that a
neighbor should be aware of when dealing with a vacant home.
With over 100 vacant houses in extreme disrepair, unsecured,

and/or inhabited by squatters that are negatively impacting
neighborhoods, the City has a backlog of cases and must prioritize
responses accordingly. Residents who are willing to get involved can
help resolve the issue. The following information is intended to help
residents dealing with these issues.

Are there housing,
nuisance or zoning
code concerns at a
location?
Contact:
Bureau of Development
Services
503-823-CODE (2633)

Examples
of tampered
meters

Property Maintenance Issues
Owners of property located in the City of Portland must comply with
Title 29, Property Maintenance Regulations. For vacant houses,
Title 29 code violations may include trash and debris, overgrown
grass and weeds, generators running at night, broken windows and
sanitation issues. A neighbor may file a confidential complaint about a
residence online at www.portlandoregon.gov/bds/34180 or by phone
at 503-823-CODE (823-2633). A Bureau of Development Services
(BDS) Housing and Nuisance Inspector will investigate the complaint
and notify the owner of record to fix code violations where necessary.
The priority level of a case may increase when the following
conditions are present and the owner is not responding: no water
and/or power, criminal activity and/or extensive nuisance issues.
Hazards and safety issues involving a home may be enough for
a BDS inspector to request a code hearing through the City and
then pursue an administrative warrant at Multnomah County Circuit
Court to authorize a cleanup and/or board up of the property and/or
removal of squatters or tenants. This process is not immediate and
can, and often does, take months. Once the administrative warrant is
approved, the Inspector may need to coordinate efforts with
the Portland Police, City of Portland’s Crime Prevention
Program, Portland Fire Bureau, Multnomah County Animal
Services and a City contractor. The house may then be
boarded up and notices posted informing the public that
the house is to remain vacant. If squatters return to the
property, they will be removed from the premises. The
City of Portland’s Crime Prevention Coordinator may be on
hand to notify the neighbors of what to do if squatters return
to the premises. The City needs neighbors’ assistance to
watch over a vacant, boarded home.
Criminal Activity
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Portland Police patrol officers may respond to calls to 9-1-1 and the
non-emergency number for criminal or suspicious activity at a vacant
house. If they are frequently called out to this location, it will likely
be referred to the Neighborhood Response Team (NRT) Officers
who work on ongoing neighborhood criminal and nuisance activities.
Sometimes neighbors call the NRT team directly or other programs
such as BDS or the City of Portland’s Crime Prevention Program
make the referral. Signs that the house is occupied by unauthorized
tenants:
• No power and/or water
• Broken windows
• Unsecured doors and windows
• Sleeping bags

• Removed water/power meters
• Tampered meters
• Suspiciously high number of
bicycles or bicycle traffic
• Stickers on visible windows
to the street from property

preservation companies
• Occupants not using main
entrance
• Trailers
• Extension cords from the
house used to power a trailer

If there is a crime in progress, such as someone breaking into house,
vandalizing the property or assaulting another person, the police can
intervene immediately. Where there is ongoing activity that is only
supected to be criminal in nature but is not an emergency, the police
may need to build a case before they can effectively intervene.
Often problems can be more easily addressed if the NRT Officer
can obtain the permission of an authorized person in charge of the
property to enter the premises and exclude individuals. Since it
is private property, permission is necessary unless the police can
obtain a search warrant to enter a premise. Warrants require time
and sufficient evidence that crime is being committed on the property.
The NRT Officers will request that the owner or the bank sign off on a
trespass agreement allowing them to take action on his or her behalf.
If necessary, they will also request the owner to testify in court that
the police were authorized to intervene. Once authorized to do so,
the police will inform the squatter(s) that they must leave the property
immediately and will be arrested if they return.If the bank and the
owner are difficult to track down or unwilling or unable to enter into
a trespass agreement with the police, then the process will take
longer and may require the NRT Officer to defer to the BDS code
enforcement process.
Portland Police may be limited in how
they can respond to a situation if there are
potential landlord-tenant issues at hand.
If there is any question about whether the
occupants in the residence are currently
or previously authorized to be there, the
police may determine that they are, legally
speaking, tenants of the house. They will
ask the owner of record or bank to go
through an eviction process in civil court.
The Multnomah County Sheriff’s office will
be the law enforcement agency to serve a removal order to get the
occupants out of the house.
When working with a NRT Officer, it can be helpful if you are able
to provide certain facts about what is occurring at a problem house.
If you can discreetly observe the residence, collect the following
information and relay to the officer:
Have you seen these individuals before at the house?
What are their descriptions and license plate and vehicle
information?

Is there criminal
activity?
Is it happening now?
Call the Portland Police
Bureau at 9-1-1
Is it ongoing suspicious
or criminal activity?
Contact the
Neighborhood Response
Team Officer at your
precinct:
Central 503-823-0097
North 503-823-5700
East 503-823-4800

A house boarded up
to secure it against
unauthorized use
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What’s the history of the house?
What time of day and days of week are the occupants seen at
the house?
What activities are you observing?
Who is the owner and what is his or her contact information?
Any other specific info with the house?
City of Portland’s Crime Prevention Program

Do you need help
problem solving a
crime or livability
issue or organizing
neighbors?
Contact:

City of Portland’s Crime
Prevention Program
503-823-4064
onicpa@portlandoregon.
gov
www.portlandoregon.gov/
oni/cp

Crime Prevention Coordinators can help organize neighbors so
that they are more effective reporters of problems. They also can
provide security advice to residents concerned about crime in their
neighborhood. Their Neighborhood Watch program helps residents
living in close proximity connect, communicate, collectively
problem-solve, and get involved in improving the safety of their
homes and neighborhood.
Resident Involvement
If you know your neighbors and what’s happening in your
neighborhood, you are more likely to be aware of houses
involved in the foreclosure process as well as ones where there is
suspicious or criminal activity. Because tracking down the contact
information for an owner of record can take some time and delay
agency responses, it can be helpful if you stay in touch with the
owner of record through the process even if they move. Be aware
of what’s going on, contact the representatives who can help,
provide information about what’s happening and be patient. It may
take a while before agencies can effectively intervene despite the
best efforts of everyone involved in problem solving.
In addition to calling the contacts listed in this document, these are
some steps that can make a difference:
• If possible, keep in contact with the owner of record of the
property.
• Research the bank associated with the property at Multnomah
County Records. Please keep in mind that there may be a delay
between the time a document is received to when it is included in
public records.
• If you contact the bank, ask for the representative who handles
property preservation issues and code violations.
• If it is safe to do so, see if there is a preservation company sticker
on the door of the house. They will list the conditions that require
a call to the contractor, which is helpful for future reference.
When there are crime and livability issues at a vacant house, it
often requires time and persistence to address problems at the
location. Residents can make a big difference when they get
involved and work in partnership with City and County agencies.
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