COMMITTEE 3.96
City of Portland
hopes to involve
more people
in decisions
about their
neighborhoods

Committee changes code to
improve civic engagement
By Karina Patel and Maria Pena Cornejo
The Bronco Blaze, Parkrose High School

With food aromatizing the room and
slinkies, squishy stress balls, and Play-Doh
scattered across the tables around the room,
the atmosphere was dynamic and laid-back
at the Jan. 17 Committee 3.96 meeting at
the Rosewood Initiative Community Center.
Organized by the Office of Community and Civic Life, formerly known as
the Portland Office of Neighborhood Involvement, Committee 3.96 is made up of
a group of individuals from all walks of
life and backgrounds who, according to the
Civic Life page on the project, are from a
“rich cross-section of Portlanders and will
draw from their collective experiences, expertise and bring forward issues relevant to
all Portlanders.” Committee members were
selected by the Office of Community and
Civic Life staff.
Committee 3.96’s purpose was to update
the City Code Chapter 3.96, which defines
the work of the bureau. Updating the code
will create a framework for civic engagement for a diverse range of community
members.
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However, as the demographics of Oregon are becoming increasingly diverse, the
Office of Civic Life wants more inclusive
outreach.
According to Metro, the population of
people of color in Portland has tripled since
the 1980s. As the diversity of Portland, and
Oregon, overall increases, the City of Portland seeks to improve relationships with
communities of color. Especially with the
growing problems of poverty and gentrification within communities of color.
Historically, the language of the city
code has catered to the neighborhood associations of Portland when communicating
with government. The current language of
the City Code Chapter 3.96 seeks to help
people of Portland engage with city government through multiple ways, not just
through neighborhood associations. While
the neighborhood associations have always
been the main way that the Office of Civic Life communicates with the people of
Portland, this project set out to change that
system.

Addressing a history of
discrimination

A year-long process to
change city code and
improve civic engagement

The Office of Civic Life hopes that a
change in the code, which dictates the work
of the bureau, will lead to greater communication between groups of Portland that
have not always had good access to neighborhood and city services.
For a long time, the history of Oregon and Portland has been ingrained with
prominent history of discrimination. Since
the first Oregon Constitution barred African Americans from voting or owning real
estate, there has been a systemic mistrust
between communities of color in Oregon
and government.

The project began in July 2018 when
the City Council passed a resolution that
formed a code change committee. Project
Manager Sabrina Wilson organized a total
of six committee meetings at various Portland locations. Special facilitators Robin
Teater of Healthy Democracy Frances Portillo ran the meetings. Committee meetings were conversation-based, as committee members rotated around the room,
discussed ideas, and shared out with the
group. Questions, clarification, and additions from personal experiences were part
of the discussion.

Reaching diverse
communities
Since the code’s purpose is to serve
the interests of the City of Portland as a
whole, throughout the month of February,
the bureau hosted multilingual community
conversations in English, Russian, Somali,
Spanish, and Vietnamese in order to gain
feedback on the relationships citizens from
different backgrounds have with the government. At each of the multilingual meetings, translation was provided on request.
Parkrose High School senior Jennifer
Saephan happened to pass by the Parkrose
High School library on Feb. 12 before the
English community conversation began,
and she was invited to join the meeting.
Saephan participated in the conversation
along with a few of her Parkrose classmates but says she was surprised to see the
lack of diverse community members.
“It was majority older white people. I
wish the Office of Community and Civic
Life was able to communicate with parents
at Parkrose High School because I think
that they would have come and participated,” Saephan said.
Saephan said she enjoyed learning more
about the project as a young person who
will be impacted by the code changes.
“Ultimately, the decisions these adults
make will impact my generation. I am glad
I got involved and shared my perspectives,” she said.
The Office of Community and Civic Life
did attempt to involve more young community members in the discussion through
surveys and other means. However, connecting with these young people was difficult, according to multiple staff members.
The results could be seen in the results of
the surveys completed.

Pushback from
neighborhood associations
Because neighborhood associations were
previously the intermediaries between city
government and citizens, the bureau has
received some criticism from the neighborhood associations throughout the process.
Leslie Hammond, chair of a neighborhood association in Southwest Portland,
was present at the Jan. 17 meeting. All
meetings were open to the public to observe the committee.
“We could certainly create a more elastic
envelope which helps to define community
and neighborhood,” she said.
However, not all neighborhood associations are happy with the work of the Office of Community and Civic Life. At the
English community conversation which
Saephan attended, Rose City Park Neighborhood Association President Tamara
DeRidder questioned if the committee
was inclusive of all Portlanders, including
members of the neighborhood associations.
“If we as neighborhood associations
cannot be represented at the City of Portland, we need talk about that,” she said.

Reflecting on feedback

Next steps

In March, the committee met again at
Bridge Meadows to discuss the insights received from the various groups. An emphasis was placed on incorporating community
perspectives while crafting initial drafts of
the code. Each member of the committee
was asked to discuss the various needs and
interactions that their communities had
with Portland government.
The committee members also discussed
their interpretations of what the city code
needs to include to represent the various
groups.
At the meeting, staff from the Office of
Community and Civic Life shared responses from an ongoing survey of community
members.
However, some committee members
were quick to point out that the demographics of the survey takers were not representative of Portland as a whole. In fact, 23.81
percent of those who completed the survey
were between ages 65-74, 43.51 percent
attained a graduate degree, and 69.24 percent identified as white.

Despite backlash from neighborhood associations and doubts about the inclusiveness of the project, the Committee drafted
a code at the April 18 meeting. During the
meeting scheduled for May 23, the committee will review responses from the community response survey on their draft and
finalize the code. The code will be presented to City Council in July 2019. City Council will ultimately vote on whether to adopt
the new code.
While for now Committee 3.96 has
changed the code to better guide the work
of the Office of Community and Civic Life,
seeing the transformation of the vision of
civic engagement will be a long process of
connecting underrepresented minorities to
City of Portland resources.
“This project has been a great way to
reshape civic engagement in the City of
Portland, and as exciting as this is on its
own, I have been most excited about how
this project has been one that is very intentionally led and shaped by the community,” Code Change Project Manager Sabrina
Wilson said.

“

When all Portlanders have a voice in making their city better, we all benefit. The current
code favors some groups over others, and that’s
not fair. When communities do not have equitable access to city support, they are less likely to
participate in decision-making that affects their
lives. We have a moral obligation to update the
code to become a more just and inclusive city,
where we welcome communities and voices that
have been previously left out.

Suk Rhee

Director of the Office of Community and Civic Life

3

Connecting to young people
By Karla Terrones-Ochoa

The Bronco Blaze, Parkrose High School

Antonia McSwain
Committee Member

One of the committee members is 18-year-old Antonia McSwain, a Portland Community College student, member of the
Multnomah Youth Commission and one of the testifiers. McSwain has been a member of the Multnomah Youth Commission
for the last two years, and is one of the two coaches. Essentially,
her job is to plan the majority of meetings and events.
McSwain joined the Code Change Committee through an
application, given to her by one of last year’s co-chairs, Fernanda
Otero González, at one of Reynolds High School’s Black Student
Union meetings. McSwain applied once applications were sent
out in April and May.
McSwain enjoys her work at the Multnomah Youth Commission, particularly, in the way the commission is constructed
so that youth are in control. There are lots of youth who want
change in their communities, and McSwain loves that way the
commission lets young people do that.
As someone who has always cared for social justice work,
McSwain likes the way the Multnomah Youth Commission is
involving youth in their communities and having them work for
change in their communities.
The Multnomah Youth Commission is also doing a lot for the
Office of Civic Life and Engagement’s name and code change.
The commission has helped come up with ideas about what
the code should reflect, and has been organizing meetings for
feedback from Portland’s community. The Multnomah Youth
Commission is also looking at results from surveys as the Office
of Civic Life and Engagement receives feedback.

Committee 3.96 Members

4

Amanda Manjarrez

JR Lilly

Molly Mayo

Angela Harris

Karin Hansen

Musse Olol

Antonia McSwain

Kathleen Saadat

Rabbi Debra Kolodny

Chi Nguyen

Kathy Coleman

Scottt Bricker

Dani Bernstein

Kristen Gallagher

Sophorn Cheang

Dr. Alan DeLaTorre

Lakeitha Elliot

Taji Chesimet

Heather A Hoell

Laura Young

Taylor Ford

Hilary McKenzie

Lina Nettekoven

Vera Pool

Marcus Mundy
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