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In August of 2000, the Portland City Council approved the Interstate Corridor Urban Renewal 

Area Plan, a 3,990 acre area in North/Northeast Portland designated to spur mixed-use 

development along the light rail corridor. This area encompassed many historic Black 

neighborhoods, which had undergone decades of injustices such as redlining, segregation, 

and displacement due to city actions such as condemnation and eminent domain. Now, 

these neighborhoods also faced the threat of gentrification from rising rents, exacerbated by 

the urban renewal plan. As a response, activists put pressure on the city to prioritize 

affordable housing and employment opportunities for existing residents, so that they too 

could benefit from the revitalization of the area rather than be displaced by it. In March of 

2014, Mayor Charlie Hales dedicated $20 million in Tax Increment Financing (TIF) dollars 

from the Interstate Corridor Urban Renewal Area to affordable housing in an effort to 

address the ongoing threats of displacement and gentrification. Through a 7-month long 

process of community forums and outreach, the city developed a 5-year plan for how to 

invest this $20 million. Part of the plan included a “Right to Return” policy, a mechanism for 

allocating affordable housing program funds specifically to help families who had been 

displaced from the area move back. The first round of funding for the Right to Return or 

“Preference Policy” was distributed in 2016, and has provided 65 formerly displaced 

households with assistance to purchase homes in North/Northeast Portland.  
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The Right to Return policy is a step towards incorporating racial equity into public policy, but 

many argue it does not go far enough to address generations of displacement and injustice in 

North/Northeast Portland. The policy also raises questions about what exactly displaced 

residents are returning to, since the area has become more and more expensive and has 

undergone significant demographic change, to the point where it is almost unrecognizable to 

former residents. This case study discusses the strengths as well as the weaknesses of the 

Right to Return policy in North/Northeast Portland.  

 

 

Figure 1. Map of Portland. Many historic black neighborhoods are located in North and Northeast areas 
of Portland, areas which have undergone decades of redlining and displacement.  
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Pushing the city to acknowledge decades of displacement suffered by African Americans in 

North/Northeast Portland and to implement a Right to Return policy was one challenge; 

defining the terms of the policy was another. In order to determine how to define 

displacement, and who would be eligible for the program, the city set up a task force to work 

on drafting the policy.The task force included staff from Housing Commissioner Dan Saltzman ’s 

office and the Portland Housing Bureau as well as African American community leaders, public 

school administrators, and representatives from various community organizations. They met 

over a period of months in 2015, and grappled with questions such as: Where to draw the 

boundaries of the eligibility area? How does one prove that they were displaced? How far back 

in history is it necessary to go to address decades of displacement? How to make sure the 

policy reaches its intended target group – Black families who had been disproportionately 

affected by displacement in Portland – while avoiding legal challenges? How to craft a policy 

that would hold true to the demands of activists and organizers while also being politically 

feasible and legally sound? Answering these questions meant that the policy would necessarily 

include various compromises and trade-offs (discussed in a later section).  

Nonetheless, after much discussion and debate, together the group came up with four goals:  

1. Give preference to families based on the amount of urban renewal activity that 

occurred where they lived.  

2. Address generational displacement of families by urban renewal. 

3. Give preference to families regardless of where they currently live. 

4. Give top priority to families with property taken by the city. 

To define the eligibility area, the task force researched the various forms of displacement 

affecting Black communities in Portland starting in the early 20th century, from disasters like 

the Vanport flood that disproportionately affected Black families in 1948 to city actions like 

condemnation or eminent domain that were used to construct public works projects in the 

1950s and 60s. They settled on 3 main historic periods of displacement: the condemnation and 

eminent domain actions in the 1950s-1970s, the false promises and unimplemented 

community benefit agreements of the 1990s Albina Community Plan, and the 2000 Interstate 
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Corridor Urban Renewal Area around the light rail line. They mapped the affected areas of 

these three periods of displacement, producing a final map with the 3 areas overlaid on top of 

one another (as shown in Figure 2 below). The areas where the 3 maps overlapped were 

deemed as areas most affected by the multiple periods of displacement and therefore the 

highest priority for the program. 

 

 

Based on this map, applicants to the program can receive up to 6 points; 0-3 points for the 

applicant’s proof of address in the defined area and 0-3 points for a parent, grandparent or 

Figure 2. Preference Point Map for the Right to Return application. More points are given for addresses 
that fall in the areas where urban renewal activities have had the most impact.  

1  
The Speculator Loophole: Ellis Act Evictions in San Francisco.  April 2, 2014.  http://antievictionmappingproject.net/

EllisActReport.pdf  

http://antievictionmappingproject.net/EllisActReport.pdf
http://antievictionmappingproject.net/EllisActReport.pdf
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guardian’s proof of address in the defined area, depending on where on the map the address 

they were displaced from falls. The waiting list for a slot in the program is ordered by the 

number of points a person receives. If an applicant owned a property that was taken as a result 

of a direct city action such as condemnation or eminent domain, they immediately move to the 

top of the list.  

The task force also made an effort to design the application in a way that would not be overly 

burdensome to families. Instead, the application only required proof of identity (such as a 

driver’s license) and proof of address of the residence they were displaced from (such as a 

utility bill). The city advertised the Right to Return application on the radio, in newspapers, and 

online, and they worked with community non-profits in areas beyond Portland in order to 

reach a wide range of people who had been displaced. The application was released for view 

for two weeks, and then was opened for two weeks. Applications could be submitted online or 

on paper. 

The application for the first round of funding opened in early 2016. The Portland Housing 

Bureau (PHB) then reviewed all the applicants, verified their documents, and developed a 

waiting list. PHB give non-profit housing providers the names of applicants from the waiting list, 

and these non-profit partners then work to help them purchase a home with aid from the TIF 

funds. Thus the work is divided between the housing bureau and the non-profit housing 

providers.  

While there will be multiple rounds of applications, the first round included slots for 65 

households to receive aid for purchasing single-family homes and 12 households for 

purchasing micro-condominiums. The aid includes funding for down payment assistance loans, 

as well as financial counseling. The task force chose to focus the first round of funding on 

homeownership, due to the significance of the loss of intergenerational wealth associated with 

displacement from homeownership. However future rounds of funding for the program will 

include assistance for rental housing as well.  
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The Right to Return policy is technically race-neutral, as applicants to the program only need to 

provide proof of address to be eligible for the program. However the intent of the policy is to 

address the decades of harm done to African American communities in Portland by the City of 

Portland itself, and African American families who disproportionately bore the burden of 

displacement due to city actions in the 20th century are the primary intended targets of the 

policy. A presentation by the Portland Housing Bureau detailed the various events that 

significantly harmed Black communities in Portland: 

 Vanport Flood – May 30, 1948 

 I-5 freeway – 1950 

 Memorial Coliseum – Broke ground February 4, 1959; Opened November 3, 1960 

 Central Albina Study – 1962  

 Emanuel Hospital Plan – August 1969 

 Interstate Urban Renewal Area – August 2000 

While many Portland residents are currently facing displacement due to dramatically rising 

rents, displacement in Portland has a much longer history, and is directly related to the legacy 

of racism, segregation, redlining, and other discriminatory practices. African Americans who 

came to Oregon to work in the shipyards during the World War II construction boom were 

forced to live in segregated sections of “shipyard ghettos” such as Vanport and Guild’s Lake. In 

1948, a dike broke at the Columbia River and flooded Vanport, displacing about 1,000 Black 

families. Many of these families had to live in temporary trailers for years, left without 

employment or decent housing. Housing discrimination also prevented Black families from 

purchasing or renting homes outside of certain neighborhoods, mainly the Albina district of 

Northern Portland. As the Black population in this area grew, White residents left en masse for 

the suburbs.  
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In addition to the discriminatory practices of redlining and racial segregation, the African 

American community in Portland underwent significant trauma from displacement as a result 

of city actions such as eminent domain, condemnation and urban renewal. Thousands of 

homes in Portland were demolished from the 1950s to the 1970s as a result of public works 

projects like the Interstate 5 Freeway, the Memorial Coliseum, and the expansion of the 

Emanuel Hospital. Many of these projects were located in the Albina District, thus 

disproportionately affecting Black families and significantly disrupting the heart of the Black 

community. In the 1990s, the city of Portland began to put effort into revitalizing the Albina 

district, and put forward the Albina Plan in 1993, the first comprehensive planning effort in the 

Albina area. The city however failed to keep many of the promises made in the Albina Plan, and 

ended up facilitating gentrification. The pattern of racial transition reversed, as White families 

moved back into the area, drawn by the city’s reinvestment efforts and the affordable homes. 

As property values increased, many Black residents sold their homes and moved elsewhere, 

while low-income renters shifted to far-flung areas where they could afford the rent. For the 

first time since 1960, Blacks were no longer a clear majority in any Albina neighborhood. 

 

The situation was further exacerbated in the 2000s, when the Portland City Council approved 

the Interstate Corridor Urban Renewal Area Plan, a 3,990 acre area in North/Northeast 

Portland designated to spur mixed-use development along the light rail corridor. Many 

members of the existing community saw the urban renewal plan as a means to channel public 

money into private hands. Nowhere was this more apparent than the selling of public land at a 

significant discount to Majestic Realtors, a commercial developer that aimed to build a Trader 

Joe’s on the site. This was a slap in the face to community organizations such as the Portland 

African American Leadership Forum, who had been urging the city to address gentrification in 

the area and used city-owned land to build more affordable housing. After significant 

Figure 3. Census data of African Americans living in North/Northeast Portland from 1970-
2010. Thousands of African American families were displaced from this area. 



ANHD | 50 Broad Street Suite #1402, New York, NY 10004 | www.anhd.org | @ANHDnyc  

 

 

 8

resistance, the Trader Joe’s plan fell through and Mayor Charlie Hales dedicated $20 million in 

Tax Increment Financing to creating affordable housing in North and Northeast Portland.  

Activists in the Black community in Portland have been pushing back against racism, redlining, 

segregation, and disruptive city actions for decades. As a result of their organizing and 

pressure on the city to keep their promises, the City of Portland finally recognized the need to 

at least attempt to acknowledge and rectify past actions at the expense of the African American 

community. This organizing and resistance is the origin of the Right to Return Policy.   

The Right to Return policy is a step in the direction of addressing these historical injustices, but 

it is far from completely healing past harms. In order to make the policy legally feasible and the 

application process as straightforward and accessible as possible, a number of trade-offs were 

made that limited the potential impact of the policy. The implementation process has also 

revealed some unforeseen challenges, such as the ability of applicants to purchase homes in 

the now very expensive areas of North/Northeast Portland, even with the financial assistance 

from the city.  

Trade-offs 

Designing the policy included several compromises. First, the task force faced the question of 

whether to design the policy to give preference to those already displaced from North/

Northeast Portland, or those about to be displaced. Secondly, the policy had to be race neutral 

in order to comply with existing laws; while the policy is intended to be a racial justice policy, 

geography had to be the main criterion for qualification rather than race. This meant that the 

task force had to find ways to ensure that those most impacted by city actions, gentrification 

and displacement – African American communities – would be the beneficiaries of the policy 

without explicitly stating so. For example, initially the task force planned to include Vanport, the 

area where shipyard workers lived during WWII and which was flooded in 1948, in the eligibility 

area. But even though the flooding of Vanport affected many African American families 

because they were segregated to that area, African Americans were still a minority in Vanport 

overall. Including Vanport therefore might have meant diluting the targeted population of the 

Right to Return policy, and limiting its impact in terms of racial equity.   
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Becoming Mortgage-Ready 

There were challenges in implementing the policy as well. One of the difficulties so far has been 

ensuring that the non-profit housing providers who were given names of applicants who were 

awarded slots do not prioritize those that are most mortgage ready first for the sake of ease. 

Rather, Portland Housing Bureau hopes that the non-providers will work with all the applicants 

they were given in order to help them become mortgage ready and find financial models that 

will work for them. PHB has been able to minimize this by maintaining control over the waiting 

list; the non-profit partners do not have access to all the names on the list. Furthermore, if a 

non-profit rescinds a slot that was given to an applicant, PHB will review their application again. 

Ideally, no one on the list who has been given a slot should have their offer rescinded. A 

grievance process and the Community Oversight committee for the North/Northeast Housing 

Strategy has helped mitigate these issues.  

Return to What?  

Perhaps the biggest challenge in the Right to Return policy has been acknowledging that the 

neighborhood families are returning to is not the same neighborhood they knew and grew up 

with. Northern Portland is changing dramatically, in terms of race, income and culture. 

Displaced residents may not want to return to an area that looks so different, especially given 

the lasting trauma of losing a home. Furthermore, as this area of Portland is becoming 

increasingly expensive, it becomes harder for applicants who qualify for the Preference Policy 

to justify purchasing a home there rather than somewhere cheaper. One possible solution to 

this issue would be allowing applicants who qualify to use the financial assistance to purchase a 

home somewhere outside the current boundary, but this has not happened yet. Non-profit 

housing providers may not own many properties, making it more difficult for them to help their 

clients find affordable housing. The city could do more – for example through land banking – to 

ensure there are available properties for applicants who qualify for the assistance to purchase 

or rent.  
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The first round of applications for Right to Return only included funding for homeownership 

programs, but future rounds will create waiting lists of qualified applicants who wish to return 

to the area they were displaced from and rent. The Portland Housing Bureau notes that they 

started with homeownership assistance because of the significance of the loss of 

intergenerational wealth associated with losing a home. Going forward however, PHB plans to 

allocate part of the $20 million in TIF funding toward assisting people on the waiting list who 

wish to rent.  

The preference policy will have an impact beyond the $20 million in TIF funding that was 

allocated through the Interstate Corridor Urban Renewal Area. In 2016 the Portland City 

Council passed a citywide inclusionary zoning policy. While no units under this policy have been 

built yet in North/Northeast Portland, any future affordable units created through inclusionary 

zoning will have to use the Right of Return preference policy to determine who gets the units.  

In conclusion, the Right to Return policy cannot undue the harms done by decades of city 

actions that disproportionately hurt the African American community while benefiting others, 

but it is nonetheless a step in the right direction, and represents an opportunity for other cities 

to follow Portland’s lead and put racial equity at the center of housing policies.  

 

 

 


