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population growth

�2�E�C�E�N�T���4�R�E�N�D�S
Portland
The City of Portland has experienced consistent growth since 
the 1980s through annexations, migration and natural growth.  
Between 1990 and 2000, the most signi�cant increases in 
population were in the central city and the neighborhoods east of 
I-205, though no Portland neighborhoods have seen signi�cant 
declines in population. About 40% of the growth has occurred 
due to migration into the city, with the rest from natural increase 
(where there are more births than deaths)4.

Population projections within the City of Portland boundaries 
show very little growth in the short run. From 2000 to 2007, 
Portland’s population grew by about 4 percent, making it the 
31st largest city in the US, according to the Census Bureau. The 
Planning Bureau projects that the city’s population will grow by 
only 3 percent over the next �ve years. Nevertheless, growth of 
the regional population will likely increase demand for the city’s 
services and amenities.

4 Institute of Portland Metropolitan Studies, “Metropolitan Brie�ng Book 2007,” page 9.
5 Coalition for a Livable Future, “Regional Equity Atlas: Metropolitan Portland’s 

Geography of Opportunity,” page 12.
6 Institute of Portland Metropolitan Studies, “Metropolitan Brie�ng Book 2007,” page 8.
7 Progress Toward 2040: Portland’s Story – Presentation to City of Portland Planning 

Commission, May 9, 2006.

expect change
The Metropolitan Region
The metropolitan area has grown signi�cantly in recent decades, 
gaining nearly a million people between 1970 and 2000. Between 
1990 and 2000 alone, our region grew at about twice the rate 
of the nation as a whole, with 70% of this growth caused by 
migration to the area5. While Multnomah County continues to 
have more people than other counties, its share of the overall 
population has been falling. In fact, between 1990 and 2000, Clark 
County grew at a rate of 45%, Washington County at 43% and 
Multnomah County at a relatively lower 13%6.

While Portland has seen new households in the Pearl District 
and downtown, many of the region’s new households are at the 
periphery. This is already changing the distribution of population 
across the metropolitan area, and is expected to continue to do so. 
However, Portland is still the site of a signi�cant amount of regional 
development. Currently, the City of Portland has a goal to capture 
20% of new regional households. Between 1995 and 2005, the 
City exceeded that goal for a rate of 33% over the 10-year period7.

Portland’s residents value its small town feel, its human scale, and 
its community connectedness – the feeling that we know and 
care for one another. Yet in the future, Portland’s population is 
expected to grow into that of a much larger city.

Five trends that will shape Portland’s future
We know that our community will be changing in the coming years, and those chan ges 
will impact our ability to create the community we want. Learn more here about s ome 
of our most pressing trends and how they might shape the future of our communit y.

Top: A Southwest Portland 
resident �lls out a visionPDX 
survey at Neighborhood 
House, Inc.  

Bottom: visionPDX grant 
recipients network at the 
visionPDX First Thursday at 
City Hall in April 2006.
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�0�R�O�J�E�C�T�E�D���4�R�E�N�D�S
According to Metro, our regional, tri-county 
government body, the Portland area gains 500 
people in an average week. Metro estimates 
that an additional million people will be in the 
region by 20308. Another estimate says that 
by 2025, the 6-county Portland metropolitan 
region will include 2.7 million people – a 40% 
increase from the 2000 population. At that 
point, our population will be larger than the 
current metropolitan populations of St. Louis 
and Baltimore and just under Seattle’s current 
metropolitan population of 3.1 million. 

Whatever statistics or projections one views, 
current best thinking indicates that the Portland 
metropolitan area will continue to grow. If this 
growth materializes, we need to be ready to 
absorb it without compromising the things that 
Portlanders have said are important to them 
– housing choice and affordability, a healthy 
ecosystem, an easy-to-use transportation system, 
availability of good jobs and good schools and 
much more.

Sources: Oregon Department of Economic Analysis; Washington State Of�ce of Financial Management
* Data for Clackamas, Columbia, Multnomah, Washington and Yamhill counties in Oregon and Clark 
County in Washington.

Portland Metropolitan Population Forecast

8Metro, New Look Issue Position Paper Booklet, Coming to Grips with Growth.

�#�H�A�N�G�E���I�N���(�O�U�S�E�H�O�L�D��
�-�A�K�E�U�P
While Portland’s population has grown in recent 
decades, the makeup of the population is changing 
as well. Since the 1970s, married family households 
have declined in both absolute numbers and as a 
percentage of households within Portland. Several 
inner city neighborhoods have seen a decline in the 
percentage of families with school-aged children 
as well as a decline in the overall median age of 
residents between 1990 and 2000. Further, Portland 
in 2000 had a smaller average household size (2.3) 
than any of the region’s counties.

This means that these neighborhoods have become 
attractive to young adults, single or married, who 
have delayed having children or have chosen not to 
have children. Elderly adults also make up a smaller 
share of these neighborhood residents, as many 
have retired to other communities.  

Projections show that the number of households will 
continue to grow, but household size will fall and 
families may grow only slightly. Thus, according to 
current projections, families will make up a smaller 
share of the overall population in the near future.  

Sources: US Census Bureau; Projections by the City of Portland Bureau of Planning

Portland Population and Household Forecast

population growth

Population
Households
Families with 
children
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�!�G�I�N�G���0�O�P�U�L�A�T�I�O�N
As we consider the kind of city we want in the 
future, we must also consider the fact that we will 
be a city whose residents are older. 

Nationwide, the population is aging. The U.S. 
Census bureau predicts that the percentage of 
the population age 65 and over will increase from 
12.4 percent in 2000 to 20.7 percent in 2050. 
In our region, as shown in the chart below, the 
over-65 population will more than double, and 
its share of the population will rise from about 10 
percent today to over 16 percent in 2025. Similarly, 
the over-85 population will double.  

Retiring Baby Boomers
These changes have important implications 
for business, education and government. As 
the baby boom generation ages, business and 
government struggle to �nd replacements for 
workers nearing retirement and higher education 
considers ways to train the current workforce to 
meet these emerging needs. According to the 
Oregon Employment Department, the number 
of workers ages 65 and older increased by 64 
percent from 1992 to 2002, and the percent of 
workers nearing retirement age, age 54 to 64, 
increased by roughly 70 percent during that same 
time. Older workers are well represented in some 
of the state’s largest industries, particularly health 
services.    

Planning for Aging
As a community, we must consider how to address the needs of a 
diverse, aging population in the way we provide services such as 
public transportation, parks, and housing. 

In addition to different needs, the aging population can provide 
resources as they retire – nonpro�ts may get a boon in the energy 
and experience of the retiring baby boomers to improve our city 
through volunteerism and by increasing social connectedness. 

Planning for older populations can be an important component of the 
community’s work in the next two decades. Participatory processes, 
community involvement and expert direction are needed to meet the 
needs, as well as harness the potential, of an aging society.

Top: Elders in Action volunteers hit the 
streets to talk to elders about visionPDX.

Bottom: Korean American seniors �ll 
out the visionPDX questionnaire as part 
of the Korean American Citizens League 
grant.
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Metro Councilor Brian Newman’s 
speech at the June 23, 2006, 
Metro New Look Forum 
encourages residents to visualize 
how the region will look when 
a million more people live here.  
Presented here is an abridged 
version.

It is very dif�cult for most people 
to conceptualize what impact one 
million new residents will have on 
the region. I believe that the best 
way to conceptualize the magnitude 
of the challenge in front of us is to 
observe how this region changed as 
we absorbed the most recent million 
residents. 

To do this we need to go back to 
1968, because during the period be-
tween 1968 and 2006 we grew by 
one million residents. This journey 
of 38 years won’t necessarily give us 
any insights into how to prepare for 
the future, but it will give us a sense 
of scale for the changes and the 
challenges that we are going to face 
over the next 25 years. 

In 1968, the median sale price of a 
single family home was $16,200. 
This was pretty affordable to some-
one with the median household 
income of $7,700. A loaf of bread at 
Freddies cost 25-cents and gasoline 
was just 34-cents per gallon. In fact, 
an entire barrel of gasoline in 1968 
cost a little more than what two 
gallons cost today ($6.23). 

planning laws, the urban growth 
boundary, Metro and TriMet. 
They built new roads and light 
rail lines, community colleges and 
hospitals. They created entirely 
new neighborhoods and cities, and 
they protected historic neighbor-
hoods from destruction. They 
revitalized downtown Portland and 
adopted the [Metro] 2040 Plan to 
curb suburban sprawl. They taxed 
themselves to purchase over 8,000 
acres of natural areas. 

In Portland and Oregon, we have 
inherited a legacy of innovation 
and progress in the face of rapid 
growth. Today is our turn to write 
the next chapter and I am con�-
dent that we can step up to the 
challenge.  

Metro Councilor Brian 
Newman

Way was still the Kruse family 
farm. The large employment areas 
of Washington County and River-
gate were still farms and marsh 
lands respectively. 

In the area of higher education, 
Portland State University was then 
called Portland State College and 
annual tuition was just over $400.  
Community education was all the 
rage in 1968. Both Mt. Hood and 
Portland Community Colleges 
were established by public vote 
that year. Clackamas Community 
College was created just two years 
prior. It would be several years 
before any of these schools opened 
a campus. 

OHSU was still the University of 
Oregon Medical School. The three 
schools of medicine, dentistry and 
nursing weren’t merged to form 
OHSU until 1974. 

As far as the built environment, the 
region has changed dramatically as 
we absorbed one million residents. 
In 1968, the tallest building in 
downtown Portland was the 25-story 
Harrison Condominium tower in the 
South Auditorium area near PSU. 
Today, it is the 20th tallest building 
in Portland.

The change in the suburban 
landscape has been no less dramatic. 
There were farms and open spaces 
between most communities 38 years 

ago and it was probably unthink-
able to the residents of Hillsboro 
that one day there would be 
continuous urbanization between 
their city and Beaverton, just as that 
notion of continuous urbanization 
between Hillsboro and North Plains 
is unthinkable today. 

Simply put, one million new 
residents will have a transformative 
impact on our region. Preparing 
for that future will take more than 
a few tweaks to height limits in 
our centers or designating a few 
thousand acres of urban reserves on 
the edge. 

We can’t predict the future, but 
we are not powerless. Confronted 
by rapid growth, our predecessors 
demonstrated uncommon leader-
ship by creating statewide land use 

Traf�c congestion was not a prob-
lem in 1968. There was no rush hour 
traf�c on the only two freeways 
in town: the Ban�eld Freeway and 
Interstate Five which opened two 
years prior with the completion of 
the Marquam Bridge. While the 
cheap gas and empty freeways rep-
resented a drivers’ paradise, there 
were few other options for residents 
to get around. TriMet didn’t even 
exist in 1968 and a private bus 
company called Rose City Transit 
teetered on the edge of insolvency. 

Back then, the local economy was 
dominated by forest products, 
transportation and public utilities. 
Not one of the top ten employers in 
1968 is among the top 10 in 2006. 
Intel, our largest employer today, 
didn’t operate in Oregon in 1968. 
They opened their �rst plant in 
Aloha in 1976. Nike didn’t exist in 
1968. Phil Knight was an Assistant 
Professor of Business Administration 
at Portland State. He ran a small 
shoe company named Blue Ribbon 
Sports out of the trunk of his car. 
The company wouldn’t be renamed 
Nike for another ten years. 

When it came to the commercial 
life of the region, the world still 
revolved around central Portland. 
�,�L�O�Y�D���#�E�N�T�E�R���-�A�L�L���H�A�D���J�U�S�T���O�P�E�N�E�D����
but in the suburbs there was no 
Washington Square, Clackamas 
Town Center, or Mall 205. Kruse 

What does a million mean?



3232
expect change

The metropolitan Portland area population has 
a less ethnically diverse population than most 
other metropolitan areas in the United States 
and the West Coast. Metropolitan Portland’s 
minority population comprised 20% of the 
metropolitan population in 2005, compared to 
an average 36% of other metropolitan areas of 
similar size.

Fueled by internal and international migration 
and new births, Latinos are the fastest growing 
minority population in the metropolitan region. 

The U.S. Census Bureau reports that the �s��
Latino population increased from 50,600 
in 1990 to 142,400 in 2000, an increase of 
181% during this period9.

Census estimates indicate that this �s��
population grew by another 52,000 
between 2000 and 2005.  

An analysis of the age distribution of this 
population shows that these population 
changes will have a dramatic effect on the 
ethnic composition and the educational support 
needs of schools as the youngest members of 
this population enter school age.  
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�!�M�E�R�I�C�A�N���������!�M�E�R�I�C�A�N���)�N�D�I�A�N���������������������������!�S�I�A�N�������0�A�C�I�l�C���)�S�L�A�N�D�E�R�����������(�I�S�P�A�N�I�C���,�A�T�I�N�O
    Alaska Native
Source: US Census Bureau

9 There is general agreement that the US Census likely 
undercounts certain population groups, including the poor 
and communities of color. This can happen because of 
mistakes in reporting the data, fear of consequences if the 
information is shared and how the Census is carried out (by 
mail, which might miss homeless people or people who have 
informal living arrangements). Portland’s Native American 
community in particular has expressed concern about the 
accuracy of Census data.

People of color are increasing as a percentage 
of overall population of the Portland region, and 
related changes and trends are also apparent. 
As a group, people of color in Portland tend 
to earn less than their white counterparts, and 
poverty rates for minorities are higher than for 
whites. Driven in part by housing affordability, 
there appear to be larger clusters of people of 
color, people in poverty and children living in 
further-out locations, both in Portland and in the 
larger region, and fewer of them living in close-in 
Portland neighborhoods. The impact of this is 
already affecting the region’s school systems and 
will likely have many impacts on our community’s 
future.

Our growing cultural and ethnic diversity 
provides new challenges and opportunities for 
Portland to weave the richness of our many 
communities into our civic and social fabric.
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�%�C�O�N�O�M�I�C���3�T�R�E�N�G�T�H�S
Portland has distinguished itself in many ways, making it a desirable place to live 
and work. Portland ranks 13th in educational attainment in cities, with almost 39% 
of Portlanders over age 25 holding a bachelors degree or higher12. An educated 
workforce is a necessary resource for high-tech and high-skill businesses. Portland 
ranks in the top �ve, and often in the top two, in many national rankings looking 
at everything from biking and walking to dog ownership, sustainability, library 
circulation, local food and best places to live and visit13. A livable community is a draw 
for new people, and Portland has seen its population grow while many other regions 
in the country are shrinking, especially among the 25-34 age group. 

�#�H�A�N�G�I�N�G���*�O�B���-�A�R�K�E�T
The Portland Metropolitan region has shown robust employment 
gains over the 30-year period from 1970 to the 1990s. The region 
more than doubled the number of jobs in all sectors, from around 
500,000 to over 1 million. Nationally, manufacturing declined in 
the 1990s, but the Portland region experienced more than a 25% 
gain in employment in this sector. In the past, the region’s diversity 
among sectors has provided insulation against the cyclical extremes 
of boom and bust cycles that have occurred in some cities10. In the 
1990s, the region was more subject to national trends.

Currently, the Portland economy highlights many vulnerabilities. 
Like other cities, Portland has continued to lose headquarter status 
of many national companies. While the greater number of manu-
facturing jobs has generated growth and higher income levels, it 
has also made Portland more susceptible to a cyclical economy. In 
addition, the absence of a top tier research university directs much 
public and private funding elsewhere11.

As the Portland region emerged from the recession that hit in 2000 
and 2001, it added jobs to its economy. Today the region has more 
jobs than ever. However, the structure of those jobs has changed. 
Since 1990, the share of manufacturing jobs in the region has 
fallen from 17.1 percent to 12.5 percent today, though the overall 
number has increased. At the same time, the share of jobs in the 
service sector has expanded. Manufacturing is becoming less labor 
intensive, and services are becoming moreso; however, their shares 
of statewide economic output have remained relatively stable in 
recent decades. This has changed the requirements for getting a 
good job in our economy.  

changing economy

10City of Portland Bureau of Planning, “Portland Present,” January 2004.
11 Ibid.
12 US Census Bureau, 2005 American Community Survey.
13 See Portland Development Commission’s Portland Praises web page: 
    http://www.pdc.us/bus_serv/praises/default.asp
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Portland has a diverse economy. 
Small businesses (fewer than 50 
employees) make up over 40% of 
the jobs within Portland city limits14.
The Portland region has a large 
number of nonpro�t organizations – 
2,740 at last count – which employ 
over 73,000 people, or 9% of the 
Portland regional workforce15. Of 
these, 14% of nonpro�t employers 
are in the health services sector, 
employing about half of nonpro�t 
workers.  

Portland as a region has developed 
many business clusters that attract 

income from outside the region. Creative services, 
high-tech products, metal products, food 
processing and many more make up our traded 
sector industries. In addition to drawing workforce 
talent, Portland’s role as a West Coast trade 
gateway for marine, rail and air transportation has 
helped to drive the development of its industry 
clusters. These companies provide somewhere 
between one-quarter to one-third of the 
economic activity and employment in the region. 
There is general agreement that encouraging 
existing and emerging clusters will strengthen and 
diversify the region’s economy.

�%�C�O�N�O�M�I�C���#�H�A�L�L�E�N�G�E�S
This diversity and livability does not always translate into successful 
employment for all segments of society. In 2000, Portland’s median 
household income ranked 32nd among the 100 largest US cities, 
experiencing substantial growth in the 1990s. Portland’s poverty 
rate also declined in the 1990s and was signi�cantly below that 
of most large US cities. The recession earlier this decade reversed 
some of that progress.   

While unemployment in the region has decreased from its high �s��
of 8.3% during 2003 to around 5% in 2007, the rate is still 
above the nation as a whole (4.6% in August 2007). 

Median incomes have largely remained �at since 2001, while �s��
the poverty rates have increased, sometimes sharply16.

In 2005, 17.4% of individuals in Multnomah County were �s��
below the federal poverty line, up from 12.7% in 2000. For 
Portland, the numbers were similar: 17.8% in 2005, up from 
13.1% in 2000. 

The poverty line in 2007 is about $20,000 for a family of four.�s��

Growing housing, food and health care costs create greater 
economic challenges for Portland area families and individuals, and 
will likely continue to do so into the future.

14City of Portland Bureau of Planning
15 Facts on nonpro�ts from www.OregonInvolved.org
16 Institutute of Portland Metropolitan Studies, “Metropolitan Brie�ng Book 2007,” 

pp24-25.

changing economy
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The term “peak oil” refers to the concept that oil and natural gas are 
limited resources and that we will inevitably pass the peak of oil and 
natural gas production in the world. Without careful preparation, 
the resulting steep price increases could be extremely disruptive, 
and individuals and businesses alike will be compelled to retool our 
economies and societies around new realities.  

The City of Portland was one of the �rst cities to recognize the need 
to prepare for such a transition, establishing a Peak Oil Task Force17

which presented its report, “Descending the Oil Peak: Navigating 
the Transition from Oil and Natural Gas,” to Portland City Council in 
March 2007.

The report anticipates that, regardless of exactly 
when the peak oil phenomenon occurs, there will 
be dramatic consequences to our status quo:

�s�� �4�R�A�N�S�P�O�R�T�A�T�I�O�N���I�M�P�A�C�T�S���W�I�L�L���B�E���L�A�R�G�E�����B�O�T�H���O�N��
individuals and freight. Individuals will feel 
economic pressure to shift to carpooling, 
more energy-ef�cient cars, walking or biking. 
Freight may shift from air and trucks to more 
shipping and rail. More densely populated city 
and town centers may facilitate transportation 
solutions.

�s�� �(�I�G�H�E�R���P�R�I�C�E�S���F�O�R���O�I�L���A�N�D���N�A�T�U�R�A�L���G�A�S���W�I�L�L���L�E�A�D��
to higher food prices and less diversity in 
affordable food.

�s�� �6�O�L�A�T�I�L�I�T�Y���I�N���I�N�T�E�R�N�A�T�I�O�N�A�L���M�A�R�K�E�T�S���W�I�L�L���I�M�P�A�C�T��
Portland’s industries that are reliant on global 
capital. Some sectors, like Portland’s growing 
clean energy industry, may gain demand.

�s�� �3�O�C�I�A�L���S�E�R�V�I�C�E�S���I�N���T�H�E���R�E�G�I�O�N�����A�L�R�E�A�D�Y��
stretched thin, will likely be in higher demand, as people 
�nd it harder to make ends meet while paying more for 
transportation, health care, food, housing, heating and 
other basic needs.

As peak oil gains prominence and begins to intersect with 
other trends facing our region, many of the choices that the 
community expressed to visionPDX to be preferable will also 
support addressing and preparing for this transition.

17The Peak Oil Task Force report is available at http://www.portlandonline.com/shared/
cfm/image.cfm?id=145732.
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Over the past 100 years, the changing global 
climate has shrunk the glaciers on Mt. Hood by 
more than one-third. But melting ice on Port-
land’s mountain icon is just the most visible of 
the impacts of global warming. The changing 
climate will impact Portland's future broadly 
and deeply. It means dramatic changes here in 
Portland and the foundations of the Northwest: 
our forests, rivers, fish, farms and coast.  

Since 1900 the Pacific Northwest has warmed 
by 1.5° F. In the next century, the warming is 
expected to accelerate and increase by about 
1° F every 10 years18. The last time this region's 
climate changed so dramatically was the Ice 
Age, when glacial ice sheets covered much 
of the Northwest. This time, fueled by vast 
quantities of human-caused carbon pollution, 
the climate is changing much faster.

Scientists expect that the Northwest will 
experience more warming in summer than in 
winter, and nights will cool off less than they 
do today. In addition, increased urbanization, 
population growth and related roads and 
rooftops will exacerbate the urban heat island, 
increasing temperatures even more. 

Changes in the water cycle are equally 
important, with winters expected to be wetter 
and summers drier. This, coupled with higher 
temperatures, may mean higher streamflows 
in the spring, when water is already abundant, 
and lower flows in the summer, when surface 
water flows are badly needed for irrigation, 
drinking water, hydropower and salmon. The 
trend will be toward increased use and reliance 
on groundwater sources.

Forests, a cornerstone of Portland’s economy 
and environment, are particularly vulnerable to 
climate change. The greatest threats to forest 
health include drought, fire, pests, and disease, 
and climate change is expected to increase all of 
these. Oregon’s beaches, too, are threatened by 
rising sea levels and stronger storms, and coastal 
�ooding and erosion will increase. 

Portland will also experience signi�cant changes 
as a result of the response to global warming. 
Fortunately, many of the local solutions to climate 
change offer substantial community bene�ts and 
can provide jobs as well as improve personal health. 
Reducing use of the fossil fuels that cause climate 
change – primarily gasoline, diesel, natural gas and 
electricity from coal and natural gas – also reduces 

Photos ©Gary Braasch From his book: Earth Under Fire; How Global Warming is Changing 
the World (University of California Press, September 2007)

Mt. Hood August 1984 (above) and late summer 2003 (below).

global warming

18 University of Washington Climate Impacts Group 
(http://www.cses.washington.edu/cig/).
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Greenhouse Gas Emissions Trend
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the economic drain of paying for these fuels and improves the 
bottom line for businesses and for household budgets. Renewable 
energy resources like wind and solar power offer tremendous 
economic development potential, and strategies like adding 
insulation and upgrading windows simply make good economic 
sense. On the transportation front, increasing walking, bicycling 
and transit use has the added bene�t of improving personal health 
and air quality, while keeping dollars in the local economy.  

Climate change presents enormous challenges, both globally and 
here in Portland. However, Portland is an innovator in developing 
solutions and was the �rst city in the United States to adopt 
a climate-protection plan almost 15 years ago. As the world 
mobilizes to respond to climate change, Portland is positioned 
to lead the way in minimizing carbon emissions, reducing the 
disruptions caused by global climate change and making our 
community healthier, stronger and more vibrant.  
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400 Thousand Years of Atmospheric Carbon Dioxide 
Concentration and Temperature Change
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CO2 concentration from 
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Antarctic Ice Cores
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Data Source CO2. ftp://cdiac.cml.gov/pub/trends/co2/vostok.icecore.co2
Data Source Temp: http://cdiac.esd.oml.gov/ftp/trends/temp/vostok/vostok.1999.temp.dat
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Portland’s 2010 goal: 10% 
below 1990 levels

�%�M�I�S�S�I�O�N�S���L�E�V�E�L���R�E�Q�U�I�R�E�D���T�O��
stabilize the climate

Multnomah Co.


