
Each character statement addresses an area's history 
and future desired character and has the same struc-
tural components.

A GUIDE TO THE DOCUMENT

Diagrammatic Map serves to complement the text by diagramming an area's current 
and future defining features (i.e. connections, landmarks, natural resources, etc.)

Background & Additional Resources

THE CHARACTER STATEMENT PAGES:

BACKGROUND
HISTORY & EXISTING CONDITIONS
Located between Portland’s West Hills and the Willamette River, the Macadam area is shaped by its 
proximity to the river, abundant natural resources and the Central City. For centuries Native Americans, 
primarily the Kalapuya peoples, lived and thrived here. The Willamette River was a primary transportation 
corridor and the riverfront area that is now Willamette Park was part of a large network of wetlands and 
a popular camping location during the salmon runs. Native Americans also hunted and collected berries, 
nuts and plants along the riverfront for sustenance and medicinal and cultural purposes. These activities 
remain central to Native cultures, but development has degraded vital resources and adversely affected 
Tribal customs, wildlife habitat and watershed health. Buildings have been located too close to the river, 
vegetation has been removed and the use of impermeable building materials has been unchecked. 
 From the mid-1800s to the early 1900s, European Americans settled along the north-south S 
Macadam Avenue and constructed a parallel railroad line. During Portland’s early growth much of the 
land between the Willamette River and S Macadam Avenue was occupied by industries that benefited 
from easy access to the river and the railroad. Commercial businesses emerged along the west side of 
S Macadam to support the industrial uses and residential neighborhoods developed to the west of the 
commercial corridor—in the hills with views of the river. As a result, the east side of S Macadam Avenue 
has large, irregular shaped lots and the west side has a traditional, well-connected block pattern.  
 Following World War II, much of the industry in the Macadam area relocated as technology 
improved and demand declined. Building boomed in the flat land between S Macadam Avenue and the 
river, as it was doing downtown and other close-in residential neighborhoods. In the 1970s and 1980s 
former industrial sites were transformed into multi-dwelling residential buildings, commercial office spaces 
and small shopping centers. These large sites focused their attention on the river and very few provided 
east/west connections that improved the district’s riverfront access. 
 Planning policies of the period emphasized new residential and commercial uses and encouraged 
auto-oriented, “campus-like” environments with many trees, deep street setbacks and public access to 
and along the river. This led to the creation of several significant waterfront residential developments, the 
greenway trail and Willamette Park, but it also resulted in buildings oriented toward large surface parking 
lots rather than the street and an unsafe, unwelcoming pedestrian environment.  

ADDITIONAL 
RESOURCES
The following 
resources offer some 
more background 
information on the 
history of this district. 

•  Willamette 
Greenway Plan 
(1987)

•  Macadam 
Corridor Design 
Guidelines (1985)

•  River Plan/South 
Reach Adopted 
Plan

•  River Plan/
South Reach 
Draft Existing 
Conditions Report 
(May 2018)

“...help preserve 
and protect the 
natural  environ-
ment that defines 
this district...” 

Development should 
respond to the varied 
topography and built 
environment of the 
district, particularly 
along Macadam 
Avenue, which varies 
from boulevard 
(northern end) to 
main street (southern 
end) in character. 

800 ft.

NEIGHBORHOOD CENTER
CHARACTER STATEMENT: MACADAM CIVIC CORRIDOR & RIVERFRONT

CURRENT POLICY FRAMEWORK
The 2035 Comprehensive Plan (2018) identifies the Macadam area as a Neighborhood Center and part of of the River 
Pattern Area, and S Macadam Avenue as a Civic Corridor. These designations recognize the area’s opportunities for growth, 
redevelopment, a safe and attractive pedestrian environment, and strong riverfront access.  

Provide a summary of the area's history 
and future policies to inform the character 
sections and provide a better understanding 
of how current conditions were created. 
Resources in the grey box are intended 
provide applicants with easier access to 
information, prompting more research (and 
outreach) during the project's development, 
encouraging a better understanding of how 
to address past harms and harness the 
area's most valued assets for all residents.

Photos
Supports each character 
section by illustrating            
existing context and          
potential design approaches. 

Character Sections 
Highlight an area's distinctive 
and unique qualities or issues. 
They provide ways to address 
them to meet Guideline 01. 
These approaches function as 
an extension of the Guidelines 
and are not intended to be used 
as a checklist of recommended 
solutions. Other approaches not 
listed may also be used.

NATURAL RESOURCES + 
SCENIC RESOURCES

The Macadam area’s location along the 
Willamette River’s South Reach is a key factor 
in the continued health of endangered and 
threatened fish, wildlife and plants. This 
riverine corridor is part of the Pacific Flyway 
for migrating and nesting birds. Future 
development along the river and trails should 
both activate the river frontage and minimize 
impacts from noise and lighting on the trail and 
riverfront habitat. Include climatic responsive 
plantings to enhance wildlife habitat, soften 
building edges, and screen parking areas.
Natural features along the riverfront are 
valuable community assets, central to the 
cultural practices of local Tribal Communities 
and with lush vegetation and views of the 
mountains, hills, and river. Pay special attention 
to landscaping within the river setback and 
protect natural areas by preserving and 
planting trees along the Willamette River. 
Development should capitalize on this unique 
location by incorporating environmentally 
friendly building practices and techniques to 

preserve and protect the defining riverfront 
environment of the district.
Residents and visitors’ value direct public 
access to the Willamette River from 
neighborhoods and businesses to the west. To 
strengthen this access, use landscape features 
to emphasize east/west connections between 
the greenway, the river, and the interior of 
the neighborhood.  Scenic view streets can 
strengthen their visual ties to the river by 
becoming ”green” streets. Visual connections 
to the Willamette and other natural features 
from both sides of S Macadam Avenue allow 
Portlanders to appreciate the area’s scenic 
beauty. In response, building roofs and rooftops 
need to be carefully designed to enhance these 
public views. Maintaining connections ensures 
permeability within the district and improves 
air quality, health, and livability. Preserve public 
viewpoints close to the river and view streets 
that are referenced in the Macadam Plan 
District and the South Reach Scenic Resource 
Protection Plan. 

Past City policies envisioned S Macadam 
Avenue as a tree-lined boulevard with safe 
routes for both pedestrians and cars. Existing 
development—a mixture of river-oriented 
businesses, suburban-style shopping centers, 
office parks, and apartment buildings—does 
not support a public realm focused on the 
comfort and safety of pedestrians and cyclists. 
Future site and building design should be 
responsive to this vision for S Macadam Avenue 
and the context of the Willamette Riverfront. 
On S Macadam Avenue, a few buildings from 
the area’s industrial past have been renovated 
with high quality, durable materials, such as 
masonry or stucco. New buildings should 
use texture, color, scale and proportion to 
complement this existing fabric. Features such 
as ample glazing, covered entries and 
integrated landscaping are appropriate to this 
environment. When used at corner sites, they 
strengthen and solidify the connections across 
S Macadam Avenue, and down to the river.  

Successful landscaping is particularly important 
along identified public view streets and where 
rights of way have limited planting areas. 
Along the Willamette Riverfront, existing 
development has traditionally used balconies, 
terraces and communal open spaces to 
promote safety and create visual interest 
along the greenway and river. To enrich the 
experience of all residents, new development 
should incorporate these elements along 
the riverfront and throughout the district, 
reinforcing public views to the greenway, 
wildlife and the river. Locate significant 
outdoor spaces contiguous with the greenway 
trail. Transition buildings away from the river 
setback, using step downs and step backs to 
erode building mass to preserve access to light 
and air along sidewalks and the trail and create 
a pleasant pedestrian experience. Design 
and orient buildings to facilitate east-west 
connections to the riverfront and promote its 
accessibility within the district.  

The riverfront is culturally significant to the 
regions’ Tribal Nations and the local Native 
community, and nearby residents and visitors 
enjoy the nearly two miles of accessible 
Willamette River shoreline with an accessible 
greenway trail, Willamette Park, Heron Pointe 
Wetlands and the Cottonwood Bay natural 
area. New development should acknowledge 
and address the cultural, social, ecological and 
recreational value of the riverfront.   
South Portland provides residents and the 
city with a green gateway to downtown. It’s 
topography and proximity to the river creates 
three distinct geographies: 1) Northern S 
Macadam Avenue, 2) Southern S Macadam 
Avenue (South of S Boundary) and 3) the 
Willamette Greenway. Future development 
needs to respond to each area’s distinct 
topography, scale, lot size, density, heights 
and uses. The northern section is dense and 
mid-rise, providing a transition from the high-
rise South Waterfront. It is characterized by 

multi-family residential and office commercial 
buildings. In contrast, the south section 
exemplifies a more main street character with 
small-scale residential areas and businesses. 
This area is constrained by steep hills to the 
west, and the river. New development here 
should be designed to limit scale impacts to the 
residential community to the west. 
S Macadam Avenue, along with the train tracks, 
surface parking areas and large irregular lots 
have created east-west barriers to the river. 
New development should improve both the 
quality and quantity of public connections 
– both physical and visual. Strategic access 
points should be based on the typical Portland 
block pattern of 200 feet and should align 
with streets on the west side of S Macadam 
Avenue. Alignment will provide unimpeded 
visibility from public streets and sidewalks to 
the riverfront and ensure it is accessible to 
everyone in the district.  

COMMUNITY CHARACTER

ARCHITECTURE + 
URBAN DESIGN CHARACTER

Adaptive reuse of Water Tower 
building as a commercial business 
center.

Step back development from 
greenway to preserve resources 
and views.

The following sections align with and are derived from content in the Portland Citywide Design Guidelines, specifically Guideline 01. 
They will each focus on characteristics specific to this Neighborhood Center.

Communal open space along 
greenway at Heron Point. 

Title serves to inform on statement area location and designation

Quotes
Reminder of the 
community voices 
which helped shape 
this document and 
highlights one of their 
main concerns. 

PORTLAND CITYWIDE DESIGN GUIDELINES 1



BACKGROUND 
HISTORY & EXISTING CONDITIONS
West Portland Town Center (WPTC) is home to diverse communities, nationalities and lived 
experiences, including long established East African and Arab Muslim communities. Located in outer 
southwest Portland, it is centered by the crossing of SW Capitol Highway and Barbur Boulevard, 
extending north and south of that intersection. South of the intersection is West Portland Park, the 
district’s most racially diverse neighborhood and home to several important community resources that 
serve the Muslim and African communities in the area. Many of these resources are inaccessible by 
walking or biking due to the area’s poor network of safe and comfortable pedestrian connections. 
Originally, this area was home to the northern Kalapuyan peoples and adjacent to one of the largest 
collections of independent villages on the nearby Tualatin Plains (modern-day Beaverton, Hillsboro, 
Mountaindale, Forest Grove). When the Kalapuyan Treaty was ratified in 1855, it forced the Kalapuyan 
peoples out. Today there is little to no indication of this history or the presence of this community in 
the area. 
Less than 10 years after the treaty, the Oregon California Railroad began plans for the South Pacific 
Railroad. This eventually became Barbur Boulevard in 1934, and commercial activity began developing  
along it and SW Capitol Highway. Later construction of Interstate 5 divided the area physically and 
visually, contributing to a more disconnected and uninviting place for people on foot.
Barbur remains the key arterial for southwest Portland and the character of the commercial areas 
continues to be defined by the roadway. This has resulted in designs that prioritize automobile 
traffic and separate businesses with large parking lots and driveways. Commercial activity remains 
concentrated around the intersection of Barbur and Capitol Highway, an area known as the 
crossroads. Nearby parks and natural areas, (i.e Woods Memorial Natural Area) while abundant, lack 
safe connections for pedestrians and cyclists.

CURRENT POLICY FRAMEWORK
Portland’s Comprehensive Plan identifies West Portland as a Town Center, Barbur Boulevard as a Civic 
Corridor, and Capitol Highway as a Neighborhood Corridor. These designations give WTPC a key role 
in accommodating future development, recognizing that its terrain and system of trails and habitat 
areas can physically set the stage for how to shape future growth. Additionally, the plan directs future 
development to consider health equity outcomes at the intersection of social and physical elements of 
place, recognizing that opportunities for healthy lives are directly impacted by both social and physical 
surroundings and systems. 

TOWN CENTER | CIVIC CORRIDOR

ADDITIONAL 
RESOURCES

CHARACTER STATEMENT: WEST PORTLAND & BARBUR BOULEVARD

“...Mitigate impacts and 
bridge the divide caused 

by I-5 and Barbur to 
reconnect neighborhoods 

and improve the 
environment...” 

The following resources 
offer more information on 
the history and community 
that define this center: 

• Southwest Community 
Plan vision (2000) 

• Barbur Concept Plan 
(2013)

• West Portland Plan 
(2022)

• SW Corridor Tenant 
Engagement Project 
Report (2020)

Rich in parks, open spaces and civic amenities, development 
should thoughtfully respond to the area’s multi-cultural 
community, varied topography and auto-centric conditions to 
create a better connected, accessible and healthier district. 



NATURAL RESOURCES + 
SCENIC RESOURCES

Along with its varied topography, abundant 
tree canopy and significant woodland 
remnants, the Town Center has many parks 
and open spaces; however, connections to 
these places are often not accessible nor 
intuitive. New development should address 
the desire of community to, “weave in 
parks and nature into development” and 
“integrate buildings with topography”, to 
improve health equity outcomes for it’s most 
vulnerable communities.
A few ways to address these issues include:
• Responding to changing grades with 

stepped or layered siting of buildings. 
• Incorporating abundant vegetation 

to provide people a buffer from the 
noise and pollutants along main traffic 
corridors.

• Strengthening visual and physical 
connections to nature, parks and open 

spaces by orienting shared spaces, 
views and pedestrian pathways to these 
resources, and by building off the Green 
Ring and Green Scape facilities.  

• Enhancing natural resources and 
habitat value by adding trees, native 
vegetation, and open spaces, while also 
reducing heat island impacts and easing 
stormwater system demand. 

• Planting larger canopy trees, particularly 
along and near Barbur Boulevard and the 
freeway, to offer better habitat linkages, 
provide greater shade and create a 
“green lung” in the heart of the center. 

• Designing prominent surface stormwater 
facilities that are functional, attractive 
and improve the ecological health 
of the Tryon and Fanno watersheds, 
mitigating the impacts of water runoff 
and pollution.  

An abundance of large roadways, surface 
parking, narrow sidewalks, inactive facades 
and little to no protection from the elements, 
has created a harsh and unwelcoming 
pedestrian experience within the Town 
Center. As the area transitions away from 
auto-oriented development, and addresses 
issues of health equity, architecture and 
urban design should respond by creating 
an inclusive and comfortable public realm 
for people, particularly on sites within the 
crossroads area.
A few ways to address these issues include:
• Providing opportunities for stopping and 

waiting on sites adjacent to transit stops 
and stations by designing safe, well-lit 
areas with accessible seating, leaning 
rails and weather protection.

• Encouraging pedestrian activity along 
major arterials by providing space 
adjacent to the sidewalk for businesses 
to utilize (café seating, produce markets, 
vendors), views into active spaces, 
covered areas and recessed entries with 
seating to foster interaction. 

• Improving conditions caused by 
noise and pollution by utilizing sound 
absorbing materials, and orienting 
buildings towards views or public spaces 
to reduce impacts to residential units.  

• Effectively managing negative impacts 
from massing on adjacent properties.

• Supporting the creation of an informal 
circulation network with accessible 
connections on larger sites within the 
town center. 

West Portland Town Center is home to 
ethnically, racially and economically diverse 
communities but does not offer enough 
diverse public spaces to support them. Design 
of the area’s architecture and public spaces 
should reflect the community’s pride in its 
multi-cultural and multi-generational identity, 
particularly within the future Multi-Cultural 
Hub. 
A few ways to address these issues include:
• Providing public spaces with age friendly 

amenities (low benched seating, spaces for 
strollers) and flexible spaces allowing for a 
variety of uses (vendors, markets or large 
informal gatherings).

• Incorporating art on sites adjacent to 
high traffic corridors (SW Barbur Blvd.), 
pedestrian and bikeways (green scape 

and ring) and open spaces, to highlight 
the area’s indigenous history and current 
multi-ethnic communities.

• Integrating water features within the 
design of sites. Often found in Islamic 
gardens and public spaces, these would 
recognize the area’s Islamic communities 
while also offer a reprieve from the impact 
of the area’s urban heat island.

• Considering designs that emulate (not 
imitate) the vernacular reflective of the 
current multi-cultural communities. 

• Fostering inclusion with the use of multi-
lingual signage. 

• Improving the quality and quantity of 
connections to local institutions (i.e. 
Markham Elementary) which are valued as 
landmarks by the community. 

COMMUNITY CHARACTER

ARCHITECTURE + 
URBAN DESIGN CHARACTER

The following sections align with and are derived from content in the Portland Citywide Design Guidelines, specifically 
Guideline 01. They will each focus on characteristics specific to this Town Center.

Multnomah Village uncovered and 
restored Tryon Creek headwaters, while 
supporting the area’s natural habitat and 
functions.

Multnomah Station steps back and up to 
create a prominent, covered entry with 
seating, at curved corner site.

This courtyard entryway creates an 
inclusive space allowing for coloful arwork 
and community connection.


