
March 13, 2015 
 
Portland Planning & Sustainability Commission 
1900 SW Fourth Avenue, Suite 7100 
Portland, Oregon 97201 

 
RE: Division Design Committee  Comprehensive Plan Comment Letter 
 
Planning & Sustainability Commissioners: 
 
On behalf of the Division Design Initiative we respectfully submit this letter to provide comments on the 
Comprehensive Plan Update. The Division Design Initiative (DDI) is a grassroots inter-neighborhood 
coalition of neighborhood, business and community organizations formed in late 2013 to respond to wide 
community concerns about design issues and the lack of meaningful community involvement in the major 
redevelopment of the Division Corridor in Southeast Portland. The mission of this group includes creating 
design, planning, education and engagement tools that many neighborhoods can use to help shape the 
growth and change they are facing.  

As a sustainability-minded coalition, we fully understand that to accommodate the growth that is projected 
to come, it will need to happen as infill within our existing urban areas, with more compact development a 
part of this tradeoff to maintain our Urban Growth Boundary. However, as neighbors who are living 
through this dramatic transformation we have a unique perspective into what is working and what is not 
working. We hope that our experience can help to guide you to focus on areas that need improvement so 
that both our main street and other areas of the city that are slated for growth in the Comprehensive Plan 
can grow in a way that is broadly supported.  
 
Attached is a proposal for increased notification and community involvement for your consideration. We 
have also attached community responses from the Division Perceptions Survey developed by Portland 
State University in partnership with the Division Design Initiative. This represents only one of the 
questions, and we would be happy to share further data. We have been analyzing survey results with a 
technical consultant and will continue to share further research reports. In the meantime, we have provided 
these comments verbatim as evidence of the broad community concerns identified. 
 
At the neighborhood level we hear strong interest in needed changes, specifically in the Comp Plan, to 
address lack of opportunity for meaningful input, design concerns, and impacts from larger new 
development projects including loss of community character, solar access, affordability, and increased 
gentrification and displacement. Others have spoken about the need for more family-friendly housing and 
affordable residential and commercial units, so we would like to focus our testimony on the following: 
 
1) Need for Increased Community Input and Notification (see attachment) 
2) Desire for Increased Design review requirements and policies to preserve character, context, and 

quality 
3) Preservation of Important Visual & Cultural Resources 
4) Need for Impact Analysis for new development proposals to fully assess and mitigate significant 

impacts 
 
The Division community has witnessed a rapid transformation of our main street and there is real concern 
that the new construction that is occurring along Division fails to recognize the existing character of the 
neighborhood.  

Portland neighborhoods are known and loved for their village-like main streets, small local businesses, and 
unique identity that make them special and desirable. However, the current trend of development that is 
occurring in the city has been noted by many as a distinct contrast to the existing character, pattern, and 
architecture of many neighborhoods. The Comp. Plan falls short when it comes to promoting new 
development that respects a neighborhood's context. Currently, new population growth is almost 



exclusively being accommodated through multi-family and mixed use buildings that are significantly 
bigger than what previously existed along Division. Concerns about lack of context, uneven quality, poor 
scale relationships to the narrowness of the street, loss of solar access, lack of landscaping and green space, 
and  increasingly homogeneous design are frequently heard in survey results and public meetings and are 
in direct contrast to community design goals and priorities. We recommend the following to address these 
issues: 

1) Adopt policies that support increased design review, consideration of quadrant design 
commissions, and new context-sensitive design standards that respond to neighborhood patterns 
and priorities. 

Many community members have expressed concern and surprise that neighborhoods do not have the 
benefit of formal design review and there is increasing concern by residents about the limited ability for 
any meaningful input in the quite dramatic changes taking place. How can we support well-designed 
compact development that also respects existing community character and identity? This is an identified 
goal in many City policies yet is ineffectual in practice without any design review requirements or more 
neighborhood specific guidelines that can help provide necessary design context and clarification of 
community priorities.  

The strong expansion of Portland’s urban network from the central city necessitates extension of other 
policies and procedures that have helped re-shape our downtown into a walkable and livable place, most 
critically the need for a design review process.  Of particular interest is the idea of quadrant level design 
commissions. The scale and character of new development is in sharp contrast to that of the existing 
neighborhood and more akin to development one would expect to see in the central city yet most 
neighborhoods are left without the tools needed to effectively guide these new large scale redevelopments 
in practice. In response, many have expressed an interest in design guidelines that will help articulate the 
community design preferences and the Division Design Committee is now working with technical 
consultants to develop design guidelines for a 50-block segment of the Division Corridor. Other 
neighborhoods such as Boise have done the same. This is a heavy lift even for communities that do have 
the organizational and technical resources and an incredible challenge for those that do not have these tools 
needed to manage such dramatic growth. Without the benefit of design review, there is little recourse for 
communities to have a say in the dramatic changes taking place overnight. We ask you to help shape a 
broadened design review process that meets the needs for community members and stake holders 
throughout the city where these urban corridors are envisioned to provide new density and amenities for 
livability. We urge you not to eliminate our main street overlays which do provide the limited character 
specific guidelines for some neighborhoods that should frankly be augmented to support more 
neighborhood-sensitive context and design. We need buildings that are designed better to blend within the 
fabric of our neighborhoods and tools and processes that allow for more input into the design of buildings.  
Increased design review, broader notification and neighborhood input processes for such large scale 
changes are needed and not addressed in the Comp Plan. 

2) Improved Notification Requirements & Neighborhood Involvement Policies 

Change is never easy, but the pace of the change has been especially challenging for many of us. What can 
be done to make this easier to digest? One area we would like for you to focus on is community 
involvement. For years you have been hearing how neighbors don't feel like they are given adequate notice 
of new development. This is your opportunity to fix that. Attached is a Notification Proposal that is a 
summary of recommendations heard throughout our planning and research efforts over the last 18 months. 
The DDC has voted to recommend the City consider this proposal and integrate these recommendations 
into a new public involvement and notification process. Broadly, these encourage further enhancements 
such as requiring letters of support from Neighborhood Associations and Business Districts, a courtesy 
visit early in the process to the neighborhood association before designs are set in stone and when 
opportunities for impacts to be identified and minimized, and a required follow up form for addressing 
how community comments are being addressed or not rather than simply a letter stating the community has 
been given a presentation and here was the feedback with no required format or process to respond or 
address neighborhood concerns. Notice alone will not solve neighborhood discontent, but it can go a long 
way to ease the transitions that are going to take place if the Comprehensive Plan's visions are realized.  



3) Update City inventories of important visual, cultural, and historic resources & promote 
incentives for preservation. 
 

The Division Design Committee supports an update to the city’s visual and cultural resources inventory as 
well as the historic resources inventory. Currently, the Visual Resources Inventory does not extend beyond 
SE 12th Street. Some important visual resources need enhanced protection. They provide a connection to 
sense of place and character defining community cultural and historic resources. When we block important 
monuments such as the Hollywood Theater with new development, we impact neighborhood visual and 
cultural treasures that contribute to neighborhood identity and community history. We understand that 
private views are not protected, however when we build so tall in SE that we block public views of the 
West Hills we lose our connection to sense of place. Studies like Preservation Green Lab’s recent report, 
“Older, Smaller, Better”, reinforce that mixed vintage neighborhoods have stronger economic vitality, 
more jobs, and provide more cultural diversity and income diversity. These buildings also contribute to the 
unique identity that defines Portland’s neighborhoods. A growth strategy should provide more incentives 
for preservation and adaptive reuse of Portland’s older viable historic buildings.  

  
4) Need for Impact Analysis for new development proposals to fully assess and mitigate significant 

impacts 
 

Significant impacts to the neighborhood and adjacent properties from new development are not fully 
assessed or considered when determining approval of new developments. Community members have 
expressed concerns about loss of solar access, increased congestion and traffic impacts, loss of historic 
resources, loss of affordable housing, and privacy and visual impacts. To balance goals for increased 
density in the Comprehensive Plan with the potential development impacts, the City should consider City 
and State support for required impact analysis and mitigation of any significant impacts.  

Lastly, we’d like to emphasize Division Design Initiative is a direct response to some of the gaps that 
currently exist in our systems. This effort came about, in part, because community members felt strongly 
that there has been little response to very vocal design concerns expressed in frequent testimony in 2012, 
2013, and 2014 on the design impacts and concerns by neighbors across the City. This group is not only 
citizens, residents, and activists, but also business owners, architects, planners, designers, lawyers, and 
other professionals.  We are not an anti-development or anti-density group, we are an advocacy group for 
increased community input and design that fits the community goals and preferences. We understand the 
budget realities facing the city, but we also know that we are not the only neighborhoods that are 
concerned with these issues. Changes to the mixed use zones is one step but increased notification 
requirements, enhanced community involvement and design review process that help support community 
character and context are necessary requirements to help better ease the transition of our city as it grows in 
such a rapid manner.  

 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment and for your work to help the City of Portland balance long-
term goals for increased density with current resident goals and priorities for livable neighborhoods and 
more participation in the planning and design process. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Heather Flint Chatto, Urban Planner & Designer, Richmond Resident & RNA Board Member, DDC 
Member 
 
Submitted on behalf of the Division Design Initiative & the Division Design Committee* 
Division Design Initiative | 3534 Main Street, Portland Oregon 97214 | www.divisiondesigninitiative.org 
ilovedivision@gmail.com 
 
*Membership of the DDC includes appointed and elected members from the following organizations: 



Richmond Neighborhood Association, Hosford-Abernethy Neighborhood District, South Tabor 
Neighborhood Association, SE Uplift, Sustainable Southeast & the Division-Clinton Business Association 



 

PROPOSED NEIGHBORHOOD NOTIFICATION REQUIREMENTS 
Draft based on neighborhood input, suggestions welcome! Send any input to ilovedivision@gmail.com 

 

❶  Notification Requirements for Proposed Projects ≥10,000 SF or ≥5 units should a) include a description 
of the proposed project, with project existing and proposed statistics (number of units, parking spaces, site 
size, etc), contacts, and proposed site plan, and b) provide notice as follows: 

1. Business district association: Notification via letter and email 
2. Neighborhood Coalitions: Notification via letter and email 
3. Neighborhood Association: Notice to land use chair plus required visit as noted below. 
4. Adjacent Area Notification: 2 blocks along mixed use corridor, minimum of 1 block surrounding the 

site (or a 500 s.f radius, whichever is greater). Notification letters to property owners and tenants 
may be paid through applicant permit fees. 

5. On-site Notification: support the concept of site postings with a notice including project information, 
permit number, site plan/key project info as is a common practice in other NW cities. 

6. If Historic Designation Applies: notification by letter and email shall be made to the local historical 
society. 

7. Letters of Support Requests for Incentives & Bonuses: Applicant may request a letter of support from 
the NA and business association when requesting a bonus for square footage or additional height. An 
applicant is not required to obtain this letter but it will be considered noteworthy by the City as a 
possible red flag that it has not been received. 
 

❷  Neighborhood Association Presentation & Follow up Requirements: 
� Notification to Neighborhood Association would include a presentation of an overview of the project 

to area residents, businesses, and property owners. Two (2) visits to the project’s neighborhood 
association (NA) are encouraged: 
1. Suggested Courtesy Visit to the NA at the “Conceptual Design” stage to gather general feedback 

and early notice -  ideally within 90-180-days prior to submittal.  
2. Required Visit: Building applicants should make a presentation visit the NA not less than 60 days 

prior to building permit submittal.  
� Materials to bring to NA meeting(s) for Required Visit:  

1. Site Plan & Proposed Building footprint/plan - Minimum of 12 - 8x11 copies denoted with scale, 
north arrow, existing trees, and showing adjacent surrounding development. 

2. Building Elevations showing proposed building in context with existing adjacent building and 
block development.  

3. Solar shading analysis – illustration of solar shading impacts to adjacent development 
 

❸  Required comment response form from applicant 
An applicant shall submit list of comments received from the neighborhood and a statement for each 
with a response as to how this is being considered. Example: 

Neighborhood Association 
Date of Visit 

Applicant 
Owner 

SAMPLE NEIGHBORHOOD COMMENTS 
1. Preserve mature tree at NE corner 
2. Prefer balconies at street 
3. Vary window patterns – continuity with variation 
4. More street entries desired 
5. Step building height up and down 
6. Vary rooflines 
7. Commercial at the first floor, smaller affordable 

commercial spaces requested 
8. More family-friendly unit sizes and amenities 

 

SAMPLE APPLICANT RESPONSE 
1. Will relocate on-site to preserve 
2. Now included on SE façade 
3.  Incorporated exist. neighborhood patterns for storefront window 

design 
4. Added more frequent entries 
5. Will consider this to maintain better solar access 
6. Will discuss with architect 
7. Cannot make this work with program without amenities bonus 
8. Redesigning midblock of building to include shared courtyard with 

more green space and art; added several 2& 3 bedroom units 
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