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Residents of the Eastmoreland neighborhood, pictured, have been polarized by the issue of historic preservation. The
city council will review and possibly change some of those rules in the coming weeks. Stephanie Yao Long/Staff

By Jayati Ramakrishnan | The Oregonian/OregonLive

For the past quarter-century, a federal registry has guided which Portland places are

deemed historically significant enough to preserve.

But an upcoming Portland City Council decision could reemphasize local control,

allowing city officials to have more say on which homes and neighborhoods receive the

protections that come with a historic designation, and what changes can be made to

those landmarks.
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The issue of historic preservation has been polarizing for Portland residents. The city

has long made historic preservation a priority, and only a handful of buildings federally

designated as historic landmarks have ever been demolished — and only after a City

Council hearing.

Yet the city now acknowledges that efforts to protect certain neighborhoods from

change have historically served mostly white, affluent communities while leaving out

neighborhoods that are significant to people of color, especially Black residents.

Officials also have found that the current rules, which prevent historic districts from

being subdivided or heavily developed, put undue pressure on other neighborhoods to

make room for new housing while sparing wealthier ones.

The new proposal calls for Portland to make its own decisions about properties that

are considered “historic.” The proposal also would give residents more flexibility to

make alterations to their homes without an extensive review, allow the city to change



the existing boundaries of historic districts, and allow the city to decide at the local

level which properties to preserve — particularly considering those significant to

under-represented communities.
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And it would allow circumstances where other priorities could override historic

preservation, including affordable housing.

“It’s not an uncontroversial proposal,” said Brandon Spencer-Hartle, a city planner

who also manages the Historic Resources program. “But it’s certainly a shift from the

paradigm that ʻhistoric preservation’ means there’s never any change.”

The changes go before the City Council for the first time Wednesday. It’s expected to

vote on them in December.

Spencer-Hartle said the proposed code amendments also would expand the list of

potential uses for historic landmarks. Large houses could be divided into apartments,

for example, and old buildings like schools or homes could be used for commercial

space or event venues.

Spencer-Hartle said allowing those buildings to be used commercially would ensure

that the buildings are economically viable and can support their own seismic and

safety upgrades. And, he said, opening the buildings up for different uses would allow

the community to better access and connect with historically significant buildings.

But others are worried that the proposed changes would allow for more destruction or

significant renovation of historic homes, compromising the aesthetics or the historic

value of existing neighborhoods.
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The tension has publicly played out in Southeast Portland’s Eastmoreland, where

factions of residents have battled for years over whether to seek historic protections.

Supporters have applied for an been denied historic status three times.

Residents who favor historic district status say they’re concerned that the proposed

changes to the code amendment would allow demolition of homes that are important

to the neighborhood’s history and character.

The code amendments would also expand the list of criteria that allows a home to be

approved for demolition, including replacing a historic house with affordable housing.

Spencer-Hartle said much of the testimony that’s been submitted to City Council so

far has been requesting more amendments to the criteria for demolition review.

Joanne Carlson, an Eastmoreland resident who supports her neighborhood’s historic

district push, said she and many others who support the historic district aren’t

worried as much about new development, but more about demolishing existing

homes. Carlson said she feels demolitions and the new homes built in the area so far

have only made the neighborhood less accessible.
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“I’ve seen houses on my own block sell for $750,000,” she said. “There’s nothing new

that they build that sells for less than $900,000. They keep talking about affordable

housing, but what’s happening now is not the case.”

Some are worried that the final decisions on establishing locally designated historic

districts will be made by elected officials, rather than the Historic Landmarks

Commission, a body of historians, architects and other experts whose members are

appointed by the mayor and confirmed by the City Council.



“I really feel that the landmarks commission should have a major role in discussing

policies regarding preservation,” Carlson said.

Those in Eastmoreland who oppose the historic district are optimistic about the

proposed changes to the code amendment.

David Brownhill, an Eastmoreland resident, said it’s difficult under the current process

for residents to object to a historic district nomination and the restrictions that come

with it. More than 50% of homeowners in a proposed historic district’s boundaries

have to sign objection forms to stop the process.
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“When you look at it, it’s an undemocratic, unfair process that will create an unfair

consequence,” Brownhill said.

Colin Folawn, a member of the “Eastmoreland Neighbors” group that has opposed

making Eastmoreland a historic district, said the proposed code amendments are

encouraging.

“The proposed changes reflect a desire not to coat the neighborhood in amber,”

Folawn said. “I’d call them a step in the right direction in the sense that they reflect the

belief that if something is designated a historic resource, including a home in a historic

neighborhood, that home should be able to adapt in the future.”

—Jayati Ramakrishnan; 503-221-4320; jramakrishnan@oregonian.com;

@JRamakrishnanOR
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