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Report On

REGIONAL GOVERNMENT
IN THE PORTLAND METROPOLITAN AREA

"It was concluded that the waste arising out
of duplication of offices is not so important
a factor in the situation as the splitting up
of jurisdiction over functions of government
which should be centrally administered and
which provides a real handicap to good
government. As our small cities have grown
into metropolitan areas it has too often been
the case that the political jurisdiction and
the government organization have been adjusted
too late after the growth has taken place to
prevent many city planning evils. By looking
ahead and adjusting political growth in
advance of economic growth better
government will result."

-Portland City Club Studies of
Government Simplification, 1924-25

To the Board of Governors,
City Club of Portland:

I. INTRODUCTION

A. Charge to the Committee

In May 1984, the Research Board and the Board of Governors of the City
Club directed your Committee to study problems associated with regional
government in the Portland Metropolitan area, with particular reference to
the Metropolitan Service District (Metro). The Committee was asked to
consider the history of regional government and the strengths and
weaknesses of Metro. Your Committee was directed to develop conclusions
and recommendations that address the long-term future of regional
government and to consider the following subjects:

a. The need for regional government.
b. The optimum form of government for providing regional services.
c. The desirability of eliminating or consolidating units of

government.
d. Changes to be made in Metro and other regional

governments to achieve the goals Identified by the Committee,
with discussion to Include the function, structure, financial
resources, and boundaries of regional government agencies.

EL. Scope of the Work

Your Committee decided early in Its work to confine this study to what
it termed the "big picture" in regional government. The Committee believed
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that it could make suggestions regarding a better government structure in
the region by attempting to resolve the question: What is the best form of
government to provide regional services in the Portland metropolitan area?

Your Committee did not study in detail which services should be
performed regionally and which should be performed by local government
units, whether local government units should be restructured within the
region, or the precise details of financing and organizing the governing
body of a regional unit or units. Essentially, the Committee reviewed
current government structures and functions, compared them to the needs,
and suggested a framework for governing the region. Subsequent studies
must determine service delivery responsibility, funding sources, and
specific structure. (See Chapter V, Recommendations.)

C. Procedure

Your Committee interviewed persons with diverse experience and
expertise in government and planning. (See Appendix A, Persons
Interviewed.) It reviewed the reports of several study commissions on
regional government and searched existing literature for examples of
consolidation and regionalization of governmental entities. (See Appendix
B, Bibliography.) The Committee asked witnesses to comment on regional
government models developed by the Committee as well as on their own areas
of interest.

II. BACKGROUND

A. History of Regional Government

1. The County as the Traditional Unit of Government

The county has been the traditional unit of government for providing
regional services in Oregon and throughout the United States. Counties
were established to provide services within a relatively compact
geographical area of a state in what was, for the most part, an agrarian
society. Counties still fill this role in the United States and continue
to be the units of government with which many of a region's citizens are
most likely to identify, whether they live in rural or urban areas of a
county.

In large urban areas, increased population and industrial growth have
brought about particular problems of governance that the traditional rural
county governments are unable to solve. Single urban areas such as
Portland have grown beyond city and county borders to form large and
increasingly "ungovernable" regions, with growing needs for urban services
and greatly decreased capacities to provide them.

Portland, like many major cities, has attempted through the years to
make its boundaries and its governmental institutions keep pace with its
population growth and its industrial and commercial development. In the
years before 1906, when the urban area remained mostly within the confines
of Multnomah County, the traditional approaches to urbanization were
annexation and merger. The state legislature controlled annexation and the
merger of cities. In Portland this allowed the merger of the cities of
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Albina, East Portland, Sellwood, St. Johns, and Linnton - once independent
cities - into Portland.

2. Home Rule Enacted

In 1906, the voters of the State adopted a constitutional amendment
that granted home rule to Oregon's cities. The initiative to annex was
then placed in the hands of suburban voters and cities became virtually
powerless to annex adjoining territory. In order for any territory to be
annexed, approval had to be obtained from at least 50% of the residents of
the territory requesting annexation. Rather than voting to be annexed,
however, the people adjacent to Portland often voted for separate,
autonomous units of government when new urban services were demanded.
Evidence of duplication and overlapping jurisdictions among governing
bodies in the Portland area was found by Portland City Club studies in 1924
and 1925, which led to the creation by the state legislature of the
Government Simplification Commission. To prepare the way for a "detailed
study of the region's governmental machinery," the Commission proposed a
constitutional amendment to permit consolidation of Portland and Multnomah
County, but the measure failed at the polls in June 1927. (1)

By 1956, fifty years after home rule for cities was enacted, the urban
area had grown into Clackamas and Washington counties, with 176 separate
units of government operating in the three-county area (not including
school districts and strictly rural service districts). This proliferation
of local governmental units caused the 1955 state legislature to create an
interim committee to study the problems of providing services to the urban
fringes around Portland and seven other urban areas of growing governmental
complexity in Oregon. One significant result of the study was legislation
enabling the creation of county service districts, which allowed counties
to create, eliminate, or take control of certain special districts, such as
those providing street lighting or zoning. Twenty years later, in 1976,
the number of separate units in the three counties had been reduced to 137,
although nine new cities and five regional entities also were created
during this period. (See Appendix C for a current listing of the taxing
units 1n Clackamas, Multnomah, and Washington counties.)

3. Early Regional ization Efforts

Efforts to address the problems of urban growth and services on a
metropolitan basis began to accelerate in the 1950s. In 1955, in order to
receive federal planning grants, the five planning directors from
Multnomah, Washington, and Clackamas counties and the cities of Portland
and Vancouver agreed to form a metropolitan planning staff to conduct
studies and plans relevant to the whole region. The Metropolitan Planning
Commission, composed of one elected official each from Portland and the
three Oregon counties, was created in January 1957. Vancouver and Clark
County participated in the Metropolitan Planning Commission, but they had
no vote and did not contribute financially because of restrictions imposed
by Washington state law.

(1) Portland City Club Bulletin, Vol. VI, No. 8, Nov. 20, 1925; Vol. VII,
No. 14, December 31, 1926; and Vol. VII, No. 42, July 15, 1927.
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Another regional planning body was the Portland-Vancouver Metropolitan
Transportation Study (PVMTS), formed in 1959 to do transportation planning.
All cities and counties within the metropolitan area, the Port of Portland,
and both Oregon and Washington state agencies participated. This planning
approach was required by the federal government to provide a coordinated
plan for the use of federal highway and mass transit funds.

The same coordinated approach later was required by the federal
government for all federal aid for housing, roads, urban renewal, sewer,
water, and other development; and the formation of Councils of Government
(COG's) was encouraged in metropolitan areas throughout the nation. The
Metropolitan Planning Commission provided a foundation for a COG in the
Portland region. In 1966, all assets, plans and staff were converted into
the new Columbia Region Association of Governments (CRAG), which included
Clark and Columbia counties. CRAG and PVMTS became the only two
non-federal regional governmental entities that have operated with
representatives from governments on both sides of the Columbia River.

4. Recent Regionalization Efforts

The Metropolitan Planning Commission, its successor CRAG, and its
sister agency PVMTS, were responsible only for regional planning,
coordination, and review and distribution of federal funds for the region.
Except for an early unsuccessful effort to fund sewer planning on a
tri-county basis, it was not until the formation of the Metropolitan Study
Commission by the state legislature in 1963 that the operation of services
by a regional entity was considered seriously. The Metropolitan Study
Commission made a recommendation which resulted in the formation, by an
enabling act of the state legislature in 1969 and vote of the people in
1970, of the Metropolitan Service District (referred to as "MSD" until
January 1, 1979; now called "Metro"), whose boundaries at that time were
coincident with the urban portions of the three Portland metropolitan area
counties. MSD was empowered to assume certain regional services designated
by the legislature.

The Metropolitan Study Commission also addressed the need for
simplification of the metropolitan governmental structure. The
Commission's recommendations led to the consolidation of five special
service districts in East Multnomah County and the merger of the City of
Portland and Multnomah County health departments. The work of the
Commission also secured the creation of the Portland Metropolitan Area
Local Government Boundary Commission, a state agency that passes on
boundary changes in governmental units in the Portland metropolitan area.

When it became evident that mass transit in the region would no longer
operate unless financed publicly, the state legislature passed enabling
legislation resulting in the creation of the Tri-County Metropolitan
Transit District (Tri-Met) in 1969. Tri-Met assumed the operation of Rose
City Transit and the suburban bus lines. It continues to operate as an
Independent transit district 1n the metropolitan area.

In 1976, under a grant from the National Academy for Public
Administration, a blue ribbon commission was formed, known as the
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Tri-County Local Government Commission. It consisted of sixty-five persons
selected to represent all sections of the tri-county area as well as
various civic organizations, including the City Club of Portland. The
Commission's purpose was to study the issue of regional government in the
Portland metropolitan area and to make appropriate recommendations.

After nearly a year of studies and meetings, the Commission recommended
that the Metropolitan Service District be redesigned with an elected
council, an elected executive, and expanded authority to provide regional
aspects of various government services whenever it became necessary or
desirable to do so and the funding could be obtained. The Commission
recommended that MSD assume CRAG's functions and that CRAG cease to exist.
The 1977 legislature referred the Commission's recommendations, with
numerous modifications, to a vote of the people in 1978. The plan was
adopted, and the Metropolitan Service District was created in its present
form.

Of the functional mergers which have taken place since 1906 within
Multnomah County, two are significant. These include the absorption of the
City of Portland Health Bureau by the Multnomah County Health Department in
1968 and the transfer of the Portland Dock Commission from the City of
Portland to the Port of Portland in 1970. Despite more than a half century
of continuing sentiment on the part of many people that little or no need
exists for both a City of Portland and a Multnomah County, the voters
defeated a proposal for city/county consolidation in 1974. Since this
defeat at the polls, there have been no further efforts towards city/county
consolidation as a means of achieving simplification of government
structure in the region.

In early 1983, Multnomah County, facing large deficits and a growing
need for services in unincorporated mid-Multnomah County, passed
"Resolution A". Under Resolution A, the County would reduce by 1986 the
provision of urban services, such as police protection, planning and parks.
The cities of Portland and Gresham, since 1983, have proceeded with
annexation programs, working toward providing these urban services to
residents of the unincorporated area. To facilitate an orderly transition
of services, a number of intergovernmental agreements have been adopted
among Multnomah County, the cities of Portland and Gresham, Fire District
#10, and the various water districts, including a joint sewer construction
agreement among Portland, Gresham, Troutdale, and Multnomah County.

Although these steps towards coordinated regional government are
significant, the transition from a divided metropolitan governmental
structure to a unified general purpose unit has not taken place. The
number of overlapping special service districts is decreasing, but some are
being replaced by stronger and even more independent and competitive
incorporated cities. Many county and city functions continue to duplicate
and conflict. While in years past no metropolitan-wide units existed, the
four that have emerged are independent and separately governed. Metro has
managed some designated projects since its formation, and Tri-Met and the
Boundary Commission continue to perform their assigned functions. The Port
of Portland expanded to a fully regional agency in 1973, when the state
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leg is la ture broadened the Port 's Multnomah County tax base to include
Clackamas and Washington counties. Each of these metropolitan area uni ts
of government is described below.

B. General Description of Metro at Present

The legislature provided Metro with much of the authority that it would
require to become a general purpose government. This included police
power, as well as authority by voter approval to tax property up to
one-half percent of true cash value, and power to levy an income tax.
Metro has general and revenue bond authority. With approved funding, it
can provide municipal services and facilities such as water supply, trunk
sewers and treatment plants, jails, parks, libraries, exhibition and sports
arenas, public transportation terminal facilities, and the Zoo. Metro has
the power of eminent domain and the right to enforce its ordinances by
injunction or civil penalty. (See ORS Chapter 268, Metropolitan Service
District, for a comprehensive listing of Metro's authority.) Most of
Metro's powers, such as the imposition of an income tax or issuance of
general obligation bonds, may be exercised only with voter approval.

The Metropolitan Service District consists of the urban portions of
Clackamas, Multnomah and Washington counties, as well as some adjacent
undeveloped areas. Twelve councilors elected from geographic subdistricts
govern Metro without salary. The full-time salaried executive is elected
at large. Terms for the councilors and the executive officer are four
years. Metro may act through its Council or create independent
commissions.

Many of Metro's powers are exercised by other entities, primarily the
cities and counties within the district. Metro's use of many statutory
powers has been prevented or limited by lack of political and financial
support for expansion of its activities. Metro is "boxed in" by older and
more established political bodies: the three counties, several cities, and
the service districts that are included in its jurisdiction. The creation
of Metro occurred in large measure because it replaced the politically
unpopular CRAG. Whether Metro's projects or administration have
"succeeded" or "failed" by any particular standards, Metro has received
most attention for its perceived failures in attempting to resolve
controversial service problems.

2. Metro Funding

Metro has authority to charge the cities and counties within its
boundaries per capita "dues" of up to $.51 per year, which presently are
fully assessed. For a four year period it may also collect from both the
Port of Portland and Tri-Met 12-1/2% of their per capita shares of the
dues. The 1985 legislature extended until 1989 the authority to levy these
local government dues. All of this money goes to the Intergovernmental
Resource Center, Metro's regional planning arm. In addition, Metro derives
revenue from user fees for the services it provides (e.g., admission charge
to the Zoo and solid waste disposal fees), a three-year serial levy
dedicated to the Zoo expiring in 1987, and several state and federal
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grants. On January 23, 1986, Metro voted to place a $4,375 million
property tax base measure on the May 1986 ballot.

In 1984, Metro allocated $1.75 million to the performance of general
government services (salaries of administrative and office staff, Council
expenses, and support services). The source of this funding was a charge
made against each of Metro's service functions roughly in proportion to the
revenue generated by each. Transfers from each service function were:
solid waste - $700,000; Zoo - $450,000; Intergovernmental Resource Center -
$597,000.

3. Metro Services

a. Transportation. Metro is designated by the Governor as the region's
metropolitan planning organization and is responsible for approving the
disbursement of federal transportation funds. It works with cities,
counties, and other agencies to obtain and allocate funds providing
mass transit, an expanded highway network, ride share programs, and
bicycle facilities. The Joint Policy Advisory Committee on
transportation (JPAC) provides a regional forum to assist in all
transportation decisions and makes funding recommendations to the Metro
council. Members of JPAC include elected officials from local
governments and representatives from transportation agencies. The
Transportation Alternatives Committee provides technical support to
JPAC and includes similar staff representation as well as citizen
members.

Metro has developed a coordinated regional transportation plan, which
governments 1n the region have adopted to meet the growing
transportation needs of the metropolitan area. The plan is used by
local, state, and federal agencies to make cooperative decisions on
building and funding highway and other transit projects. Metro and
Tri-Met are studying the need for new light rail lines in the region as
part of the effort to accommodate increased travel demands in the
future.

b. Solid Waste. Metro shares responsibility with the local governments
for the disposal or recycling of the region's solid waste. In April
1983, Metro opened in Clackmas County the region's first transfer
station to serve the disposal needs of the southern portion of the
region. Refuse brought to the facility is either recycled or trucked
to the St. Johns Landfill. A second transfer station is planned for
Washington County.

The primary disposal facility in the tri-county area is the St. Johns
Landfill, operated by Metro under contract with the City of Portland.
It is the last general purpose refuse facility in the area and is
expected to close in July 1989. Accordingly, Metro is working to site
a new landfill. It selected the 850-acre Wildwood site in Northwest
Multnomah County from among forty-six proposed sites in the tri-county
area. The Multnomah County Board of Commissioners, which held final
zoning authority over the site, disapproved the necessary zone change
required for the development of Wildwood. The 1985 legislature then
adopted chapter 679, which is intended to give final siting authority
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to the Oregon Department of Environmental Quality in the event that
Metro and the appropriate local governments fail to reach a decision by
July 1, 1987.

c. The Washington Park Zoo. Metro acquired the 64-acre Washington Park
Zoo from the City of Portland. Under Metro's management, the Zoo
recently began to undertake remodeling and construction of several new
animal exhibits. The Zoo is significantly involved in the breeding of
elephants, Humboldt's penguins, and chimpanzees, and in research
programs on the behavior of many animals including monkeys, mandrills,
orangutans, elephants, and red pandas. The Zoo enjoys the largest
attendance of any paid public attraction in the state.

d. Intergovernmental Coordination. In addition to the transportation
planning services discussed above, Metro operates the Intergovernmental
Resource Center. The Center conducts regional studies and provides
technical assistance to the cities, counties and service districts in
the tri-county area, covering a variety of planning and coordination
issues common to more than one unit of government.

(L. Other Regional Entities

In addition to Metro, three major entities provide service in the
Portland metropolitan area.

1. Tri-County Metropolitan Transit District

The most visible unit of regional government in the metropolitan area
is the Tri-County Metropolitan Transit District ("Tri-Met"). Tri-Met was
formed in 1969 when it became apparent that the several privately owned and
operated bus companies in the region no longer were financially viable and
able to operate. Tri-Met is a mass transit district formed under enabling
provisions of state statute (ORS Chapter 267). The district boundaries are
those of the Standard Metropolitan Service Area, and its actual service
area currently is the same as the Metropolitan Service District. Tri-Met
has authority to operate an integrated urban mass transit system that, at
present, consists primarily of a large fleet of diesel buses. An electric
light rail line between Gresham and downtown Portland is expected to begin
operation in September 1986.

The governing body of Tri-Met consists of seven persons appointed by
the governor and approved by the state senate, serving four year terms from
single member subdistricts. There was very little turnover on the Tri-Met
board until January 1986, when the governor replaced the entire board with
new members. This action appears to have stemmed from some widespread
public dissatisfaction with operating decisions made by the board and its
lack of accountability to the electorate.

Tri-Met, like virtually all mass transit districts in the United
States, has never supported itself solely from fare box revenues. In fact,
fares provide an increasingly smaller proportion (now about one-third) of
its overall needs. The remainder of the revenue is derived from a general
payroll tax upon employers within the district and from various federal and
state government subsidies.
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By statute. Metro at present has the authority to take over Tri-Met by
merger and to dissolve the transit district. Your Committee is aware of
opinion that such a takeover would ensure that Tri-Met is held accountable
to elected officials. Substantial technical obstacles, including questions
about the call features of outstanding bonds, continuation of pension
rights, and Metro's ability to assume Tri-Met's payroll tax, impede a Metro
takeover of Tri-Met. (2) In addition, some people oppose a merger in the
belief that it will decrease Tri-Met's efficiency of operations. As this
report goes to press, Metro again is discussing the process of taking over
Tri-Met.

Tri-Met has a large number of critics who focus on taxation and
accountability issues. Tri-Met also recently has announced a projected
revenue shortfall, which apparently will require either more revenue or
severe cutbacks in service within the near future.

Despite its difficulties, Tri-Met has succeeded in preserving and
enlarging the mass transit system in the metropolitan area.

2. Portland Metropolitan Area Local Government Boundary Commission

The Portland Metropolitan Area Local Government Boundary Commission is
a state agency with jurisdiction in the Portland metropolitan area. It was
created in 1969 by a state statute resulting from the recommendations of
the Metropolitan Study Commission. The Portland Boundary Commission
consists of eleven members appointed by the Governor from a list of names
supplied by the governing bodies of cities, counties, and districts within
its jurisdiction. Its jurisdiction includes all of Washington, Multnomah,
and Clackamas counties. Its funding is derived from fees for service and
assessments against local governments.

The Commission's primary purposes are the prevention of illogical
extensions of local government boundaries, assurance of adequate public
services if new units are formed, and provision of a forum for resolving
boundary disputes, and determination of boundaries that are consistent with
sound comprehensive urban planning. All proposed major changes in
boundaries between cities, counties, and special districts in the
metropolitan area must be submitted to the Commission for study, public
hearing, and approval. Actions of the Commission are subject to judicial
review by the Court of Appeals.

For the most part, the Commission has functioned quietly and apparently
successfully since its inception. In recent months, however, it has come
under fire following some controversial decisions that disallowed
incorporation elections for cities in mid-Washington County and East
Multnomah County. An effort in the 1985 Legislature to eliminate the
Boundary Commission was unsuccessful.

(2) Upon merger, Tri-Met's outstanding bonds may be subject to immediate
redemption.


