
 

 

January 9, 2018 

 

The Honorable Ted Wheeler 

City of Portland 

1221 SW Fourth Ave. 

Portland, OR 97204 

 

Dear Mayor Wheeler: 

 

The Portland Business Alliance (Alliance) represents nearly 1,900 small, medium and large businesses 

throughout the Portland metro region. As you know, we have been closely following the city’s process to 

develop a mandate to retrofit unreinforced masonry (URM) buildings. We certainly understand the serious 

safety risks posed by these vulnerable buildings in the event of a major earthquake and appreciate the city’s 

efforts to keep Portlanders safe. However, it is important to address the potential risks in a manner that is 

not unduly financially burdensome to property owners, particularly smaller property owners in neighborhood 

districts whose properties often fall into the Category 3 classification.  

 

It is evident that existing city code has resulted in slow progress toward ensuring buildings are seismically 

retrofitted. We also agree that stringent requirements for Category 1 and 2 buildings, with the suggested 

timeline, should be implemented as planned. We appreciate that the current proposed mandate for Category 

3 and 4 URMs is less rigorous than originally anticipated and is focused on collapse risk reduction, without 

any additional placarding of buildings or a requirement for an initial building assessment within five years. 

There also seems to be relative consensus that bracing parapets, cornices and chimneys, in addition to 

attaching the roof to the walls within 10 years, are logical requirements that have significant safety benefits 

for building occupants and passersby in all categories.  

Because the Category 3 buildings make up the vast majority of URM buildings, and they vary greatly based 

on height, location and occupancy, this is an area where some modification may be warranted to address 

the concerns of neighborhood property owners. We know that roughly 56 percent of Category 3 buildings are 

one-story structures that will not require attaching the floor to the walls within the 15-year timeline, which is 

an expensive aspect of a retrofit. As it stands, however, that floor-to-wall requirement for two-story building 

owners in this category increases the cost burden substantially without significantly improving the potential 

safety outcomes in the event of a major earthquake. We encourage the city to consider removing the floor-to-

wall requirement for two-story buildings, as this modification to the proposal would dramatically soften the 

cost burden for the vast majority of URM building owners and preserve the character of neighborhood 

corridors that are home to many of these buildings.   

We are aware that Prosper Portland has hired an independent consultant to evaluate the costs of the 

retrofits for sample properties; this is necessary to ensure everyone understands the facts. City Council 

should not vote on the proposed mandate until this analysis is complete. Though the proposed new mandate 

is not as stringent for each category as originally suggested, it’s important to note that for some property 

owners there remains a lack of financial incentives that fit their circumstance, and we understand additional 

concepts, such as a business license fee waiver, are being explored. We’re also intrigued at the possibility of 

a grant or loan program through Prosper Portland, unencumbered by urban renewal limits or other 

restrictions. We understand the property tax abatement incentive, Senate Bill 311, will be available to some 

property owners, but it is not a viable incentive for others based on their lease terms or for those who need 
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assistance to meet the base retrofit mandate. Furthermore, it is critical the city consider the impacts of 

tenant displacement, especially residential, due to this proposed policy and ensure the payment for no-

cause evictions does not apply to circumstances when tenants must be relocated during retrofit 

construction.  

This is clearly a very complex issue that will have a lasting impact on the lives and livelihoods of Portlanders 

for decades to come. We urge City Council to recognize the monetary burden this mandate will place on 

small property owners and to work with the affected community to implement a standard that is affordable 

and accessible -- before the policy is implemented – in order to balance the goals of safety and 

neighborhood vitality. 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on this important issue.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

 
 

Jim Mark 

Chair, board of directors 

 

 

cc: City Council
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