
 

 

May 8, 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, 

including property owners, throughout the Portland metro region. As you are aware, we have been closely 

monitoring the city’s process to develop a mandate to retrofit unreinforced masonry (URM) buildings. We 

understand that city council will be considering a resolution that will direct the Bureau of Emergency 

Management, Bureau of Development Services and Prosper Portland to develop a URM seismic retrofit 

mandate program on May 9. While we agree that these vulnerable buildings pose a safety risk in the event 

of an earthquake, it is critical any proposed mandate take into account the financial burden placed on 

property owners, particularly smaller property owners in neighborhood districts.  

 

We agree that Class 1 and Class 2 buildings should be retrofitted to the high standard proposed, due to their 

high occupancy rates as well as their integral role in community response in the event of a natural disaster. 

We support your direction to move forward with the requirements for those buildings as proposed. For Class 

3 and Class 4 buildings, which make up the vast majority of URM buildings, the goal should be to balance 

safety benefits without being detrimental to the character of the neighborhood or egregiously burdensome 

financially.  

 

After speaking with our partners and members in neighborhood business districts, the primary concern was 

the wall-to-floor attachment requirement of Class 3 buildings within the 15-year timeframe. We are very 

appreciative of your amendment to the proposal that omits this requirement and extends the time period for 

other requirements to 20 years. There seems to be a relative consensus that bracing parapets, cornices and 

chimneys, as well as attaching the roofs to the walls within a 20-year timeframe, are improvements to the 

policy direction, and mitigate issues related to tenant displacement and the potential to drive up rents in 

what are relatively affordable residential and commercial buildings.   

 

We also appreciate the direction in the resolution to focus on financial incentives for property owners subject 

to the retrofit mandate. We are aware that Prosper Portland hired an independent consultant several 

months ago to evaluate the costs of the retrofits for sample properties. For many property owners, there is a 

concern about lack of meaningful financial incentives. Incentives should be included in the final proposal 

before council votes to approve it, and should include a menu of options such as a grant or loan program, 

property tax abatements and others to address the unique circumstances of differently situated property 

owners.  

Property owners are expressing strong concerns about a new element in the proposal that would establish a 

placarding requirement for noncompliance for commercial buildings only. This could significantly impact 

smaller properties and the daily operations of tenant businesses. It is our understanding that the city’s 

stakeholder advisory group recommended voluntary placarding for compliance, therefore, we urge the city to 

not employ placarding as a form of enforcement. Alternative options – such as a public database of URM 
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buildings or lease disclosure requirements and/or requiring disclosure in rental agreements – provide a 

sensible level of transparency and education. 

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

Portlanders for decades to come. We encourage City Council to work to acknowledge the financial burden 

this mandate will place on small property owners and to work directly with the affected community to 

implement a standard that is affordable 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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