
[Slightly edited transcript of a speech
delivered at the City Club of Portland on
5 February 1999.]

H istory has defining mo-
ments  singular events
that mark a sea-change

in the course of human events.
They can be as dark and  fore-
boding as the image of a mushroom-
shaped cloud erupting over Hiroshima, or
as uplifting and electrifying as the first
step of a human onto the moon. While
each of these events marks the begin-
ning of an era, it is more subtle events
that ul-timately shape the world in which
we live.
Today, we find ourselves in a metropol-

itan region utterly different than it was just
a few years ago. Consider this: 60,000
people have moved into the area during
the past three years. We have gained
187,000 jobs and have seen a 34 percent
increase in per capita income over the

past six years. More than $24 billion in
projected capital investments have been
made in the last few years by the elec-
tronics industry alone.
During these same years, the ability of

local governments to meet the demands
created by all this growth and wealth has
been cut twice by limits on property
taxes. The state has not increased the
gas tax or auto registration fees to keep
pace with inflation. The region s share of
state revenues has actually decreased.

Metro: Past Success 
& Future Potential

Metro has carried out its responsibilities
as these changes have occurred. The
responsibilities mandated by our voter-
approved charter include managing the
Oregon Zoo, the Oregon Convention
Center, regional parks and open spaces,
and the region s recycling and waste dis-
posal system. In addition, Metro is
working to protect natural resources and
to ensure we have clean air and water.
Most significantly, Metro has demon-

strated that Oregon s land use planning
works. One of the reasons for our success
is that we are willing to make difficult deci-
sions, such as those made by the Metro
Council in December 1998. After six years
of public outreach and input, the Metro
Council voted to add about 5,300 acres to
the urban growth boundary (U.G.B.). This
year, the Council will need to add about
3,000 more acres to meet state require-
ments for a 20-year supply. This repre-
sents about a two percent increase in land
to accommodate 35 percent more people.
While anyone can argue that an individual
piece of property should or should not
have been included in the U.G.B., the fact
remains that without our strong regional
planning process, much more land 
about 120,000 acres  would have been
necessary. 
Simply put, Metro has done the work to

manage growth intelligently. Our growth
management strategy, endorsed by local
governments and, I believe, the general
citizenry, includes design standards and
criteria that will help us achieve the

10 OREGON S FUTURE Spring 2000

THE STATE 

OF THE REGION

by Mike Burton

Bergman Photographic Services, Inc., file #14-91



visionary concepts of the region s 2040
plan, our blueprint for growth. The plan
includes standards to protect our
streams, slopes and wetlands and pre-
vent us from developing in floodplains; to
ensure open space protection; to reduce
vehicle miles traveled, ensure accessi-
bility for autos and freight, and offer more
options for people to move around.
Master planning is required before a
single shovel of dirt is turned in new
developments.
There is a cloud on the horizon. Neither

Metro nor any local jurisdiction in this
region has the resources to provide infra-
structure for growth within the current
boundary, let alone any just-added acres.
A long-term strategic investment for infra-
structure  from roads to parks and open
space to schools  is critical if we are to
protect our cities vitality and livability. This
is not a problem just in the Metro area, but
statewide. How we respond to the
demands of growth while protecting our
land, air and water will be critical to our
success. Oregon needs a new mecha-
nism to help local governments pay these
costs.

How Will We Pay 
For All Of This?

I propose a two-prong solution to this
problem. First, I suggest we modify the
authorization for the Oregon Bond Bank
run by the Oregon Economic Develop-
ment Department, to allow loans and
grants to local and regional governments
to pay for the costs of growth in devel-
oping areas. OEDD s program is suc-
cessful, but underutilized. Currently,
authorization of funds is restricted to help
local governments with economic devel-
opment related to commercial and indus-
trial activities. The department should use
this program more effectively and extend
its availability to urban reserve require-
ments [In other words, to enable munici-
palities to buy enough land to accommo-
date twenty years of growth, as required
by Oregon s land use planning program.
Ed. note.]. The best economic develop-
ment tool is a healthy, livable community.
Second, we must adequately fund our

region s transportation system. There is
no more clear illustration of our inability to
meet growth needs than our failure to
address our transportation needs. Within
the transportation arena we are faced
with utter chaos. For the next budget
cycle, the counties and cities of the
region have submitted improvement
requests to Metro totaling $331 million.
Unfortunately, there is only about $75 mil-

lion available to cover those requests. 
Our lack of funding for transportation

presents the greatest challenge and
danger to the region s continued livability
and economic viability. One way to help
meet this challenge is clear: the
Legislature needs to find the courage to
pass a gas tax increase this session. [It
did. Ed. note.] In real dollars, the state
gas tax is worth less today than it was in
1976. Maintaining roads in the face of
growth requires that the gas tax at least
keep pace with inflation.

The Future of Cities:
Portland & Beyond

I think the problem goes beyond dollar
figures. Oregon has no identifiable urban
agenda, despite the fact that 72 percent
of Oregon s citizens live in cities. We
need to stop thinking that Portland is the
only urban area. Cities are cities, whether
they are Medford, Eugene, Heppner or
John Day. Each of those places is faced
with urban concerns  from gangs to
adequate land for industrial and employ-
ment development to long-term water
supply.
The state has no recognizable strategic

approach to our urban areas. It has no
strategy that helps the growing areas of
Deschutes County, which experienced a
15 percent growth in three years, or
Umatilla County, which ranks third in agri-
cultural production but also experienced
a six percent increase in population in
three years. These numbers are indica-
tive of pressure on the infrastructure in
these counties and cities on a scale sim-
ilar to our own region.

Urban Growth & 
Environmental Health
Other major challenges facing this

region concern the environment. The
economic benefits we enjoy are accom-
panied by an intrusion into our environ-
ment. The greatest threat to environ-
mental quality is from urban Oregon. Now
the steelhead has been listed as an
endangered species  the first such
listing in the nation for a major urban
area. While public pronouncements
about commitments to restore native fish
runs are becoming commonplace, I am
concerned there may be too much
emphasis on feel-good activities, like
decorating the gym with crepe-paper
streamers. This makes the gym look
pretty, but it still smells like a gym.
W e have to be willing to focus on the

decisions that must be made as part of a
long-term recovery effort. Metro is mak-

ing some of these decisions  some-
times unpopular  that do not easily
lend themselves to sound bites but ulti-
mately will have a major impact on the
success or failure of the region s ability to
grow without further degrading the envi-
ronment.
At the same time that Portland City

Commissioner Erik Sten and I were
holding a regional forum in the spring of
1998 with more than 300 public and pri-
vate sector groups expressing interest in
a cooperative approach to salmon
recovery, the Metropolitan Homebuilders
Assoc-iation, the Columbia Corridor
Association and the Commercial Real
Estate Economic Coalition were pre-
paring to appeal Metro s recently-
adopted stream and floodplain protection
plan, which we call Title 3. I urge them to
withdraw their legal challenges and get
with the program. They can deal with us,
or they can deal with the federal govern-
ment. Our private sector partners should
be open to new approaches to doing
business in the region.
Title 3 offers the first regional standards

for limiting development in floodplains
and riparian habitat and reducing ero-
sion. It represents a small first step to
ending our habit of building inappropriate
buildings in stupid places, and it is just
the first of many changes necessary to
protect dwindling habitat in the face of
growth. Metro is now undergoing a
process to identify remaining habitat in
the region that must be protected to
maintain biodiversity and naturally func-
tioning systems. We have the technical
tools to learn what is left and even how to
protect and restore it. The question is, do
we have the will to change?
Voluntary streamside replanting pro-

grams are not enough. To succeed, we
will need at least mandatory set-asides
along streams to allow for vegetative
buffers. Metro s open space acquisition
program has purchased more than 37
miles of stream frontage throughout the
region from willing sellers, but there is not
enough money or time to purchase all the
critical habitat in the region. We simply
cannot continue to build up to the water s
edge. Implementing Title 3 is a first step. It
is time to go further.
A second step is to prioritize problem

culverts in the region and replace the dirty
dozen most significant fish-blocking cul-
verts this year. It does not matter how
much habitat we restore up river if the fish
are blocked from getting there. Oregon
Fish and Wildlife recently identified 150
problem culverts in the region. We know
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where they are. We need resources to fix
them. A new program of SOLV s [Stop
Oregon Litter & Vandalism] to funnel vol-
unteers to habitat restoration projects
designed by local watershed councils is
an excellent idea.
I believe money for parks and salmon

from Measure 66 should be made avail-
able for culvert replacement. I urge the
Legislature to stop arguing over who con-
trols the dollars and start funding the array
of necessary projects on the ground. With
its local partners, Metro must continue to
adopt regional standards for development
and road design to minimize impact on the
environment. There is no reason to allow
for any increase of storm-water run-off
from new development. 

Land-Use Planning In 
Oregon: A Success

Story
On the matter of what makes a differ-

ence, let me briefly address our state
land-use laws themselves. I have been
there almost from the beginning. I joined
the administration of Governor Bob
Straub in 1975 and it was our responsi-
bility to see to the implementation of SB
100. [Oregon s landmark 1973 land use
legislation. Ed. note.] Talk about a sea-
change! From the beginning, we recog-
nized that if our land use laws were to
work, it would require not only patience,
but understanding that SB 100 s goals
represent values for which it is worth
working.
Our state goals are tested and true: cit-

izen involvement, protecting agricultural
and forest lands, providing for economic
development, and protecting the air,
water, natural resources and open space.
Our problem is not our vision, not our
goals, but rather our inability to carry
them out. A couple of specific steps taken
in this region may help other areas with
their growth demands.

The Portland Region As
Model 

For Metropolitan
Oregon

A regional approach to periodic review
would give other areas the flexibility Metro
has in terms of reaching a jobs/housing
balance or meeting transportation require-
ments by increasing the number of cities
or counties that could be counted in the
mix. We should regionalize the 20-year
land supply requirement or at least apply it
at the county level so that growth can be
allocated among several cities instead of

city by city. 
History does have its defining

moments  some singular and revolu-
tionary, some multi-faceted and evolu-
tionary. Metro is an historic aspect of this
place we call home . The concept of a
metropolitan government may be revolu-
tionary, but what we have accomplished
has been evolutionary. It happened
because we have a form of government

to which the voters gave both the
authority and the responsibility to ensure
that our region is a livable place.
In the past, Oregonians have met many

challenges. We have pioneered new ter-
ritory, protected beaches and created the
bottle bill. Now is the time to protect our
cities, our urban vitality. Assistance is
needed for the next step. I urge all of us
 from individuals to the legislature to
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the Governor s Office  to continue
meeting the challenges we face in
making sure that these dynamic urban
areas are great places to live.
[Edited excerpts from a speech deliv-

ered at the City Club of Portland, on 14
January 2000.]

The metropolitan region is facing a crit-
ical period in its history. We have reached
the limit of this area s capacity to absorb
more growth and still retain the quality of
life for which Oregon is famous. It is not
possible to accommodate population
growth at double the national average,
create livable communities and protect
the environment at our current level of
investment. We can no longer afford to be
casual observers of growth, assuming
that our job is simply to accommodate
whatever comes. We must take a more
active role in shaping our destiny. 

Invest in the Future
W e must invest substantially more in

the infrastructure of this region  in
schools, transportation, parks, sewers
and basic public facilities if we are to
have any hope of maintaining the special
character of this place. We can invest
now or pay more later. 
The Governor s 21st Century Liva-bility

Fund is a start. It will provide a small, but
desperately needed, down payment of
about $150 million statewide. I intend to
work closely with the Governor s staff to
direct some of that money to our local
partners in places that have particularly
high rates of growth. 
Local governments cannot afford the

up-front infrastructure rapid growth
requires. Real estate developers need to
help. While I understand that their obliga-
tions are different from a government s
obligations to the public, they certainly
could do more than they have in the past.
W e need to defeat AAAs effort to

repeal the gas tax passed by the legisla-
ture. This past November, voters
approved a constitutional amendment to
ensure equity in road costs between
autos and trucks, which should take the
wind out of AAAs sails. Still, the gas tax
alone will not solve our transportation
problems. Traffic congestion is bad and
getting worse, especially in the I-5 cor-

ridor. It is a nightmare for commuters and
it is choking freight mobility. The region
needs a balanced multi-modal trans-
portation system linked to the 2040
vision, [Metro s long-range plan for the
region. Ed. note.] which has a price tag of
$7 billion. We expect only about $2 billion
in federal, state and local revenue, even
if the nickel gas tax increase survives.
Under the best of circumstances, we are
short by $5 billion.

Protect the environment
Last month the National Marine

Fisheries Service recognized Metro s
Stream and Floodplain Protection regula-
tions as the benchmark standard for pro-
tecting stream flows and controlling ero-
sion. Our local government partners need
to implement these regulations as soon
as possible.
Metro is on track to adopt additional

regulations this year to protect fish and
wildlife habitat. These so-called Goal 5
regulations will be linked as closely as
possible to the federal regulations for
salmon and steelhead recovery. The new
regional and federal rules will require
more land to be protected from develop-
ment both within the UGB and in our
urban reserves, and could stimulate a
more useful discussion about where we
should grow.

Develop Strategically
For the past two years, Metro has tied

itself in knots calculating the amount of
land needed to accommodate 20 years of
growth. We have engaged in the most
arcane debates about everything from
street widths to upzoning and under-
building. We need to focus more on
where new development should occur.
Growth should be directed away from
farm and forest land and to areas where
it can be adequately served by cities and
service districts. We need to encourage
growth in complete communities that pro-
vide homes, jobs and stores in close
proximity to each other and to public
transit corridors.
A major focus for the 2001 legislative

session should be to take action to insure
that new job growth can occur in those
areas of the state which need them most.
This may mean changing our land use
laws to take into account regional differ-
ences. The coast, valley, central and high
deserts all have different economic cir-
cumstances, and development over the
next century will be different than it has
been in the last.

Concurrency  is a loosely defined term

meaning that development will not begin
until there is a commitment to finance the
necessary infrastructure. Florida requires
concurrency by state law. Wilsonville is,
in effect, requiring concurrency by
rationing building permits based on a pro-
posed project s need for water. It makes
no sense to allow a development that will
compromise the city s ability to fight fires
or to supply drinking water to current res-
idents. The same logic applies across a
broader range of public services. As a
state and as a region, we need to con-
sider how to require concurrency.

Slow the pace of growth
Some kinds of growth are hard to con-

trol. Forty-four percent of the region s
expected population growth will be our
own children. Still, that does not mean
that there is nothing we can or should do.
W e still need to be smart about where,
when and how we stimulate the economy
rather than closing our eyes and mind-
lessly pushing the accelerator.
W e can stop subsidizing new growth

where we cannot handle it or do not need
it. It often makes more sense to strengthen
existing businesses  including natural
resource industries  rather than
attracting new ones. W ashington County
has shown leadership on this issue and
provides a model of some of the innova-
tive thinking the region needs.
Last year Washington County entered

into a Strategic Investment agreement
with Intel that provides some property tax
relief to encourage Intel to invest $12.5
billion to retool its Washington County
facilities. The agreement focuses on
workforce retention, rather than new job
growth, meaning minimal impacts to
schools and public infrastructure. If Intel
adds more than 1,000 new manufac-
turing jobs, it will pay a growth impact fee
of $1,000 per additional employee per
year. This is not a big amount, but the
concept is important.
Slowing the pace and changing the

direction of growth will not get us off the
hook for making major investments in
infrastructure, for doing more to protect
the environment or for thoughtful regional
planning to absorb the growth of the last
decade. But it will make our goal of liv-
ability more achievable.

Mike Burton was recently elected to his
second term as executive officer of Metro, the
regional government serving the greater
Portland metropolitan area. He was elected to
the first Metro Council in 1979 and was pre-
siding officer when the region’s urban growth
boundary was adopted. He was elected to the
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