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DOWNTOWN DENVER:  A PEER CITY ANALYSIS OF 
PORTLAND, OREGON 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 

The purpose of this analysis is to compare the significant planning principals that are being 

employed within Downtown Portland, Oregon and compare them to the existing planning that is 

occurring within Downtown Denver.  The comparison is meant to be a tool that will allow Denver 

planners to foresee potential problems or success that may be encountered when taking 

administrative action within the Downtown.   

 

The analysis starts with the broad characterization of the Downtown area and how it relates to 

the overall region.  It then moves away from the general attributes of the area and focuses on 

issues, such as zoning, population distribution, and development.  The analysis also focuses on 

parking and how it relates to the overall pedestrian environment within the Downtown area.   

 

The research for this analysis was compiled using literature searches and personal interviews 

with both business and governmental interests within Downtown Portland.  Recommendations 

are based on personal insight and previous analysis. 

 

DOWNTOWN DEFINITION AND CHARACTERISTICS 
 
LOCATION 
 

Downtown Portland is located in the central metropolitan area of Portland, Oregon which is 

located in northwest Oregon.  Some of the major suburbs located within the Portland 

Metropolitan Area include Beaverton and Aloha to the West, Lake Oswego to the South, 

Gresham to the East, and Vancouver to the North.   There are two major rivers that run through 

Portland.  The Columbia River runs east to west on the north side of Portland while the 

Willamette River flows into the Columbia River on the north side of Portland after dividing the 

city into two halves (Figure 1).   



Planning Methods I – Fall 2006   Downtown Denver:  A Peer City Analysis of Portland, Oregon 

Tim Drumm and Michael Haak   November 27, 2006 3

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. Portland, Oregon 
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BOUNDARIES 
 

The Central City Plan boundary contains 9 sub-districts, one of which is the Downtown District.  

Four major boundaries distinguish the Downtown District.  The Willamette River forms the 

eastern boundary, while Interstate 405 forms both the western and southern boundary until it 

merges with Interstate 5 to the south.  The northern boundary for the district is West Burnside 

Street until it reaches 3rd Street, at which point the boundary travels southeast in a stair step 

fashion until it reaches the Willamette River (Figure 2). 

 

For the purposes of this report, the Downtown District, as defined by the Central City Plan and 

as adopted by the Portland Business Alliance, will be the focus of this analysis.  The reasoning 

for designating these 2 boundaries is that they are physically distinguishable on the ground and 

the area conveniently contains 4 census tracts that allow for the easy analysis of employment 

and demographic information.  Also, the area within the boundary is considered by both the City 

Planning Department and the Portland Business Alliance to be the City’s commercial core 

(Portland Transportation System Plan 10-15).  Attributes of the area include seven residential 

sub-districts, O’Bryant Square, Park Blocks, University District, South Auditorium, Riverplace, 

City Center, and Skidmore/ Yamhill (Portland Transportation System Plan 10-22).  The total 

land area of the downtown is approximately 630 acres. 
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Figure 2. Office of Neighborhood Involvement 
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CHARACTERISTICS 

 
Three “Special Areas”, or sub-areas, as defined by the Central City Design Guidelines and the 

2002 amendment to the Central City Plan, are located within the boundaries of the downtown 

area.  The sub-areas are: (1) Park Blocks, (2) Broadway Unique Sign District, and (3) the West 

End (Central City Fundamental Design Guidelines 141, Downtown’s West End: Amendments to 

the Central City Plan, Zoning Code, and Zoning Map 2).  In addition to the sub-areas, the 

downtown area also contains the campus of Portland State University, the Portland Art 

Museum, the Center for the Performing Arts, Pioneer Square, the Brewery Blocks and the 

Government Center (Figure 3).   

 

Park Blocks is a major north south connector for urban activity within the downtown.  It is 

characterized by unique streetscapes, open spaces, historically significant buildings and civic 

uses.  The blocks are also intersected by the Light Rail at Yamhill and Morrison St., which 

provides east west connectivity within the downtown (Midtown Blocks Planning Study 10).  Park 

Blocks can be divided into three distinct sections: South Park Blocks, Midtown Park Blocks, and 

North Park Blocks.  South Park Blocks is characterized as culturally diverse and is located near 

Portland State University, the Portland Center for the Performing Arts, and the Government 

Center.  South Park Blocks also has a number of commercial and residential developments 

adjacent to it (Central City Fundamental Design Guidelines 142).   

 

Midtown Park Blocks is commercially developed and is currently within the “retail core of the 

downtown area (Midtown Blocks Planning Study 2).  The commercial activity is predominantly in 

the form of local specialty shops with interspersed entertainment opportunities (Midtown Blocks 

Planning Study 1).  The Midtown Park Blocks represent more of an urban setting when 

compared to South Park Blocks, but there is interspersed open space within the Midtown Blocks 

that create a unique atmosphere that is not apparent within the South Park Blocks (Central City 

Fundamental Design Guidelines 142, Midtown Blocks Planning Study 10).  The area has also 

been identified as a potential location for mid- to high-end housing to help support the downtown 

retail core in the future (Midtown Blocks Planning Study 7).   
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North Park Blocks is located outside of the downtown area boundary that is being used for this 

analysis.  The overall goals for this sub-area are concerned with maintaining the diverse culture 

that presently exists and enhancing the “connective elements” between the three distinct 

sections (Central City Fundamental Design Guidelines 144).  There is also an emphasis on re-

using existing historical structures within Park Blocks and enhancing park amenities (Central 

City Fundamental Design Guidelines 145).   

 

The Broadway Unique Sign District is the entertainment district for the downtown.  The area is 

dominated by theaters, nightclubs, restaurants, and hotels.  The sub-area is managed to 

emphasize the large historically significant signs that run the length of both Broadway and 

Burnside Streets (Central City Fundamental Design Guidelines 150).  Although it may be 

counter to existing zoning regulations concerning signage in the downtown area, new signage 

must reflect the historical character within this special sub-area (Central City Fundamental 

Design Guidelines 150).  Specifically, signage is required to be vertically oriented when it is 

mounted close to the façade of the building it is highlighting.  It is also suggested that neon 

lighting be used to “convey a sense of energy and excitement” within the area (Central City 

Fundamental Design Guidelines 152).             

 

The West End is approximately 50 acres in size and it is dominated by a mix of residential and 

commercial uses.  Although commercial and retail activities do exist, the area is considered 

under-built with low Floor Area Ratios (Downtown’s West End: Amendments to the Central City 

Plan, Zoning Code, and Zoning Map 10).  The unique characteristic of this particular sub-area is 

that approximately 20% of the area is surface parking lots and that its western boundary is 

Interstate 405 (Downtown’s West End: Amendments to the Central City Plan, Zoning Code, and 

Zoning Map 10).  The area also has a large amount of low to mid-income housing and contains 

approximately 9% of the employment for the downtown (Downtown’s West End: Amendments to 

the Central City Plan, Zoning Code, and Zoning Map 10).  The existing conditions within this 

particular sub-area have been the recent focus of planning within the City of Portland.  The 

existing surface parking is being analyzed to determine how to condense it into parking 

structures, and the resulting properties are being considered for both retail and residential 

development (Downtown’s West End: Amendments to the Central City Plan, Zoning Code, and 

Zoning Map 17).  Also, due to its proximity to Midtown Blocks and the under-built nature of the 
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area, traditional downtown retailers are showing interest in establishing a regional retail center 

within the sub-area (Midtown Blocks Planning Study 1).  The Midtown Blocks Planning Study 

actually identifies the West End as potentially being a high density “community” retail center that 

should help solidify the retail within the downtown.  It also acknowledges that the sub-area’s 

proximity to Midtown Blocks and the availability of transit within the sub-area creates a unique 

opportunity to connect multiple amenities within the entire downtown area (Midtown Blocks 

Planning Study 1, 2, 4).  The 2002 Amendment to the Central City Plan also identifies 

improvements to the streetscape to improve connectivity to the other sub-areas and maintaining 

the stock of affordable housing within the area (Downtown’s West End: Amendments to the 

Central City Plan, Zoning Code, and Zoning Map 18).  To encourage developers to maintain 

affordable housing, the city is offering bonuses for increased floor area in exchange for 

contributions into an affordable housing fund (Downtown’s West End: Amendments to the 

Central City Plan, Zoning Code, and Zoning Map 18).  Overall, the West End has the greatest 

potential for increasing residential density and maintaining the retail core of the downtown area 

(Midtown Blocks Planning Study 6).       

 

The sub-areas that are identified above face varying challenges, but the interstate that 

surrounds the downtown area presents the biggest challenge to development within the 

downtown area.  Although the interstate is not a sub-area within the downtown, it has a direct 

affect on the economic and social stability within the downtown as well as the overall built 

environment within each of the sub-areas.  Interstate 405 was designed and built with a smaller 

city in mind and is now constraining development within the downtown area (Freeway Loop 

Study 1).  A recent study by the Portland Bureau of Planning and the Oregon Department of 

Transportation found that although the loop needs to be retained, it “hinders quality urban 

development”, and existing congestion is likely to get worse without significant investment to 

expand the existing loop (Freeway Loop Study 2).  The study also identifies the possibility of 

missed “economic, cultural, and civic opportunities” because the loop is a “barrier to 

connectivity” and a constraint to commercial, residential and recreational development within the 

downtown area (Freeway Loop Study 6).  To address the challenges posed by the loop, the City 

and the Oregon Department of Transportation initiated a Master Planning Process for the loop 

to analyze potential options for improving the existing conditions.  Three options will be 

considered during the planning process: (1) modest improvements to the existing loop, such as 
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braiding on and off ramps, (2) creating a one-way loop, which would allow for the removal of 

some of the existing infrastructure that is presently constraining development, and (3) building a 

tunnel, which would allow for the removal of the southern portion of the interstate.  The process 

is expected to be completed in 2009 (Freeway Loop Study 13).   
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Figure 3. Central City Assessment Base Map   
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ZONING 

 

The City of Portland has had three different zoning codes.  The original zoning code was 

adopted in 1924 followed by a 1959 zoning code with the most recent code being adopted by 

Ordinance #163608 in January, 1991 (Portland Zoning Code, 1991).  The most recent code is 

the product of the diligent effort of multiple city and county agencies, business groups, as well 

as a myriad of other individuals and organizations.  There are four major zone districts, four 

overlay zone districts, and two special zone districts within the defined downtown area.  The 

districts and overlay zones depicted by Figure 4 are described in the following text.    

 
Open Space Zone (OS) 
 

The Open Space Zone is intended to preserve and enhance public and private open, natural, 

and improved park and recreational areas identified in the Comprehensive Plan. These areas 

serve many functions including:  

• Providing opportunities for outdoor recreation;  

• Providing contrasts to the built environment;  

• Preserving scenic qualities;  

• Protecting sensitive or fragile environmental areas;  

• Preserving the capacity and water quality of the stormwater drainage system; and  

• Providing pedestrian and bicycle transportation connections (Portland Zoning Code, 

1991).   

Central Residential Zone (RX) 

The RX zone is a high density multi-dwelling zone which allows the highest density of dwelling 

units of the residential zones. Density is not regulated by a maximum number of units per acre. 

Rather, the maximum size of buildings and intensity of use are regulated by floor area ratio 

(FAR) limits and other site development standards. Generally the density will be 100 or more 

units per acre. Allowed housing developments are characterized by a very high percentage of 

building coverage. The major types of new housing development will be medium and high rise 

apartments and condominiums, often with allowed retail, institutional, or other service oriented 
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uses. Generally, RX zones will be located near the center of the city where transit is readily 

available and where commercial and employment opportunities are nearby. RX zones will 

usually be applied in combination with the Central City plan district (Portland Zoning Code, 

1991).   

 

Central Employment Zone (EX) 
 

This zone implements the Central Employment map designation of the Comprehensive Plan. 

The zone allows mixed-uses and is intended for areas in the center of the City that have 

predominantly industrial type development. The intent of the zone is to allow industrial, 

business, and service uses which need a central location. Residential uses are allowed, but are 

not intended to predominate or set development standards for other uses in the area. The 

development standards are intended to allow new development which is similar in character to 

existing development (Portland Zoning Code, 1991).   

 

Central Commercial Zone (CX) 
 

The Central Commercial (CX) zone is intended to provide for commercial development within 

Portland’s most urban and intense areas. A broad range of uses is allowed to reflect Portland’s 

role as a commercial, cultural and governmental center. Development is intended to be very 

intense with high building coverage, large buildings, and buildings placed close together. 

Development is intended to be pedestrian-oriented with a strong emphasis on a safe and 

attractive streetscape (Portland Zoning Code, 1991).    

 
Design Overlay Zone (d) 
 

The Design Overlay Zone promotes the conservation, enhancement, and continued vitality of 

areas of the City with special scenic, architectural, or cultural value. This is achieved through the 

creation of design districts and applying the Design Overlay Zone as part of community planning 

projects, development of design guidelines for each district, and by requiring design review or 

compliance with the Community Design Standards. In addition, design review or compliance 
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with the Community Design Standards ensures that certain types of infill development will be 

compatible with the neighborhood and enhance the area (Portland Zoning Code, 1991).   

 

Greenway Overlay Zones (g) 
 
The Greenway regulations are intended to: 

• Protect, conserve, enhance, and maintain the natural, scenic, historical, economic, and 

recreational qualities of lands along Portland ’s rivers; 

• Establish criteria, standards, and procedures for the development of land, change of 

uses, and the intensification of uses within the greenway; 

• Increase public access to and along the Willamette River for the purpose of increasing 

recreational opportunities, providing emergency vehicle access, assisting in flood 

protection and control, providing connections to other transportation systems, and 

helping to create a pleasant, aesthetically pleasing urban environment; and 

• Implement the City’s Willamette Greenway responsibilities as required by ORS 390.310 

to 390.368; and 

• Implement the water quality performance standards of Metro’s Title 3, which are 

intended to protect and improve water quality to support designated beneficial water 

uses, and to protect the functional values of the water quality resource area which 

include: providing a vegetated corridor to separate protected water features from 

development; maintaining or reducing stream temperatures; maintaining natural stream 

corridors; minimizing erosion, nutrient and pollutant loading into water; filtering, 

infiltration and natural water purification; and stabilizing slopes to prevent landslides 

contributing to sedimentation of water features (Portland Zoning Code, 1991).   

River Recreational Zone (r)  
 

The River Recreational zone encourages river-dependent and river-related recreational uses 

which provide a variety of types of public access to and along the river, and which enhance the 

river’s natural and scenic qualities (Portland Zoning Code, 1991).   
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River General Zone (g)  
 

The River General zone allows for uses and development which are consistent with the base 

zoning, which allows for public use and enjoyment of the waterfront, and which enhance the 

river’s natural and scenic qualities (Portland Zoning Code, 1991).   

 

Central City Plan District 
 

The Central City plan district implements the Central City Plan and other plans applicable to the 

Central City area. These other plans include the Downtown Plan, the River District Plan, the 

University District Plan, and the Central City Transportation Management Plan. The Central City 

plan district implements portions of these plans by adding code provisions which address 

special circumstances existing in the Central City area (Portland Zoning Code, 1991).   

 

South Auditorium District 
 

The South Auditorium plan district protects the unique character of the former South Auditorium 

urban renewal district. The District is an award-winning development, with its high-rise buildings, 

generous setbacks and landscaping, numerous plazas and fountains, and an elaborate 

pedestrian walkway system. Maintenance of this character is achieved by requiring additional 

landscaping requirements, the preservation of existing trees, screening of roof-top equipment, 

and additional sign regulations which limit the type, number, and size of signs (Portland Zoning 

Code, 1991).   
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    Figure 4. Portland Zoning Map 
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POPULATION 
 
The downtown area includes census tracts 53, 54, 56, and 57.  The total population within the 

downtown area for the year 2000 was 9,290 people.  Census tract 56, which includes the 

southwest corner of the downtown area, contains the greatest number of people within the 

downtown at 3,753 (American FactFinder).  In 2005, the population within the downtown was 

approximately 13,400, up approximately 44% from year 2000, and is expected to rise nearly 

20% more to 16,100 by 2010 (Downtown Portland Retail Strategy 69).   

 

The residential population within the Downtown sub-area has grown substantially within the last 

decade.  The City of Portland Bureau of Planning cites the city’s commitment to increasing 

residential development within the downtown area during the 1980s as the reason for this 

growth.  In fact, within the last decade an average of 1000 residential units per year has been 

constructed within the downtown area.  In 2006, 3,200 residential units are currently under 

construction, with another 4,700 going through the planning and permitting process (Karl Lisle, 

City of Portland Planning Bureau).  The focus on residential development within Portland’s 

downtown is directly related to the housing policy of the Central City Plan.  It is also attributed to 

the rise in employment within Multnomah County from 335,000 jobs in 1980 to 428,000 jobs in 

2005 (A Few Facts about Portland’s Economy Since 1980).  The Central City Plan, which was 

amended in 1995 to address the increasing population within the Central City, calls for high-

density housing that reflects the creation of new jobs within Central City.  The Plan establishes a 

goal of creating an additional 75,000 jobs and increasing housing units by 15,000 by the year 

2010 (Central Portland Plan: Assessment Precedent Case Studies4).  It also recommends 

offering housing incentives to attract infill development and to help maintain Portland’s urban 

growth boundary (Central City Plan 72).  Unfortunately, the focus on residential development 

has slowed the market for commercial and office properties and incentives are being considered 

to increase the commercial development within the downtown (Karl Lisle, City of Portland 

Planning Bureau).      

 

In 2000, almost one-half of Oregon’s population lived within the Portland Metropolitan Area 

(Oregon Outlook 1).  The large population concentration can be attributed to a number of 

factors, but the largest factor may be net in-migration due to strong economic conditions and 
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employment opportunities of the late 1980s to the late 1990s.  In fact, strong economic 

conditions and job opportunities within the Portland Metropolitan Area attracted large numbers 

of California residents looking for better economic conditions during that period of time (Oregon 

Outlook 2).  In addition, during that period, growth occurred more rapidly in outlying areas than 

within the downtown area mainly due to the establishment of jobs within those areas (Oregon 

Outlook 5).  However, recognizing the need for housing and commercial development within the 

downtown area, infill development was encouraged in the mid to late 1990s and is still 

encouraged today (Karl Lisle, City of Portland Planning Bureau).  Initially, residential 

development was the focus of the new development to house the influx of residents to the 

Central City, but now incentives are being considered to encourage an increase in commercial 

development to further density goals within the downtown (Karl Lisle, City of Portland Planning 

Bureau).  Due to Portland’s economic health, and the city’s policies concerning housing 

incentives and economic growth, Portland State University’s Population Research Center 

believes that Portland’s population will grow substantially within the next decade.  The 

Population Research Center is expecting the annual population growth between 2000 and 2010 

to be 1.8% (Oregon Outlook 8). 

 

DEVELOPMENT 
 

Development in Downtown Portland is a prime example of effective public-private partnerships 

that result in vibrant city centers.  As the area continues to develop into a thriving self sufficient 

community, certain data related to the area is valuable in producing trends that may prove to be 

beneficial to Downtown Denver.  The charts provided should provide a picture of the trends 

seen in the Downtown Portland Retail, Office, and residential markets.   

 
VACANCY RATES 
 
Retail 

Downtown Portland Retail Vacancy Rates over the last 10 years has slightly fluctuated from 

3.93% in 1996 to 5.20% in 2nd Quarter 2006.  The 10 year high occurred in 2003 at 5.8% and 

the 10 year low of 3.54% occurred in 1998 as seen in Figure 5.  This relatively steady trend line 

for retail vacancy rates in the downtown area shows that Portland retail is a strong economic 



Planning Methods I – Fall 2006   Downtown Denver:  A Peer City Analysis of Portland, Oregon 

Tim Drumm and Michael Haak   November 27, 2006 18

Portland CBD Vacancy Rates

5.62%
5.20%

4.66%

6.44%

8.04%

10.50%

3.54%
4.04%

4.48%
4.95%

5.80%

4.40%

4.89%

9.65% 9.82%

9.11%

10.82%

4.97% 5.12% 5.20%

4.04%3.93%

0.00%

2.00%

4.00%

6.00%

8.00%

10.00%

12.00%

1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

Year

Pe
rc

en
t V

ac
an

t

Portland CBD Office Vacancy Rates
Portland CBD Retail Vacancy Rates

engine and plays an important role in the downtown economy.  The slight rise and decline in 

vacancy rates could be contributed to renovated and constructed buildings that have yet to be 

absorbed when vacancy rate information is available.  Limited land for future development in the 

downtown area will help new shopping centers obtain maximum tenant occupancy for the near 

future.  This will help vacancy rates to maintain current levels with slight decreases as we 

progress through 2006 (CB Richard Ellis, 2006). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Office 

Downtown Portland Office Vacancy Rates have not seen a steady trend over the last 10 years 

much like retail vacancy numbers.  Over 36% percent of the office space in Portland, Oregon is 

located in the Central Business District (CBD) with almost one half of the total office space 

located in the Downtown area.  Data for the Portland CBD indicates the spike in office vacancy 

rates seen in the 2001 time frame could be contributed to September 11, 2001 and the public’s 

fear of similar attacks on downtown office buildings.  However, there may be many other 

economic indicators that could be contributing factors to the increase in vacancy rates over that 

time period.  As the chart above depicts, office vacancy rates are slowly declining.  Portland 

Office MarketView Studies completed by CB Richard Ellis estimate that the office market will 

Figure 5.  (Source: CB Richard Ellis) 
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continue to improve slowly as available space and subleased space is leased up (CB Richard 

Ellis, 2006). 

 

Residential 

Inconsistent residential data for the downtown area was difficult to analyze and interpret.  

However, Table 1 displays residential vacancy information that was made available by Norris, 

Beggs & Simpson.  Residential Data provided by Norris, Beggs & Simpson is limited to multi-

family units.  No data on single-family residential was accessible.  Data includes information on 

studios, 1BR/1BA, 2BR/1BA, 2BR/2BA, 3BR/1BA, and 3BR/2BA units.  In the Portland area the 

Downtown market leads the multi-family market with vacancy rates for new units at 0.76% and 

seasoned units at 1.8% (NAI, Multifamily Market Report, 2Q 2006).   

 

 

Table 1 
Vacancy Rates 

  Denver   Portland  
 Office Retail  Residential Office Retail Residential 
1996 12.64% 14.51% 5.10% 5.62% 3.93% 8.50% 

1997 8.92% 4.95% 4.00% 5.20% 4.04% - 

1998 6.65% 10.71% 1.70% 4.66% 3.54% 1.20% 

1999 5.22% 7.85% 4.40% 6.44% 4.04% 5.13% 

2000 5.05% 9.62% 2.60% 4.89% 4.97% - 

2001 11.98% 9.04% 6.60% 8.04% 4.48% - 

2002 17.18% 5.45% 7.70% 9.65% 4.95% 2.95% 

2003 18.74% 5.88% 23.40% 9.82% 5.80% 6.74% 

2004 17.12% 4.69% 9.20% 10.82% 4.40% 5.63% 

2005 16.10% 2.36% 7.30% 10.50% 5.12% 5.72% 

2006 14.51% 2.23% 6.00% 9.11% 5.20% 1.40% 
 
 
RENTAL RATES 
 
Retail 

Asking retail lease rates vary widely in the Portland Central City depending on location. The low 

end of the market is $12.00 per square foot per year for ground floor retail space outside the 

Source: CB Richard Ellis, Downtown Denver Partnership, and Norris Beggs & Simpson 
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retail core in downtown. $35.00 is the high end of the market.  (E. D. Hovee & Company, 2005).   

The retail vacancy rates in downtown Portland have remained fairly steady over the last 10 

years, there is a visible increase in retail rental rate trends.  Rental rates have increased by 

nearly $2.00 or roughly 10% per SF from 2005 to 2006.  Since 1996 retail rental rates have 

increased at an annual rate of 4.07% as seen in Figure 6.  This increase is likely due to some 

opportunities and strengths identified by Leland Consulting Group in their Downtown Retail 

Study.  Several of these opportunities include the completion of opening of Pioneer Place in 

early 1990 and the expansion in 2000 which is a downtown Mixed-Use Project consisting of 3.5 

city blocks, 100 retail stores, 180 parking spaces, and a 60,000 SF Saks Fifth Ave department 

store.  The study also identifies many leading fashion vendors located in the downtown area, 

downtown hotels attracting strong visitor market, nightlife entertainment districts, and new 

housing.  Retail in Downtown Portland is strong.  A downtown office worker supports 7.8 SF of 

retail while a downtown household supports up to 18 SF of retail (Leland Consulting Group, 

November 1, 2006).  Portland’s high downtown residential density supports the area retail 

stores.   

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.  (Source: CB Richard Ellis) 
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Office 

Downtown Portland Office Rental Rates (Figure 6) were at a 10 year high in 2001 at an average 

rate of $20.64 per SF.  Office rental rates increased at an average annual rate of 8.6% from 

1996 to 2001.  Since the uncharacteristically high office rental rates in 2001, rates have 

decreased and maintained a steady constant of roughly $19.00 per SF according to most recent 

data available from CB Richard Ellis.  With lease rates slowly increasing and tenant 

improvement decreasing, tenants will have to find additional ways to finance improvements for 

existing or new space.  The most recent increase in rental rates is partly due to a major 

conversion of over 42,000 SF from single to multi-tenant occupancy (CB Richard Ellis, 2006). 

 

Residential 

According to Norris, Beggs & Simpson Quarterly Multi-Family Market Report, “the multi-family 

market is looking up for 2006.  A dramatic increase of effective rents is occurring due to lower 

vacancy and reduced concessions.”  According to the data that was made available from NAI, 

previous residential average rental price per SF has remained fairly constant over the past 5 

years at an average rate of $1.28 per SF (Table 2).  The Metro Multifamily Housing Association 

Fall 2004 Apartment Report states: “House prices with no down, little or no closing costs, and 

very low interest rates continue to attract apartment residents. Almost everyone can qualify for 

home loans these days through government programs and local housing agencies.” (E. D. 

Hovee & Company, 2005).  This may indicate a continued increase in the number of rental 

properties available for the downtown area.   
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Table 2 
Rental Rates 

  Denver   Portland  
 Office Retail  Residential Office Retail Residential 
1996 $15.63 $25.17 - $14.42 $13.67 - 

1997 $15.33 $24.50 - $15.66 $13.64 - 

1998 $16.67 $31.25 - $15.63 $14.67 - 

1999 $19.25 $25.50 - $16.79 $15.13 - 

2000 $20.75 $25.50 $0.90 $17.40 $15.92 - 

2001 $20.00 $19.50 $0.96 $20.64 $15.76 - 

2002 $19.00 $19.50 $0.98 $19.46 $15.48 $1.29 

2003 $15.00 $19.50 $0.92 $18.95 $16.15 $1.26 

2004 $17.00 $18.50 $0.96 $19.00 $16.79 $1.30 

2005 $18.00 $20.25 $1.00 $18.63 $17.37 $1.28 

2006 $18.00 $20.00 $1.03 $19.23 $19.54 $1.28 
 
 
Change in the Type of Development 

In the 1980s there was a major push to encourage residential development in the downtown 

area.  However, the bulk of new construction in the 1980s was office/commercial.  The current 

market is the exact opposite with the majority of new construction being residential in nature 

(Karl Lisle, City of Portland Planning Bureau).  However, from various sources and data 

gathered over the course of this study, trends indicated that mixed use developments are on the 

rise in the downtown Portland area.  Developments similar to the recently completed three-block 

catalyst mixed-use project Museum Place development, which is located in the West End, 

includes apartments, a new Safeway, condominiums, affordable housing, and a renovated 

downtown YWCA continue to pop up around Downtown Portland.   

 

Encouraging Redevelopment 

Urban renewal areas and the promotion of public/private partnerships have the greatest impact 

on promoting quality redevelopment in Downtown Portland.  The Portland Development 

Commission and the City of Portland’s commitment to downtown revitalization and development 

is an outstanding representation of what cities should seek to accomplish.  Urban renewal funds 

in Portland are used for a variety of investments, such as redevelopment projects, including 

Source: CB Richard Ellis , Downtown Denver Partnership, and Norris Beggs & Simpson 
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mixed-use projects; economic development strategies, such as small business improvement 

loans and loan programs tied to family-wage jobs; housing loans and other financial tools, for 

new and rehabilitated housing, streetscape improvements including new lighting, trees, and 

pedestrian facilities as well as parks and open spaces (Annual Urban Renewal Report, 2006). 

 

RETAIL 
 
The retail core in the downtown area is a 17 square block area around Pioneer Courthouse 

Square.  This area, which is considered to be the heart of Portland, is bounded by Alder Street, 

SW 9th Avenue and Park Blocks Taylor Street and SW 3rd Avenue.  The core is primarily 

comprised of 3 major department stores – Nordstrom, Macy’s, and Saks Fifth Avenue – which 

account for nearly 464,000 SF of the roughly 1.2 Million SF of retail space located within the 

downtown boundary.   

 

There are several trends that can be seen in downtown retail according to Leland Consulting 

Group’s November 1, 2006 Study: Downtown Retail – Opportunities, Constraints & Strategies.  

The retail trends identified in the downtown area include the arrival of Big Boxes in downtowns, 

two-story formats for stores such as Target, Whole Foods & other discounters, as well as 

smaller formats for department stores such as JC Penney’s and Macy’s.  Quantitative trends 

identified in the study note that 60-65% of sales are at discount prices, 35% or more of sales are 

in discount department stores, and this number is continually rising.  Lastly, 70% of sales occur 

after 5:30 PM and on Sundays.   

 

As the population steadily moves back in to urban neighborhoods, urban places have a positive 

outlook.  Outdoors lifestyle centers such as the Denver Pavilions and 24-Hour retailers are on 

the rise and considered to be a strong trait for downtown areas while the enclosed mall and 

outlet centers are on the decline.  Due to Portland’s economic recovery and population growth, 

retail sales are projected to increase 2.5% in 2006 (CBRE, Retail MarketView , 4Q 2005). 

 

Portland Downtown Services, Inc. (PDSI) is a private, nonprofit organization that contracts with 

the Portland Business Alliance to provide marketing and economic development programs to 

downtown property owners. This organization was created with the formation of the Business 
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Improvement District.  Downtown Portland's Business Improvement District (BID) encompasses 

a 213-block area of downtown Portland. Businesses within this district tax themselves to raise 

money that supplements publicly-financed services for neighborhood improvement. Portland's 

BID funds the Downtown Clean & Safe Program, which provides cleaning, security and 

community justice services downtown; the Downtown Retail and Marketing Program, which 

focuses on market research, retail advocacy, marketing and communication; and the Sidewalk 

Ambassador Program, which offers information and assistance to downtown visitors (Portland 

Business Alliance, 2006).  

 
PARKING 
 
Parking Management 

The City of Portland Office of Transportation manages parking operations as well as parking 

enforcement within the downtown area.  In addition to the Office of Transportation, Tri-met, 

which is a municipal corporation of the State of Oregon and has a primary function of public 

transit management, assists the city by managing commuter lots at transit centers and 

administers revenue to Transportation Management Associations and select programs that 

promote carpooling (Fiscal Year 2006-07 Adopted Budget 452, Portland Transportation System 

Plan 5-149, 5-157). 

 

Parking operations by the Office of Transportation include the management of 7 “Smart Park” 

garages and the administration of two parking meter districts, one of which is located in the 

downtown area.  The Office of Transportation is also responsible for the administration of the 

Area Parking Permit Program, which is meant to control on-street commuter parking in 

residential areas that are adjacent to transit centers and commercial districts (Portland 

Transportation System Plan 5-156).  

 
Tri-met manages the carpooling programs within the Central City, which includes 1,284 spaces 

that are provided by the City of Portland.  The programs primarily offer parking at reduced rates 

for carpools (Portland Transportation System Plan 5-147).  The carpooling programs 

administered by Tri-met also include assisting with the funding for the Transit Management 

Alliance, which involves the promoting of carpooling, and the partial funding of Transportation 
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Management Associations within the Central City.  The function of the Transportation 

Management Associations is to address local transportation problems within particular districts.  

Tri-met also provides technical assistance to the Associations (Portland Transportation System 

Plan 5-148).  Unfortunately, there is presently no Transportation Management Association 

within the downtown area, but it has been identified as a deficiency within the Central City 

Transportation Management Plan (Central City Transportation Management Plan 9).   

 
The revenue generated by the parking meters, the city owned garages, the Area Parking Permit 

Program, as well as a percentage of parking citations, is reinvested into the parking 

management and maintenance of the existing facilities (Revenue Sources 1).  When there is 

excess revenue available, the funds are diverted into the General Fund.  The General 

Transportation Revenues (General Fund) are then dispersed to a number of programs 

throughout the Central City.  For instance, revenues are often utilized to make payments to the 

downtown streetcar debt or used to provide matching funds for federal or State grants.  Another 

beneficial program that the General Transportation Revenues support is the establishment and 

perpetuation of Transportation Management Association (Portland Transportation System Plan 

14-7).  To increase revenue to help pay for parking management, maintenance, and the 

perpetuation of the Department’s initiatives, the Portland Department of Transportation identified 

four revenue initiatives in the 2006-07 Fiscal Budget.  The four initiatives are: (1) to increase 

cost recovery for their Area Parking Permit Program, (2) to increase the citation bail amount for 

parking citations, (3) to reduce the percentage of the share the District Court receives for 

parking citations, and (4) to create a Banner Sponsorship Program where businesses may 

advertise to the public (Fiscal Year 2006-07 Adopted Budget 455).          

 
Parking Policies 

The State of Oregon’s Transportation Planning Rule requires “actions which are designed to 

change travel behavior in order to improve performance of transportation facilities and reduce 

the need for additional road capacity.”  To achieve that goal, it requires reducing parking spaces 

by 10% per capita over a 20 year period and creating minimum and maximum parking 

regulations (Portland Transportation System Plan 5-138).  To meet the requirements of the 

Transportation Planning Rule, the transportation Demand Management and Parking Plan 

adopted several policies and objectives within the City of Portland’s Comprehensive Plan.  For 
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instance, parking management and parking supply is to be managed to “achieve transportation 

policy objectives for neighborhood and business district vitality, auto trip reduction, and 

improved air quality (Portland Transportation System Plan 5-143: Policy 6.26).”  In addition, the 

supply of on-street parking is managed to encourage “economic vitality, safety for all modes, 

and livability of residential neighborhoods (Portland Transportation System Plan 5-143: Policy 

6.27).”  Finally, the bulk of Off-street parking is influenced more by zoning regulations and 

minimum and maximum ratios than on-street parking.  Off-street parking needs are based more 

on “availability of transit, and how limitations on new parking can help achieve land use, 

transportation, and the environmental goals (Portland Transportation System Plan 5-144: Policy 

6.28).”  The Comprehensive Plan identifies the overall goal of regulating off-street parking to 

maintain good urban form and the economic vitality of business districts.  To implement some of 

the policies, Portland has created parking meter districts to encourage the use of alternative 

modes of transportation, developed a “Smart Park” garage system to provide parking for 

downtown shoppers, and established carpooling programs, such as employer-paid subsidies 

and discounted parking, to reduce the number of commuting vehicles at downtown parking 

areas (Portland Transportation System Plan 5-154, 155).   

 

Regulations 
Parking regulations for commercial lots within the Central City are dictated by the Central City 

Transportation Management Plan and are subject to the Central City Parking Review.  The 

Central City Parking Review was created to regulate commercial parking structures within the 

core area of the downtown.  Commercial lots must undergo a certification process to ensure that 

they are not a detriment to the overall atmosphere of the downtown area (Central City Parking 

Review 808-1).  Criteria for certification include issues such as transportation capacity, whether 

it conforms to existing zoning, and overall public health and safety (Central City Parking Review 

808-2).  If commercial lots fail to meet the criteria identified within both the Central City 

Transportation Management Plan and the Central City Parking Review, their certification can be 

withheld or revoked, and the parking area will be required to reapply for a use certification or 

they will be construed as a nonconforming use (Central City Parking Review 808-2).      

 

When a commercial lot is certified, it is subject to the zoning regulations that are dictated by the 

Central City Transportation Management Plan.  The zoning regulations identify 6 types of 
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parking lots that are subject to Central City Parking Review: (1) Growth Parking, which involves 

the expansion of existing parking when the facilities it is serving expand, (2) Preservation 

Parking, which serves existing older buildings, (3) Visitor Parking, (4) Undedicated General 

Parking, which is everything that is not visitor parking, (5) Residential/ Hotel Parking, and (6) RX 

Zone Parking (Central City Plan District 510-62).  Within the downtown, Growth, Visitor, and 

Residential/ Hotel Parking are primarily managed as short-term parking because of an 

emphasis within the Central City Transportation Management Plan for alternatives to single 

occupancy vehicle (Central City Parking Review 808-3).  For instance, five spaces of Growth 

Parking must be reserved for carpooling vehicles to encourage alternative modes of 

transportation (Central City Plan District 510-65).  In addition, the Central City District Plan 

requires commercial operators of Growth, Visitor, and Residential/ Hotel Parking to supply the 

City Parking Manager with yearly operating reports.  The reports include the number of spaces 

within the lot, whether the lots are short or long-term parking spaces, and whether carpooling 

spaces are being utilized.  Failure to follow through with the reports can result in revoking the 

Central City Parking Review certification (Central City Plan District 510-64, 65).  Preservation 

Parking is predetermined by the City Parking Manager and is limited to offices, retail services, 

medical centers, universities, and industrial services (Central City Plan District 510-68).  The 

buildings that the Preservation Parking is servicing need to be identified, and the owner of the 

parking lot needs to sign an agreement that the parking will be made available for a period of 10 

years.  In addition, operating reports need to be supplied to the City Parking Manager every 6 

months (Central City Plan District 510-69, 70).  Parking areas that are associated with the RX 

Zone Parking may only be accessory and cannot be used as a commercial lot (Central City Plan 

District 510-75).  Undedicated general parking is prohibited in the downtown area (Central City 

Plan District 510-71).      

 
In addition, hours of operation for each parking type are dictated within the Central City Plan 

District document as well as landscaping standards (Central City Plan District 510-84).  For 

instance, any parking lot that is over 3 acres is required to landscape with “street-like features”, 

such as wheel stops, curbing sidewalks, and trees for screening (Portland Transportation 

System Plan 5-139).    
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Overall, the Office of Transportation Management manages 46,466 spaces: 35,645 off-street, 

3451 residential/ hotel, 6,215 metered, 886 loading zone, 148 administrative, and 121 timed 

zones.  In addition, the “Smart Park” garages add an additional 3,500 spaces for downtown 

shoppers looking for short term parking (Facts about Portland 4). 

 
POLICIES AND POLITICS 
 
In 2000, increased interest in preserving the riverfront along the Willamette River spurred the 

City into creating the River Renaissance Vision.  The vision has five general themes: (1) to 

ensure a clean and healthy river system; (2) maintain and enhance the city’s prosperous harbor; 

(3) embrace the river and its banks as Portland’s front yard; (4) create vibrant waterfront districts 

and neighborhoods; and (5) promote partnerships, leadership, and education (River 

Renaissance Strategy 1-2).  The five general themes relate to existing policies within the 

Central City, such as greenway establishment for pedestrian and bicycle thoroughfares, but the 

focus of the existing policies onto the riverfront create a new district that is dependent on the 

health of a unique natural resource that will eventually serve as the centerpiece of the City.  The 

idea of the vision was to change the perception of the river from an obstacle to development 

and transportation to an opportunity for creating a unique urban environment that would attract 

economic interests into the Central City (River Renaissance Strategy 6-5).   

 

Since the creation of the River Renaissance Strategy in 2004, a number of individual plans have 

been created that reflect the overall themes of the River Renaissance Strategy.  For instance, 

The River Plan: the River Concept was adopted in 2005 to direct development within specific 

riverfront districts and outlines specific policies within each new district (2005-06 State of the 

River Report 7).  The plan divides the Willamette into three distinct districts; (1) the North 

Reach, which is heavily industrial; (2) the Central Reach, which includes most of the Central 

City and will emphasize civic space; and (3) the South Reach, which is primarily nature areas 

and neighborhoods (2005-06 State of the River Report 7).  

 

Since 2004, the North Reach has seen an increase in harbor activity and jobs related to cargo 

handling; the Central Reach has increased pedestrian thoroughfares along the corridor and has 

increased public and private development; and the South Reach has increased housing 
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development and has enhanced natural areas through civic involvement (2005-06 State of the 

River Report 15, 16, 18, 20).  Plans, such as the River Renaissance Strategy, are directing 

development along the river and providing the City with additional opportunities for economic 

development as well as maintaining an overall interest in downtown Portland.  Utilizing the river 

as a unique natural resource has allowed Portland to reinvigorate itself and recreate interest in 

its extensive natural areas and parks.            

 
COMPARE/CONTRAST TO DOWNTOWN DENVER 
 
INTRODUCTION 

 
The Cities of Portland, Oregon, and Denver, Colorado, are similar in a number of ways, but their 

differences create unique planning environments in both cities.  Portland’s unique geographic 

location creates planning challenges that Denver will never experience, and the large suburban 

ring that surrounds Denver will always be an economic challenge to the downtown area.  

However, the downtowns share enough of the same traits that important lessons could be 

learned from mistakes and successes of both cities.      

 
BOUNDARIES 

 
The downtown Denver boundary utilized by the Downtown Denver Partnership is considerably 

larger and includes a larger percentage of residential neighborhoods than Portland’s downtown 

boundary.  Denver’s downtown boundary, as determined by the Downtown Denver Partnership, 

has approximately a 1.5 mile radius and is 4,518 acres.  The boundary contains 12 

neighborhoods and the central business district.  The Downtown Denver partnership utilizes 

housing indicators within their boundary to determine overall population growth within their 

downtown area (Redefining Housing Boundaries and Population Projections 1, 2).       

 

Portland’s downtown boundary, which is approximately 630 acres, contains residential as well 

as commercial developments, but the characteristics of Portland’s downtown boundary are 

attributed to physical barriers and the presence of the downtown commercial district within those 

physical barriers rather than economic indicators.  Utilizing the physical attributes that 
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encompass the downtown, such as the Willamette River and the Interstate 405 loop, allows for 

easy analysis of demographic and employment information and provides planners with a simple 

determination of the health of the core downtown. Denver’s boundary, which is more focused on 

housing, may not necessarily reflect a healthy downtown area because it only considers one 

factor, where as Portland’s boundary allows planners to focus on multiple factors because their 

boundary is more precise. 

 
CHARACTERISTICS 
 

Denver’s commitment to preserving its unique cultural heritage within the downtown core is 

comparable to Portland.  For instance, Portland identifies the Broadway Unique Sign District as 

being a special sub-area within its downtown.  The sign district is considered culturally and 

historically significant within the City of Portland and zoning regulations as well as design 

guidelines are in place to protect the sub-area.  In Denver, Lower Downtown has similar 

significance to Portland’s Broadway Unique Sign District.  The area is predominantly infill 

development of structures that are of historical significance, with a large number of those 

buildings having historical wall signs.  Like Portland, Denver zoning regulations and design 

guidelines currently exist within the Lower Downtown sub-area and are aimed at protecting the 

area’s overall character (LoDo Design Guidelines 13).  The commitment by both cities to 

maintain their cultural and historical heritage, in those areas mentioned above as well as 

additional areas throughout both cities, allows the cities’ downtowns to maintain a unique 

identity that is perceivably attractive to both residents and businesses. 
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ZONING 

 
Denver’s original Zoning Code was adopted in 1923 and included 13 zoning classifications. In 

contrast, today’s Zoning Code includes 71 zone districts and 556 planned unit developments. In 

1923, the City managed to achieve quality development with a document that consisted of 25 

pages. Today, the City uses a document that consists of 771 pages, more than 30 times the 

size. The complexity and size of the Zoning Code has grown exponentially over time. The last 

comprehensive update was 50 years ago (Zoning Code Update: Diagnostic Report, 2006).   

  

As a comparison, Denver’s Zoning Code is much harder to read and comprised primarily of 

conventional Euclidean zoning code.  The extensive coding and land use controls has become 

confusing and hard to use over the years.  But most importantly, the existing zoning code for 

Denver makes it difficult to achieve economic and development goals the city seeks to achieve.   

  

In contrast, the City of Portland’s comprehensive and user friendly zoning code is easy to use.  

While the Denver code has 71 zone districts, the City of Portland Zoning has nine groups, or 

series of chapters.  These groups are then broken down further.  However, the groups are still 

comprehensive and easy to navigate as opposed to the Denver Zoning Code. 

 
POPULATION 

 
For the purposes of this analysis, Denver’s downtown area is much larger than Portland’s 

downtown.  Therefore, Denver’s population is considerably larger than Portland’s.  However, 

Portland’s population density per square mile is greater than Denver’s.  For instance, in 2005 

Denver’s population density per square mile was 8,872, while Portland’s population per square 

mile was 13,673.  This difference can be attributed to Portland’s densification of its immediate 

downtown area.  Portland’s emphasis of densification is largely due to increasing the economic 

livelihood of the downtown, as well as maintaining the existing growth boundary for the overall 

City.   

 

The racial compositions of both cities are similar in that they are predominantly white.  However, 

Denver has a larger Hispanic population than Portland, and Portland has a larger Asian 
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population than Denver.  The differences can be attributed to regional settling patterns of 

immigrants that are looking for attractive environments and good economic conditions (Oregon 

Outlook 5) 

 
DEVELOPMENT 
 
Analyzing and comparing development in Denver’s downtown to downtown Portland for the 

space allowed in this document is best done so by completing a comparative analysis of office 

and retail vacancy rates as well as office and retail rental rates.   

 
Office Vacancy Rates 

Office Vacancy Rates for the CBDs of Denver and Portland are substantially different over the 

past six years (Figure 7).  Denver has a much higher and sporadic vacancy rate over the past 

10 years and Portland has maintained a relatively smooth trend in vacancy rates.   The visible 

differences in these rates could possibly be caused by Portland’s density in the CBD and 

Denver’s abundance of relatively cheap suburban office space.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 7.  (Source: CB Richard Ellis and Downtown Denver Partnership) 
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Retail Vacancy Rates 

Overall, CBD Retail Vacancy Rates for the City of Denver has been irregular during the 10 year 

time period while Portland has maintained a relatively consistent and parabolic vacancy rate 

(Figure 8).  CBD Retail Vacancy Rates for Denver and Portland have been relatively similar 

since 2001.  However, since 2003 Denver has seen a significant decrease in vacancy rates.  

This decrease in Denver CBD retail vacancy rates may be caused by suburban retailers 

relocating to the downtown area.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Office Rental Rates 

Over the 10 year period, office rental rates for the comparison cities have been very similar 

(Figure 9).  However, in 2003 Denver CBD rental rates spiked drastically while Portland 

numbers remained steady.  The cause for this drastic decrease in rental rates is probably a 

statistical data error in data what was made available for the purposes of this report.  However, 

Colliers International – a commercial real estate consulting company – stated that Denver CBD 

Office Rental Rates were on average $18.50 per Sq. foot in 2003.  This new figure would 

irradiate the significant decline in 2003 Denver Office Rental Rates and depict a relatively 

parallel trend for Portland and Denver CBD Office Rental Rates. 

Figure 8.  (Source: CB Richard Ellis and Downtown Denver Partnership) 



Planning Methods I – Fall 2006   Downtown Denver:  A Peer City Analysis of Portland, Oregon 

Tim Drumm and Michael Haak   November 27, 2006 34

CBD Office Rental Rates

$15.00

$17.00

$18.63

$20.64

$15.63

$16.79

$14.42

$15.66

$17.40

$19.46

$18.95

$19.23
$19.00

$18.00
$18.00

$19.00

$20.00

$20.75

$19.25

$16.67

$15.33

$15.63

$10.00

$12.50

$15.00

$17.50

$20.00

$22.50

1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

Year

R
en

ta
l R

at
e 

(P
er

 S
q.

 F
oo

t)

Portland CBD Office Rental Rates
Denver CBD Office Rental Rates

CBD Retail Rental Rates

$13.64

$15.13

$16.79
$17.37

$24.50

$31.25

$18.50

$15.76 $16.15$15.92

$13.67

$19.54

$15.48
$14.67

$25.17 $25.50
$25.50

$20.00$20.25
$19.50$19.50$19.50

$10.00

$12.50

$15.00

$17.50

$20.00

$22.50

$25.00

$27.50

$30.00

$32.50

1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

Year

R
en

ta
l R

at
e 

(P
er

 S
q.

 F
oo

t)

Portland CBD Retail Rental Rates
Denver CBD Retail Rental Rates

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Retail Rental Rates 

The drastic decrease in Denver CBD Retail Rental Rates seen from 1998 – 2001 could have 

made a direct impact on the ideal CBD Retail Vacancy Rates seen in later years (Figure 10).  

However, the cause of the decline in rates in Denver is unknown.  Portland CBD Retail Rental 

Rates on the other hand have seen a steady growth over the 10 year period.  This could be 

caused from Portland’s steadily increasing residential density in the CBD.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9. (Source: CB Richard Ellis and Downtown Denver Partnership)  

Figure 10. (Source: CB Richard Ellis and Downtown Denver Partnership) 
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RETAIL 

 

Retail within the Denver CBD is very similar to that of Portland.  The recent trend in developing 

outdoor “Lifestyle Centers” is evident in both cities.  However, downtown Portland has major 

department stores such as Saks Fifth Ave and Nordstrom while Denver lacks any similar 

retailers of this size.  Because of the proximity of the Denver CBD and existing major 

department stores already located in the Cherry Creek Shopping District, encouraging a retailer 

to move into the downtown area may be difficult.  However, the addition of a Target, or Safeway 

similar to the one located at Museum Place in Portland would prove to be very beneficial for the 

downtown retail scene in Denver. 

 
PARKING 
 

Parking management within the two downtowns is similar in that both cities are trying to manage 

parking in a way that encourages commuters to utilize public transportation or carpooling 

resources, while allowing visitors to utilize short-term parking in such a way that is economically 

beneficial for the downtown commercial district.  Portland is reducing long-term parking by 

limiting surface parking lots and by implementing a parking permit system for neighborhoods to 

reduce commuter parking.  Portland is also encouraging the creation of Travel Management 

Associations within its Central City to help reduce the use of single occupancy vehicles.  Denver 

has similar aspirations for parking management.  Programs have been implemented to increase 

carpooling, reduce surface parking lots and improve short-term parking.  For instance, Mayor 

Hickenlooper reduced meter prices in 2003 to encourage visitors to the downtown (Press 

Release 1).  Denver has also encouraged the creation of Travel Management Associations for 

their downtown to help increase transportation efficiency and reduce the need for parking 

(Downtown Plan 77).  In addition to parking management to reduce the use of single occupancy 

vehicles, the overall pedestrian environment is also being considered by both Portland and 

Denver to help curb vehicle use. 
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POLICIES AND POLITICS 
 

As recently as 2000, both Denver and Portland have identified the pedestrian environment, such 

as paths, landscaping, and parks, as being paramount to the success of their downtown areas.  

The mobility that is created through these pedestrian amenities not only creates an inviting 

atmosphere for pedestrians, but it creates a unique atmosphere for businesses.  Pedestrian 

amenities create a reason other than general shopping for individuals to be downtown, which 

means those individuals that are only there for the amenities may actually spend money 

regardless of their reason for being downtown.  While Portland may be a little further ahead with 

their extensive trail system and urban parks, Denver is not far behind.  Denver has an extensive 

urban park system that could potentially mirror Portland’s.  However, a majority of the parks are 

fragmented and are generally only accessible by car.  Blue Print Denver identifies a goal of 

addressing pedestrian mobility within Denver, and to fulfill that goal, the Pedestrian Master Plan 

was created in 2004.  The Pedestrian Master Plan outlines a number of policies to help create a 

pedestrian friendly environment downtown.  For instance, policies direct the connecting of 

greenways with existing parks and increasing connectivity to existing transit stops.  They also 

encourage the coordination of master planning between parks and open spaces (Pedestrian 

Master Plan 29). 

 
SUMMARY 
 

Downtown Portland, Oregon is a dense and thriving sub-district of the Central City district 

comprised of approximately 630 acres.  The major limiting boundaries designated by the city of 

Portland Bureau of Planning include the Willamette River and U.S. Interstate 405.  These 

boundaries, although limiting growth, provide a specific sense that a person is located in 

“downtown” Portland.  Within the downtown boundary there are several interesting and exciting 

sub-areas like the world renowned Park Blocks.  

 

The City of Portland is considered to be an ideal city from a planning perspective.  The city has 

seen three different zoning codes over the last 80 years.  The comprehensive and adaptive 

zoning code has helped the urban core develop into the thriving area it is to date.  With a 

downtown residential population of 13,400 people in 2005 calculated to roughly 21 people per 
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acre the downtown area proves to be a dense thriving community.  This downtown population 

encourages development on all levels.  Office, retail, and residential are all rampant in the 

downtown area.   

 

Currently, Portland is trying to decrease the number of parking spaces located in the downtown 

area.  This decrease in parking is meant to encourage and increase ridership on public 

transportation.  With this in mind, there are many other policy initiatives the City of Portland 

implements to encourage sustainable and controlled growth in the downtown area.  Primarily 

the City of Portland seeks to promote partnerships, leadership, and education through some of 

its policy implementation.   

 

Downtown Portland is a vibrant growing city.  New development, redevelopment, and the 

increasing downtown population portray the positive image of how the people of Portland 

nurture their downtown area.  Any city worldwide could learn from the City of Portland.  Cities 

nationwide could benefit greatly from following any trends, guidelines, and policy available from 

the City of Portland.    
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