




































































































































Theme: Transform the Public Realm — Open Spaces
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T ransforming the public realm would include a clearer street 
hierarchy and the creation of new open spaces throughout Central 
City to serve new, high density Central City communities. 

Creating street typologies that place equal importance on placemaking, 
sustainability, and traffic circulation will enliven the public realm. 
Through this effort, attention can be focused on the character of city 
streets, which will strengthen their identity. Additionally, identifying 
street types within Central City can fortify the connections with the 
arterial and boulevard systems throughout the city.

The public realm can further be enriched by connecting major open 
spaces through a highly synthesized “green network.” This network 
should focus on non-vehicular, open space, and environmental attributes 
to create a vibrant series of linked spaces. It should also link many 
Portlanders to active recreational facilities just outside its core and 
should meet environmentally appropriate needs and aspirations such as 
stormwater, food production, tree canopy, and urban habitat. 

A clearer street hierarchy map would identify opportunities for large scale public art such 
as the top photo in Prague, and for unique stormwater collection systems, such as the one 
in Malmo, bottom photo.

Open Spaces: Today

Transform the  
Public Realm

Developing a green network could link 
active and passive open spaces together, 
provide safe and accessible routes for 
pedestrians and bicyclists, encourage 
water resource protection in the Central 
City, and add value to Portland’s open 
space system. 
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Design Central city, Volume I

Cal Anderson Park in Seattle was designed by the Olmstead Brothers and built in 1901. In 
2005, four additional acres were added, which provide active recreation in close proximity 
to downtown.

A West 8 design of a former motorway in Madrid, Spain (top), and (bottom) a pedestrian 
walkway along the water in Olympic Village, Vancouver B.C., illustrate an integrated public 
realm.

Streets: Today

Transform the  
Public Realm

Emphasizing the Central City’s major 
corridors into new street typologies 
along with focusing the active ground 
floor requirement to specific streets 
would offer a clearer hierarchy to the 
Central City’s dense street network.
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Today, Portland’s Central City features an assortment of public sector “tools” that have the ability 
to implement urban design objectives and/or issues. Since the 1988 Central City Plan, the City’s 
toolkit has expanded and evolved in response to shifting urban design directions, market forces and 

community priorities.

4. URBAN DESIGN TOOLS
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Design Central city, Volume I

Density

SW Washington looking west from 3rd, City Archives photo

A higher population density enables many urban 
design objectives. More people in a given urban 
area usually increase opportunities and demand for 
smaller businesses, such as bookstores, restaurants 
and cafes. Residents can also inhabit and activate an 
increased number of parks or open spaces during a 
greater part of the day. A higher population density in 
the Central City would encourage more pedestrian-
oriented buildings and storefronts, increase the 
activity and indirect surveillance of the public realm, 
maximize existing investments in public transit and 
other infrastructure, and enhance the visibility of 
the urban center, attracting more amenities, such as 
farmer’s markets. All of these would lead to more 
demand for “downtown living.”

Increased population density would de facto achieve 
many of the objectives described in the preceding 
paragraph, requiring less involvement from the 
public sector in creating or regulating the best 
“place.” As the character of an urban place can 
be almost equally derived from social as well as 
physical qualities, simply introducing more people 
has the potential to significantly change the nature 
of a given place. However, the physical attributes of 
the place, both existing and envisioned, need to be 
carefully considered to ensure that the appropriate 
improvements necessary to support the population 
density have been identified and are achievable. 

How should densities be more 
strategically targeted  
in the Central City?

Block Pattern

Larger block sizes could potentially offer more flexibility for 
courtyard/open space opportunities, building uses, and consistent 
street edge character while still maintaining a high level of 
connectivity and good pedestrian access.

Currently, and though it is the densest location 
in Portland and the State of Oregon, from a built 
development perspective, the Central City is not a 
particularly high density urban environment. 

Part of the Central City’s challenge with regard 
to achieving high densities can be traced back to 
the urban block pattern of 200' by 200' blocks, 
surrounded by narrow streets. From a land utilization 
perspective and with the overall goal of developing 
densely, the Central City’s block pattern is not very 
efficient, as almost one half of the available land is 
consumed by streets used to access the other half. 

Less land to develop yields less development, which 
presents inherent challenges in meeting regional 
density targets and achieving vital, active urban 
neighborhoods. Across a given area with a constant 
height, more development potential is possible 
with 30% of the land given over to streets as 
opposed to 40%. In addition, the high percentage 
of undeveloped land in public rights-of-way is the 
City’s fiscal responsibility, presenting a challenge 
for adequate ongoing operations and maintenance 
funding. 

Where should the city explore 
alternative block patterns to the 
small 200' by 200' blocks?

?
?
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Urban Form Regulations

The City regulates maximum limits for both Floor 
Area Ratio (FAR) and height. This was intended 
to facilitate the “sculpting” of buildings as a way to 
mitigate the impacts of high-density, large buildings 
on the pedestrian environment. 

In most cases, a building’s use is the primary factor in 
determining its final form. Office buildings typically 
feature simpler or blockier forms, larger floorplates, 
and less façade articulation. Residential buildings in 
the Central City (on whole blocks) usually fall into 
three categories: courtyard buildings up to 100 feet, 
slab buildings up to 200 feet, and tower buildings 
beyond 200 feet — up to 325 feet today. These 
categories are not actually regulated by the City but 
are more the result of building code, development 
and/or construction factors, such as the number of 
elevators, egress requirements, secondary structural 
systems and floorplate efficiency. Depending on the 
amount of FAR available, a developer would have to 
reduce the size of building’s floorplates to get a taller 
building, making it thinner, and full-block building 
volumes would result in a shorter building. 

In South Waterfront, concerns over “visual 
permeability” and some uncertainty about the 
(then less known) point-tower building type led to 
the most aggressive building sculpting regulations. 

The regulations address maximum north-south 
floorplate dimensions, maximum streetwall heights, 
and minimum tower spacing among others. Based 
on issues previously described for each use, many of 
the objectives in South Waterfront might have been 
achieved by FAR limitations alone. 

The Central City 2035 planning process offers 
an opportunity to reexamine the City’s policy to 
regulating urban form. An approach that identifies 
key place-defining qualities of new buildings may 
require fewer and less-restrictive regulations. While 
potentially providing more flexibility, a new approach 
could also serve a greater public benefit. For instance, 
regulations could be calibrated to achieve access 
to open space, preservation of existing historic 
structures, or other district-specific goals.

How could the City consider changing 
maximum building heights and/or 
other building form regulations in the 

Central City?
?

John Ross
South Waterfront
FAR: 9:1
Height: 325 feet
Dwelling units: 286

Metropolitan
River District
FAR: 7:1
Height: 225 feet
Dwelling units: 121

Pearl Court
River District
FAR: 3:1
Height: 45 feet
Dwelling units: 194

Sitka
River District
FAR: 4:1
Height: 75 feet
Dwelling units: 217

Wells Fargo Tower
Downtown
FAR: 17:1
Height: 546 feet
Total sq. ft: 689,840

PacWest Center
Downtown
FAR: 15:1
Height: 375 feet
Total sq. ft: 596,161

Wyatt
River District
FAR: 8:1
Height: 175 feet
Dwelling units: 245

Pinnacle
River District
FAR: 6:1
Height: 175 feet
Dwelling units: 179

Burlington
River District
FAR: 5:1
Height: 120 feet
Dwelling units: 163

This comparison shows the diversity of the Central City's high density residential building 
forms, and the more monolithic shapes of larger Class "A" office buildings in downtown. 
Differences between where the highest densities are allowed and where they actually exist 
were extensively analyzed in the Central Portland Urban Design Assessment of 2008.
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Review Procedures

The Central City features a robust discretionary 
design review process typically with the Portland 
Design Commission that considers every new 
building proposal carefully against a set of design 
guidelines. This process is implemented to ensure that 
each new building will meet the goals for Central 
City Design Review, as well as become a positive 
addition to the active and varied urban fabric of the 
Central City. 

Development proposals in the Central City’s historic 
districts are reviewed by the Portland Historic 
Landmarks Commission. Proposals for alterations, 
additions (or otherwise) to existing historic 
landmarks in the Central City are also reviewed by 
this commission. Due to the generally noncontiguous 
nature of the existing historic contributing buildings 
and structures, there will be a large percentage of 
new development built in most of the Central City’s 
historic districts. 

Today, applicants with building proposals in the 
Central City come in for design review or historic 
design review at or near the end of the relatively-late 
“Design Development” phase in the architectural 
design process. This means that the urban design 
scale issues, such as the placement of building 
volumes, the distribution of program, allocation 
of available entitlements, and the key public realm 

relationships have largely already been determined. 
Therefore, the focus is frequently more on the 
building’s smaller architectural details, such as color, 
material quality, and landscaping. 

The relatively recent creation of the voluntary 
Design Advice Request (DAR) process addresses 
this challenge somewhat. The DAR begins a 
feedback discussion with Design Commission 
within the earlier “Schematic Design” phase of its 
architectural development, where the review body 
can spend time on a proposal’s contextual urban 
design response, such as the proposal’s relationship 
with the geography, surrounding development, 
and the neighborhood setting. Although the intent 
behind the DAR is sound, it remains voluntary 
and there is no clear “big picture” urban design 
concept or framework diagram for the review 
bodies to use as a guide. Design review could 
place a greater emphasis on the urban design 
benefits of each development, how it contributes 
to the greater Central City context, and how it 
responds to an area’s special characteristics. 

How could the city’s review procedures 
be enhanced to better address 
larger urban design objectives??

A concept-level urban design diagram highlights issues that to be addressed at the Central Citywide scale, whereas an individual site and 
building plan does not.
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Design Guidelines

The Central City Fundamental Design Guidelines, the base set of 
guidelines upon which the design guideline system of the Central City 
is built, has not been updated significantly for content since 1990, 
resulting in a large number of overlapping and out-of-date guidelines. 
This important keystone set of guidelines needs to be reconsidered and 
updated for clarity, structure, relevance and approach. 

Clear direction for the character and design of new development within 
historic districts remains elusive. Most, but not all, of the Central 
City historic districts have their own design guidelines. Some of the 
historic districts lack specialized design guidelines, while others feature 
development entitlements that appear disingenuous to the character 
and scale of the remaining historic structures. A targeted look at 
development aspirations and the potential for new design solutions 
embodied in many of these districts is needed to align and clarify the 
City’s and historic preservation community’s objectives. 

Of the district-specific guidelines, only a few — all on the west side 
of the river — have been updated recently. As each district-specific set 
of guidelines has been updated, each has moved closer together while 
moving farther from the CCFDG. More recent issues addressed by new 
guidelines include integrated landscape designs, sustainable features 
or “high performance architecture” components, and more specifics 
addressing structured parking. Design issues such as these that appear 
consistently across multiple guideline documents should be consolidated 
into a recrafted set of fundamentals that would apply Central City wide. 

How can the City’s system of design guidelines be 
recrafted in response to current goals and priorities?

Location
Central City 
Fundamental 

Design Guidelines

District-Specific 
Design  

Guidelines

Date  
last  

updated

Downtown

River District 2008
Lower Albina

Lloyd District 1991
Central Eastside 1991
South Waterfront 2010
University District

Goose Hollow 1996
Yamhill Historic District 1987
Skidmore/Old Town Historic District 1987
New China/Japantown Historic District

NW 13th Avenue Historic District 1996
Russell Street Conservation District

Grand Avenue Historic District 1994
* Community Design Guidelines apply

?

Central City 
Fundamental Design 
Guidelines, 2001

Because the Central City includes a 
“design-overlay” zone, design review 
is required throughout the area. The 
Central City Fundamental Design 
Guidelines (CCFDG), serve as a base 
set of design guidelines for the Central 
City. The CCFDG describe the urban 
design vision as a “livable, walkable, 
urban community that focuses on the 
Willamette River.” They provide a 
framework for how to implement this 
vision through a discretionary design 
review process, with the Portland 
Design Commission. 

The design guidelines are intended to 
state broad design objectives and to 
provide guidance for development. The 
design review process requires evaluation 
against the design guidelines applicable 
to the area and type of proposal.

The primary set of guidelines used 
in Central City design review are 
the CCFDG. These are augmented 
with district or area-specific 
guidelines such as the greenway 
design guidelines or historic district 
guidelines, to best tailor the design 
responses of each new building 
proposal to local design priorities. 



















The mission of the Urban Design Studio is to explore, develop, and 
implement urban design visions, concepts and approaches for the 
ongoing and intentional evolution of the City of Portland.
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