
Some pay higher rate even though their 
property is worth less than that elsewhere
By Elliot Njus 
The Oregonian/OregonLive

Tom Lewis says his east Portland neighbors have voted 
time and again with the rest of the city to raise taxes, but 
they’ve seen little of that money come back in the form of 
improved schools, transportation and parks.

That’s bad enough. But it also turns out that Lewis and 
his neighbors are paying more than their fair share of 
those taxes compared with other parts of the city.

“We’ve got ‘sucker’ written on our forehead,” he says.
Last year, Lewis’ property taxes came out to $15.74 per 

$1,000 in value. Across town, a sim-
ilar house just off trendier North-
east Alberta Street is worth twice as 
much, but its owners paid only $4.59 
per $1,000 in value.

Oregon’s property tax system has 
dramatically distorted the tax bur-
den in the Portland area, an analy-
sis by The Oregonian/OregonLive 
found, pushing responsibility for 
basic government services off the 
backs of one set of homeowners and onto others.

Swaths of North, Northeast and Southeast Portland are 
getting tax breaks while homeowners in east Portland and 
Southwest Portland pick up the bill. In Clackamas County, 
many Lake Oswego residents see major savings, while 58 
percent of the county’s homeowners pay more than their 
share based on home values.

The culprit: ballot measures voters approved in the 
mid-1990s to slow soaring property tax bills. That’s when 
Oregonians moved away from the traditional standard of 
taxation in which the amount you pay depends on how 
much your home is worth.

Homeowners such as Lewis and his east Portland neigh-
bors now make up a solid majority of taxpayers in the 
metro area. If the total amount collected stayed the same 
but taxes were again tied to market values, 57 percent of 
homeowners in the Portland area would see their bills 
drop, the analysis demonstrated.

In some cases, residents least able to shoulder the extra 
burden are being forced to carry more. The median house-
hold income in Lewis’ ZIP code is $35,970, compared with 
$61,962 near the house off Alberta.

“It’s not fair, and it’s not equitable in terms of what we 
get for our tax dollars,” said Arlene Kimura, an east Port-
land neighborhood activist. “We’re not even close in pro-
portion to some of the more affluent parts of the city.”

Property 
tax burden 
is unequal
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In 1997, Oregon voters limited how much property values could grow each year for tax purposes. Today, 
those limitations primarily benefit gentrified areas while slow-growth neighborhoods pay disproportion-
ately high taxes. If tax benefits were redistributed according to market value, according to an analysis by
The Oregonian/OregonLive, 57 percent of Portland-area homeowners would pay less (red-yellow) while 
only 43 percent are better off under the status quo (blue-green).
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Tom Lewis’  home, left, in east Portland has a lower market value than a similar house near 
Northeast Alberta Street. Swaths of North, Northeast and Southeast Portland are getting tax 
breaks while homeowners in east Portland and Southwest Portland pick up the bill. 

Watch 
a video 

explaining how 
Oregon property 
taxes work at 
oregonlive.com/
business.

By Maxine Bernstein  
The Oregonian/OregonLive

Portland and three Oregon coun-
ties will get $4 million to make sure 
their stockpiles of untested sexual 
assault kits are analyzed at foren-
sic labs. 

Federal officials, partnering with 
the Manhattan district attorney, 
announced the grants Thursday 
as part of $79 million awarded to 
police agencies across the nation 
to process DNA evidence from the 

tens of thousands 
of kits that have 
languished on 
evidence shelves.

Multnomah, 
Lane and Mar-
ion counties will 
receive up to 
$2 million from 
the Manhattan 
district attorney 
to get the coun-
ties’ nearly 3,000 
untested kits ana-
lyzed at a crime 
lab during the 
next two years. 
The Portland 
Police Bureau will 
receive $2 million 

from the U.S. Department of Justice 
to pay for a private lab to test its glut 
of more than 2,000 untested kits.

“We’re really happy both grants 
were awarded,’’ said Lt. Dave Meyer, 
who oversees Portland’s sex-crimes 
investigators. “That means, within 
a couple of years, we should have 
all those kits tested.’’

Rod Underhill, Multnomah 
County’s district attorney, said he 

Grants will 
help process 
sex assault 
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and his county partners are 
committed to addressing the 
problem.

“A meeting of agency part-
ners will be held shortly to 
discuss the next steps. We are 
looking forward to the meet-
ing and have high expecta-
tions for a successful effort not 
only to eliminate the backlog of 
untested kits in the three coun-
ties but to also prevent creation 
of a backlog in the future,’’ 
Underhill said in a statement.

Announcing the grants in 
New York were Manhattan’s 
district attorney, Cyrus R. 
Vance Jr., along with Vice Pres-
ident Joe Biden and U.S. Attor-
ney General Loretta E. Lynch. 
The intention is to have 70,000 
untested kits, collected from 
sexual assault victims, submit-
ted for DNA analysis nation-
wide, federal officials said.

The kits typically contain 

hair and body fluids from vic-
tims who undergo hourslong 
forensic medical exams. If an 
attacker leaves behind blood, 
semen, saliva or hair, lab sci-
entists can analyze the DNA 
to provide police with leads in 
unsolved cases.

Lynch said the Justice 
Department is partnering with 
Vance “to help bring to justice 
thousands of perpetrators who 
have assaulted thousands of 
victims. For anyone who has 
felt isolated and afraid, for 
anyone that has lost faith or 
lost hope as a result of a sexual 
crime, this is our pledge to you: 
We will not forget you. We will 
not abandon you.’’

New York was one of the first 
cities to address its untested 
kits. From 2000 to 2003, the 
city sent about 17,000 kits for 
testing, creating a model for 
other large cities to tackle their 
backlogs. From those kits, the 
Manhattan district attorney 
filed 49 indictments based on 
DNA cold-case hits.

The Manhattan office is 

partly paying for the grants 
with its $440 million share 
of an $8.83 billion settlement 
reached in June 2014 with BNP 
Paribas S.A., the largest bank in 
France, for violating U.S. sanc-
tions.  The bank moved hun-
dreds of millions of dollars 
through the U.S. for primarily 
Sudanese, Iranian and Cuban 
clients.

New York is supporting test-
ing across the nation “because 
they’re as likely to find a rapist 
in Times Square as in Ogden, 

Utah, or (as likely to find one) 
in Oregon and Mississippi 
as you are in Times Square,’’ 
Biden said. “That’s the thing 
that everybody has learned 
as we moved along here. In 
turn, you bring closure for the 
women in New York.’’

Vance said lack of money 
and “the will to get the job 
done’’ typically has stood in 
the way of agencies submitting 
kits for testing. His office’s $38 
million will go to 32 jurisdic-
tions in 20 states. The federal 

Bureau of Justice Assistance’s 
$41 million will go to 21 cities, 
counties and states.

Multnomah County pro-
poses to set up a team of law 
enforcement, prosecutors and 
at least one victim’s advocate. 
Through December the team 
will contract with a private lab 
to do the testing; develop pro-
tocols for how to pursue poten-
tial prosecutions that result 
from the DNA analysis and 
how to contact victims about 
their cases being renewed; and 
submit the first batch of kits for 
testing, according to its grant 
application.

Kits from reported sex 
crimes that are nearing the end 
of the statute of limitations for 
prosecution would be tested 
first, and others would be sub-
mitted randomly, with the goal 
of testing all the kits collected. 
But authorities don’t plan to 
submit kits from victims who 
have chosen to remain anon-
ymous.

Next year the new team 
would attend training in Wash-

ington, D.C., while continuing 
to submit kits for testing and 
investigate any DNA matches 
to the national criminal jus-
tice database or evidence from 
other crime scenes. The team 
would stay in touch with peo-
ple heading similar projects in 
Lane and Marion counties.

Portland police also hope to 
contract with a private lab to 
submit their 2,408 kits.

Vance and Biden urged gov-
ernors to re-examine state laws 
— as was done in Delaware, 
New York and other states — 
and eliminate any statute of 
limitations for rape.

“Fewer than half of the 
women today who were vio-
lated ever report their crime; 
they don’t want to be raped 
again by the system,’’ Biden 
said. “My hope is that more 
women are going to come 
forward. We are prepared to 
have their back, to stand with 
them.’’
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Tax-limit measures
In a sense, this is how it was sup-

posed to work.
Oregon voters’ tax revolt began 

in 1990 with Measure 5, which lim-
ited property taxes to 1.5 percent of a 
home’s value. But rapidly rising prop-
erty prices meant tax bills rose quickly 
anyway.

So in 1996, ballot-initiative activist 
Bill Sizemore put Measure 47 on the 
ballot. The measure rolled back prop-
erty tax assessments to 1995 levels 
minus an additional 10 percent. Annual 
increases would be limited to 3 percent 
a year.

“Property taxes still dictated for a 
lot of people what they’re going to eat. 
When people are on a fixed income, 
property taxes can be a major burden,” 
Sizemore said. “My motivation was to 
help people stay in their homes and not 
be taxed out of them.”

Voters updated Sizemore’s initiative 
a year later with Measure 50, which 
consisted largely of technical changes 
clarifying how the system would work.

The combined effect of the ballot 
measures permanently disconnected 
taxes from present-day property val-
ues in Oregon. It reined in runaway tax 
bills, making increases manageable and 
predictable each year.

The idea wasn’t unprecedented; 
other states have limited increases in 
taxable values, too. But Oregon took 
things further. It remains the only state 
in which assessed values don’t reset to 
market value each time a property is 
sold.

That’s because Sizemore thought 
neighbors with similar homes should 
have similar property tax bills. In Cal-
ifornia, where assessed values reset 
each time a property changes hands, 
a longtime resident can have a much 
lower property value than a neighbor 
who just moved in.

“The California measure created 
enormous savings for taxpayers,” Size-
more said. “But resetting created great 
inequities (in) neighborhoods.”

“Pricing people out”
Oregon’s system has created great 

inequities of a different kind, concen-
trating benefits in gentrifying neighbor-
hoods that have seen fast-rising home 
values.

Other parts of the metro area have 
seen their relative tax burdens increase.

“We’re pricing people out,” said 
Kimura, the east Portland neighbor-
hood activist. “It’s hard enough for peo-
ple to come up with down payments 
and all this stuff. And then to come up 
with a $2,000 tax bill? And somebody 
else’s property tax is basically 50 per-
cent of that?”

At least one analysis showed the 
inequity in property taxes added fuel 
to gentrification. The Northwest Eco-
nomic Research Center at Portland 
State University found that in Portland, 
properties getting a tax benefit tend to 
sell for a premium: a dollar of tax sav-
ings can amount to an average increase 
of $33 in sales price.

Homebuyers don’t necessarily seek 
out properties that come with a tax 
benefit under Measure 50, but they do 
typically see the previous year’s tax bill.

“If you’re going to bid on two houses 
and one had a lower tax bill last year, 
you’re going to bid more for the one 
with the lower tax bill,” said Jeff Ren-
fro, one of the researchers.

It appears few recognize the issue or 
see it as a problem. Lewis, chairman 
of east Portland’s Centennial neigh-
borhood, says he doesn’t think many 
of his neighbors have any idea they’re 
losing out.

“For most,” he said, “it’s just, ‘Let’s 
see if we can make a living, pay our 
taxes and get to next year.’ ”

A Byzantine system
How could the disparity grow with-

out public outcry over the years? Per-
haps the Byzantine nature of Oregon’s 
tax laws. Even public officials steeped 
in tax policies admit to being tripped up 
by the details of Oregon’s complicated 
system.

Sen. Mark Hass, a Beaverton Demo-
crat who chairs the Senate Finance and 
Revenue Committee, appealed his tax 
bill last year and won. But even though 
the county had overvalued his home, 

his taxable assessed value stayed the 
same after the appeal and his tax bill 
didn’t change.

“Here I am, the chairman of the rev-
enue committee, and I was befuddled,” 
he said.

Polling by the League of Oregon Cit-
ies found that persuading Oregonians 
to alter the system would be an uphill 
battle.

Pollsters interviewing likely voters 
found they would change their minds 
twice in the course of an interview. 
Ask if the property tax system needs to 
change (other than to lower taxes) and 
most will say “no.” Tell them about 
inequities in the system and balance 
shifts, and a majority say the system 
should change. But remind them that 
their taxes might go up, regardless of 
whether they would, and they’ll say 
“no” again.

“Oregon’s tax system came in so 
many steps,” said Joan Youngman, a 
senior fellow at the Lincoln Institute of 
Land Policy in Massachusetts. “Initia-
tives and tax revolts tend to focus on a 
particular problem. Every complexity 
you introduce to deal with one problem 
gives rise to another problem that gives 
additional complexity.”

Sizemore, who this summer left Ore-

gon to live closer to family in Idaho, 
said the inequities in today’s property 
taxes were foreseeable but couldn’t be 
avoided without completely upending 
the system.

“If I was to do what I wanted, I would 
have gotten rid of property taxes alto-
gether,” Sizemore said. “I think they’re 
the most regressive tax we have because 
they have no relation to income.”

In the last legislative session, Hass 
hoped to refer a ballot measure to voters 
that would exempt the first $200,000 of 
a home’s value, cutting taxes for most 
voters, while repealing Measure 50.

“Voters will understand a tax cut,” he 
said. “That’s the only way you’re going 
to get to 50 percent.”

But the political fallout from the res-
ignation of Gov. John Kitzhaber, who 
had wanted to overhaul the state’s tax 
system, led to the plan being shelved.

The Legislative Budget Office is 
studying the possible effects of the 
proposal, but Hass doesn’t have high 
hopes.

“It’s a tough nut to crack,” he said. 
“People have to see this as a real prob-
lem.”
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Rape
Continued from A1

Find your kit
Resources: Sexual-assault victims can contact Portland police 
at 503-823-0125 or roseproject@portlandoregon.gov to check 
whether the evidence kits collected from them at the hospital 
were sent to the state crime lab. The bureau will  release 
information only to victims, not family members.
Share your story:  Did you call Portland police and discover 
your kit was never processed? Did you try to learn more 
about your kit years ago but never heard back? How does the 
treatment of your kit make you feel about your case or the 
justice system? Share your thoughts with reporter Maxine 
Bernstein at mbernstein@oregonian.com or 503-221-8212.
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Property owner Tom Lewis, chairman of east Portland’s Centennial 
neighborhood, worries that many of his neighbors don’t realize they carry a 
greater property tax burden than residents of more affluent areas.

How we did it
The Oregonian/

OregonLive analyzed tax 
records for all single-family 
homes in Multnomah, 
Washington and Clackamas 
counties, obtained through 
Oregon’s public records law.

To determine a property’s 
savings under Measure 50, 
we calculated what the tax 
bill would be if taxes were 
based on real market value 
instead of assessed value. 
(We kept in place separate 
tax limits imposed by 
Measure 5. The difference 
between what each 
property owner pays now 
and what they would pay 
without Measure 50 is the 
homeowner’s savings.

We then totaled the 
Measure 50 savings for 
all properties in a given 
county and redistributed it 
proportionately based on 
real market value. Some 
property owners would pay 
more under that scenario; 
they’re getting greater 
benefit as things stand 
now. Most properties would 
pay less; they’re paying 
disproportionately more 
under the current system.

The percentage of tax 
“losers” varies from 53 
percent in Washington 
County to 58 percent in 
Multnomah County.

As an additional test of 
our findings, we calculated 
a simple ratio of assessed 
value to real market value 
for each property and for 
the metro area as a whole. 
We found the ratio was 
higher than average for 
most properties, meaning 
once again that a minority 
of homeowners are seeing 
the greatest benefit from 
Oregon’s property tax limits.
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