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On July 20, 2001, the Portland Streetcar opened and became the first modern streetcar system 
in North America.  It is part of a unique public/private strategy to link investment in high quality 
transit service with major redevelopment.   
 
Like many other cities, Portland is growing in population and is proactively looking for ways to 
promote economic development while managing growth.  Keeping Downtown Portland healthy 
is critical to the regionós economic stability.  The Portland Streetcar is at the heart of a new 
approach to shaping cities that promotes investment at the Cityôs core, provides homes for 
people of diverse income groups and supports the urban amenities that make great cities great.  
Since 1997 when the original streetcar alignment was identified, properties along its length have 
experienced significant changes: 
 

Á $3.5 billion has been invested within two blocks of the streetcar 
alignment. 

Á 10,212 new housing units and 5.4 million square feet of office, 
institutional, retail and hotel construction have been constructed within 
two blocks of the alignment. 

Á 55% of all CBD development since 1997 has occurred within 1-block of 
the streetcar and properties located closest to the streetcar line more 
closely approach the zoned density potential than properties situated 
farther away. 

Á Developers are building new residential buildings with significantly lower 
parking ratios than anywhere else in the region. 

 

Development Oriented Transit 
 
The Portland Streetcar was initiated by the City of Portland to connect two major redevelopment 
areas:  70 aces of abandoned rail yards and a contaminated brownfield site just north of 
Downtown (the River District) with another 128 acres of largely underused or vacant industrial 
land requiring environmental remediation at the opposite end of Downtown (the South 
Waterfront). 
 
Over the 17-year evolution of the Portland Streetcar, the goals have remained consistent: 
 

Á Use a commitment to a high quality transit service as an incentive for high 
density mixed-use development within the Central City.  Link 
neighborhoods with a convenient and attractive transportation alternative 
and attract new transit ridership. 

Á Connect major attractions in the Central City with high quality transit. 

Á Build and operate in mixed traffic and on existing right-of-way at lower 
cost than other fixed rail options.  Fit the scale and traffic patterns of 
existing neighborhoods. 

Á Reduce short inner-city auto trips, parking demand, traffic congestion and 
air pollution. 



 

Development Density and Concentration 
 
The Streetcar investment has become the centerpiece of a significant shift in the density and 
location of new development within Portlandôs Central Business District.  In a 2005 study, E.D. 
Hovee & Company found that the ñproperties located closest to the streetcar line have 
experienced the largest share of development ï and at Floor Area Ratios (FARs) that more 
closely approach the propertiesô zoned density potential ï than properties situated further from 
the streetcar alignment.ò  
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Prior to 1997, new projects were 
built to less than half of the 
allowable density allowed on a 
site in the CBD.   

Since the streetcar alignment was 
chosen in 1997, new 
development achieved an 
average of 90% of the FAR 
potential within one block of the 
streetcar line.  This percentage 
steadily drops to 43% at three or 
more blocks from the alignment. 

 

Source: ED Hovee & Company, Portland 
Streetcar Development Impacts, October 
2005 

 

Prior to 1997, land located within 
one block of the streetcar alignment 
captured 19% of all development. 

Since the streetcar alignment was 
identified, 55% of all new 
development within the CBD has 
occurred within one block of the 
streetcar.  

 

Source: ED Hovee & Company, Portland 
Streetcar Development Impacts, October 
2005 

 



 

Development Impacts 
 
The River District/Pearl District.  Where once there was a contaminated railyard, a new 
neighborhood has emerged.  New grocery stores, restaurants, galleries, shops and banks now 
line the streets.  Portland Streetcar goes through the heart of this area, stopping every two or 
three blocks and providing high quality transit access for business and residents. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
New Urban Neighborhoods.  The streetcar, limited 
parking and excellent pedestrian amenities have 
combined to create a new urban living option in 
Portland.  It serves not only those living and working 
along the alignment, it brings new people into parts of 
the central city they may not have experienced before.  
It has served as an economic boost to businesses 
along the alignment while preserving much-needed 
auto access.  It provides direct access to employment, 
educational facilities and health care for residents with 
a mix of incomes.  The Streetcar has been seamlessly 
integrated into TriMetôs regional transit system, further 
enhancing its effectiveness. 
 
 
South Waterfront.  At full build-out by 2015, South 
Waterfront development will bring a minimum of 5,000 
housing units and 10,000 jobs into the Central City 
along with a major river greenway and park, parking, 
emerging Oregon Health & Sciences University 
development, educational facilities and supporting 
retail goods and services. 

 
 
The Brewery Blocks.  One of Portlandôs most 
significant building renovations has been the 
redevelopment of the historic and abandoned Blitz 
Weinhard Brewery.  This five-block project on the 
Streetcar line is Portlandôs largest single development 
involving commercial, residential and retail uses. 
 

 
 
 

 

 

  

 



 

Development Lessons Learned 
 
Public and Private Responsibilities.  The enormous 
success of linking transportation investments with 
development can be replicated in municipalities that 
have one or more large development sites with owners 
who are willing to work together to advance a common 
vision.  The Cityôs obligation has been to provide a 
stable source of funding to build public improvements.  
The developersô obligation has been to contribute to 
the infrastructure costs and commit to build high-
density, mixed-income housing meeting the Cityôs 
housing targets.  From a political standpoint, the ability 
to point to an agreement with joint obligations of the 
respective public and private partners carries 
substantial clout and provides dependability and 
flexibility that both parties can rely upon. 
 
Development Agreements.  The Portland Development Commission (PDC) negotiated a 
Master Development Agreement with Hoyt Street Properties, owners of a 40-acre brownfield in 
the heart of the River District.  The Agreement tied development densities to public 
improvements with the minimum required housing density increased incrementally from 15 to 87 
units per acre when the Lovejoy Viaduct was deconstructed, to 109 units/acre when the 
streetcar construction commenced and 131 units/acre when the first neighborhood park was 
built.  The developer has stated that without the Streetcar and the accessibility it provides, these 
densities would not have been possible.  The agreement was a unique and essential piece of 
the public/private partnership that catalyzed development of the River District and serves as a 
model for the agreement established for in South Waterfront.   
 
Local Improvement District.  The innovative $19.4 million Streetcar Local Improvement 
District (LID) has been a useful tool and includes those property owners that stand to receive 
the greatest financial benefit from their proximity to the Streetcar.  This, coupled with other 
public and private resources, helped fund both the Streetcar and the critical investments in the 
urban environment that complement the higher density vision for the area. 
 
Stakeholder Involvement.  Involving stakeholders in the Streetcar project design has been 
absolutely critical to its success and expansion.  Without public support, projects of this 
magnitude can get bogged down to the degree that the public investment cannot move in 
tandem with development.  The individuals and agencies that make up Portland Streetcar, Inc. 
are nimble and astute individuals that make the Streetcar a development investment that you 
can count on.  In addition, a whole new interest group is emerging composed of those devoted 
to high-density urban livingða perspective that didnôt exist before. 
 
Reduced Parking.  The success of early projects in the River District demonstrated a market 
demand for a new type of higher density communityðone that supports living with or without a 
car.  Due in part of the high quality transit service provided by Streetcar, developers are able to 
construct mixed use projects with parking ratios lower than found elsewhere in the city.  
Reducing the amount of parking that a developer must build makes a building more financially 
feasible.  Now, with a full understanding of the role that Streetcar can play in affecting the urban 
environment and market confidence in urban living, developers have begun construction on 
larger, higher-risk projects in South Waterfront.  The first River District projects were six 
storiesðSouth Waterfront has started with 21 to 35-story condominium towers.    

 



 

Underlying Values 
 
Improving Livability.  Development oriented 
transit supports improved livability for high density 
environments that support public goals for urban 
containment, sustainable living and reduced 
dependence on an automobile.  But higher density 
development does not always mean a more 
ñlivableò community.  In the case of development 
near Streetcar; however, the package includes 
parallel public and private efforts to ensure that 
affordable housing, public open spaces, brownfield 
redevelopment, high quality urban design and 
public art occur in unison.   
 
Fit Within the Urban Environment.  Design tradeoffs were made to better fit the Portland 
Streetcar into the scale and traffic patterns of the neighborhoods through which it travels.  
Streetcar vehicles, manufactured in the Czech Republic, are 8 feet wide and 66 feet long.  They 
run in mixed traffic and, except at stops, accommodate existing curbside parking and loading.  
Streetcar stops occur every few blocks and shelters are smaller to fit within the neighborhoodôs 
architecture.   
 
Economical Construction and Operation.  The Streetcar technology is less expensive than 
other forms of fixed-rail transportation.  The project is designed so that the system is economical 
to build and operate.  There were four critical design principles:  1) use available rights-of-way; 
2) limit the investment in facilities to essentials, 3) to the extent possible, use off-the-shelf 
equipment, 4) operate the system on a safe, no-frills basis, and 5) use construction methods 
that minimize costs.  The project was also designed to avoid costly expenses associated with 
relocating utilities and the stations were developed similar to bus stops to reduce system costs.   
 
Partnerships Matter.  The City of Portland owns the 
Streetcar while Portland Streetcar Inc (PSI), a nonprofit 
corporation, is responsible for designing, managing 
construction and operating the system.  The PSI Board 
is made up of individuals representing the perspectives 
of citizens, city agencies and property owners along 
the Streetcar alignment.  The trade-offs made in this 
type of decision-making body have continued to make 
the Portland Streetcar a better project by serving the 
needs of a diverse community.   
  
Minimize Disruption to Businesses and Residents.  
Project design and construction methods were 
designed to build the Streetcar quickly and efficiently to 
minimize construction impacts on adjacent businesses 
and residents.  In addition, design decisions were 
made with implications for the ultimate Streetcar 
operations by preserving on-street parking, keeping 
construction within the existing right-of-way and 
sharing the streetcar lane with autos.  The project also 
placed a very high priority on responsiveness to 
inquiries received from adjacent property owners 
throughout the construction process. 

 

 




