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Governance, Costs, and Revenue Raising to Address and 
Prevent Homelessness in the Portland Tri-County Region 
by the Portland State University Homelessness Research & Action Collaborative & Northwest Economic Research Center 2019 
 
This report takes a comprehensive look at the scale of homelessness and housing insecurity 
experienced in the Portland tri-county area. Our goal in producing this report is to help 
community members understand the scope and scale of the challenges we face when 
addressing homelessness and housing insecurity. We examine governance options, provide 
cost estimates for providing housing, supports, and services, and present revenue-raising 
options for our local governments to address homelessness and housing insecurity.  

Counts & Resolving Costs 
Homelessness  
38,000 people experienced homelessness in the tri-county area in 2017. This estimate is based 
on annualized Point-in-Time data, numbers served in each county, and K-12 homelessness 
reports. Communities of color, specifically Black and Native Am erican communities, are 
represented at disproportionately higher rates in the homelessness population when compared 
to their total population in the region.  

 
The cost to house and support this 
population ranges from $2.6 billion 
to $4.1 billion over ten years based 
on a range of options presented in 
the cost section of this report. These 
figures do not account for the impact 
of Metro and Portland bonds totaling 
approximately $911 million for 
affordable housing, or ongoing 
service-level funding. Services, rent 
assistance for privately leased units, 
building operations for publicly 
developed units, and program 
administration would cost about $592 million–$925 million in 2025, when costs are at their highest, 
and an average of $97 million–$164 million per year thereafter.  

At Risk of Homelessness & Housing Insecure 

As many as 107,000 households faced housing insecurity or were at risk of homelessness in 2017 
in the tri-county area due to low incomes (0-80% MFI) and paying more than 30% of their income 
on housing costs, commonly described as housing cost burdened. Communities of color face 
much higher rates of rent burden, and lower median income when compared to White 
counterparts. The median salary for Black households in the Portland area is half that of the 

 

Homelessness Defined 
 
We defined homelessness as an individual or 
household who lacks a fixed, regular, and adequate 
nighttime residence including people sharing someone 
else’s housing because of economic or other 
hardships. We do not have the ability to count those 
who are doubled-up adults without children in our 
calculations.     
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overall median—a significant disparity, and a sign of the current and historic systemic racism 
faced by this population in the region.  
 
We estimated costs to create such a universal rent assistance  program, using a range of rents 
and addressing households that earn 0–80% of the median family income (MFI) for their 
household size. To help severely cost-burdened households over ten years would cost $8.7 
billion–$16.6 billion. That’s about $870 million–$1.66 billion per year, or $10,000–$20,000 per 
household per year.  

 
Homelessness Counts & Resolving Costs 

 

Group Population 
Size Resources Costs 

Total 
population 
experiencing 
homelessness 
(PSH and Non-
PSH) 

38,263 
individuals (or 
24,260 
households) 

Housing construction and 
acquisition (one-time per 
unit)  

$190,000–$218,000 (0–1 bedroom 
unit) 
$190,000–$338,000 (2–4 bedroom 
unit) 

Rent assistance (per year) $11,352–$18,960 (0–1 bedroom) 
$14,904–$41,000 (2–4 bedroom) 

Rent assistance 
administration (annual) $800 per household 

System support and 
employment services 
(annual) 

$450 per household 

Administrative costs (annual) 2.4% 
With Permanent 
Supportive 
Housing (PSH) 
Need 

5,661 
individuals 
(or 4,936 
households) 

PSH services (annual) $8,800–$10,000 per household 

Without PSH 
Need 

32,602 
individuals 
(or 19,324 
households) 

Services (annual) $5,700 per household 

Total 
$2.6 billion– $4.1 billion, 
or an average of 
$107,000–$169,000 per household (NPV over ten years) 

 
Universal Rent Assistance Estimate 

Group Population Size Resources Costs 

Cost burdened (spend 
>30% of income on 
rent, earn <80% MFI)  

107,039 households 
(includes severely cost 
burdened, below) 

Universal housing rent 
assistance, 
homelessness 
prevention programs 

$10.7 billion–$21 billion 
(NPV, 2024–2033) 

Severely cost burdened 
(spend >50% of income 
on rent, earn <80% 
MFI) 

82,576 households 

Universal housing rent 
assistance, 
homelessness 
prevention programs 

$8.7 billion–$16.6 billion 
(NPV, 2024–2033) 
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Local Revenue Raising Options 
There are a range of revenue options that the tri-county region could explore collectively, through 
Metro, or at individual jurisdictional levels. All have trade-offs; all should be carefully examined for 
equity and regressivity, with particular attention to the impacts on communities of color and low-
income communities.  
 

Revenue-raising options summary 

Tax Policy Description Tax Rate/Fee to reach $100 Million 
per year 

Corporate Tax A tax on business profits $91.5 million by expanding Multnomah 
BIT to Clackamas and Washington 

Business License Tax or Fee A fee charged per 
establishment $1,755.54 

Gross Receipt Tax A tax on business revenue 0.055% (0.056% excluding groceries) 

Sales Tax A tax on a good or service 
levied at the point of sale 1.45% 

Individual Item Tax/Luxury Tax A tax on a specific good, 
levied at the point of sale 

Varies significantly by good (see pg. 
100 of full report for details) 

Flat Rate Tax A tax on individual income $119.78 per taxpayer 

Payroll Tax A tax on wages paid out 
by all businesses 0.176% 

Income Tax on the Highest 
Earners 

Increases in income tax 
rate for top earners 0.505% of adjusted gross income 

Bond Measure Funded through an 
increase in property taxes ----------------------------- 

Reset Assessment of 
Commercial Assessed Values 

Increase in taxable 
property value 

$352 million in revenue from 
Multnomah County alone 

Real Estate Transfer Tax A tax on property sales 
and transfers $6.52 per $1,000 in sale value 
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Overall Key Recommendations  
 

● We recommend the tri-county area form an exploratory committee or task force of an 
inclusive and committed set of stakeholders that is led by a government entity, or set of 
government entities, to examine in which ways better regional planning, policies, and 
program coordination around homelessness could help all jurisdictions meet their goals. 
Use the information from this report to help map strategic next steps. We encourage 
stakeholders to break down pieces from the cost studies and think about manageable 
ways to go about addressing different parts of the issue. 
 

● Center the process on racial equity. The racial disparities for communities of color 
experiencing homelessness or housing insecurity do not exist by accident, and the only 
way to really address and prevent homelessness will be to focus on their needs. A racial 
equity decision-making tool should be created and used when making decisions about 
how to analyze data, estimate costs, and raise revenue. By focusing on achieving racial 
equity, other racial groups that do not experience disparities will also be served. 

Conclusion 
We hope this report helps readers develop a better understanding of the scale and scope of the 
challenges we face when talking about homelessness and affordable housing as well as some 
pathways for moving forward. The work in front of us can seem daunting; however, through 
good governance, firm commitments, and hard work, we believe addressing homelessness and 
affordable housing is achievable. 
 
 
 

Regional Governance 
Regional governance and multi-stakeholder processes can play an effective and important role in 
addressing homelessness and increasing capacity to improve the lives of people experiencing 
homelessness or housing insecurity. Political advocacy matters for raising awareness about an 
issue while also informing, influencing, and building power among multiple stakeholders. Some of 
the most successful governance groups included in this report focused on homelessness centered 
on racial equity.  
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