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Geri Washington of the Urban League of Portland is determined to change the face of Albina. 
She wants housing, new businesses and employment to flourish for young men and women in the 
community, a huge collection of neighborhoods in North and Northeast Portland. 
 
But along with the economic and cultural challenges facing the area, another, perhaps more 
insidious problem stands in the way: a huge set of real and potential environmental obstacles. 
Only about 13 percent of Multnomah County's population lives in Albina. But more than 55 
percent of the sources of air pollution and significant water and ground contamination are there, 
according to a study by the Environmental Justice Action Group . Although those environmental 
problems could prove significant in terms of community health, people such as Washington have 
additional concerns about how it could retard redevelopment in the area. 
 
"First thing we need to do is educate our community about problem areas, including any health 
risks, then begin looking at our strengths," Washington said. "I'm concerned that when people 
talk about this part of North and Northeast Portland, it usually comes around to the number of 
brownfields here." 
 
A brownfield is land on which contamination could affect its reuse. 
 
Dangerous block 
The problems faced by the Albina area were highlighted recently when officials discovered the 
seriousness of the problems at a contaminated warehouse in the 3300 block of Martin Luther 
King Jr. Boulevard. Cleanup crews in protective gear expect to work there for months and spend 
more than $1.5 million to remove thousands of containers filled with toxic materials. 
 
According to Kevia Jeffrey, community organizer with the Environmental Justice Action Group, 
the warehouse is just one of at least 250 potentially contaminated properties in the area, 
including 78 along MLK Boulevard. These include underground storage tanks, abandoned 
service stations, former dry cleaning facilities, metal fabricators, wood treatment plants and 
sections of the polluted Columbia Slough. Petroleum byproducts, arsenic, benzene, lead, 
mercury, chromium, pentachlorophenol and PCBs head the list of hazardous chemicals. 
According to the study, contaminated properties aren't the only environmental problems facing 
the Albina area. Because two main traffic corridors, Interstate 5 and MLK, split the community, 
it says residents are exposed to a higher volume of diesel and gasoline fuel emissions than other 
parts of the county. 
 
Albina is a mixture of homes, small businesses and industrial parks extending from North 
Marine Drive to Northeast Broadway. It includes Swan Island, portions of the Columbia Slough 
and Port of Portland property. 
 
 



Spots must be identified 
If steps aren't taken to identify and clean up contaminated properties in the area, revitalization 
efforts will be wasted, Washington said. Jeffrey's organization wants to help. 
 
Using GIS mapping software, the environmental group is creating an Internet Web site to show 
neighbors, community leaders and potential developers where most of the pollution can be found 
-- street by street, property by property. 
 
"We have an idea where most are, but we're searching through DEQ databases and talking with 
people who have lived here a long time," Jeffrey said. "It's not just the real but also the perceived 
sites that will affect the reuse of the land." 
 
For now, a drive through parts of Albina along MLK or Alberta Street reflects a community in 
transition. Townhouses, storefronts and new businesses are replacing vacant lots and abandoned 
buildings. But even to activists, the problems in Northeast Portland extend beyond aesthetics and 
health risks. City, state and federal agencies, along with private developers, are pouring millions 
of dollars into redevelopment of brownfields. Activists contend that a historically 
disproportionate number of these sites are in neighborhoods with a historically high number of 
people of color. 
 
"It doesn't take a rocket scientist to see that institutional bias, including racism, has been the 
basis for zoning poor neighborhoods like ours for industrial use," said Angela Wilson, former 
newspaper editor and founder of the Environmental Justice Action Group. "Right now, we want 
people to have the information to know if there's a toxic hot spot down on the corner." 
 
Portland was showcase 
In 1996, Portland was selected as one of 16 showcase communities to receive a $200,000 federal 
grant to examine ways to redevelop brownfields. The same year, the environmental group was 
formed by Northeast Portland residents to identify any lingering health threats and to create an 
extensive database of sites that could be developed. 
 
Using an $80,000 research grant, activists combed through databanks put together by the 
Environmental Protection Agency and state Department of Environmental Quality, made field 
observations and walked door-to-door interviewing residents to create a series of maps that 
identify the problems. 
 
"The challenge is twofold: to attract developers who would normally prefer liability-free 
greenspaces in the suburbs and to find a way to convince homeowners to stay in the city," said 
Doug MacCourt, brownfields coordinator with the Portland Department of Transportation. "This 
mapping will be very helpful." 
 
In addition to Internet information, long-range plans call for establishing a clearing house for 
local environmental problems and developing a brownfields curriculum for school groups. 
Multnomah County health officials have offered to set up teams of neighborhood volunteers to 
monitor health issues related to air, water and soil contamination resulting from brownfields. 
 



"We don't want people to think that this is a sick community, but there are questions being raised 
about the high number of cases of asthma and upper respiratory problems," said Sara Doll , 
program director with the Oregon Environmental Council. 
 
New training and jobs 
This month, Portland Community College is teaming up with the United Brotherhood of 
Carpenters and Joiners and the Oregon Tradeswomen Network to recruit and train at least 50 
minority men and women for construction jobs in Albina. The Portland Development 
Commission, the city's lead agency for redevelopment, has stepped in to offer professional 
services in such areas as real estate development and work-force training, as part of the 
Brownfields Economic Redevelopment Initiative. 
 
"We've been pleasantly surprised that a few seeds we've sown have already developed into 
successful businesses," said Michael McElwee, project manager with the development 
commission. "We're seeing more multicultural neighborhoods and a dramatic increase in 
property values." 
 
In spite of initial successes, those involved in brownfields said that much work remains. A recent 
survey found that employment, livability and health issues are of greatest concern to Albina 
residents. In coming years, activists want to join with business leaders and housing advocates to 
find ways to attract employers and home builders to the neighborhoods, without destroying their 
affordability and residential character. 
 
``We don't want to run businesses or residents out of town,'' Doll said. ``But we need to let 
everyone know where the problems are located and find the most effective way to direct our 
resources there.'' 
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