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Overall Portland crime offenses in 2020 dropped from 2019.  

This benefits Old Town where assaults and drug/narcotic 
offenses have played a major part in crime offenses.  In 

neighborhoods with higher property crimes, such as the Pearl 
District, there is likely an increase in crime offenses.  
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Person Crimes 
16% City-wide 

While person crimes represent 16% of  offenses across the City, 
in Old Town Chinatown it is nearly double at 31%. To those 

living in Old Town reducing assaults is a top priority.  
There were 188 fewer assaults in Old Town in 2020 from 2019 

and citywide there were 367 fewer assaults in 2020.  
However, there were 21 
more homicides (T56). 
One in Old Town the 
same as in 2019 with 2 

Downtown and 5 in 
Hazelwood.  

ASSAULTS 

There were 650 assaults in Downtown with a population of  
nearly 12,000 as compared to 351 in Old Town with a 
population of  3,300.  

The population of  Downtown is three times that of  Old Town 
making for a different street experience for residents. An even 
larger neighborhood, Hazelwood with a population of  25,183, 
rings in at 663 assaults, 8% of  the citywide total of  8,738. 
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Society Crimes  
 3% City-wide 

While person crimes represent 3% of  offenses across the City, in 
Old Town Chinatown it is 12%. A big bulk of  such crimes in 
Old Town has been around drug and narcotic offenses in the 

category, society offenses.  
To those living in Old Town reducing drug and narcotic offenses 
has been crucial to feeling safer and to change the look and feel 

of  the  most un-welcoming neighborhood.  

The recent decriminalization of  drugs is intended “to protect 
people against persecution, 
harassment and criminalization 
at the hands of  the state for 
using drugs and instead given 
access to the supports they 
need.”  Unfortunately, Governor 
Brown put the “more treatment 
options” off  until July 2022. 
(Measure 110/$57M).  The 
Governor does not live in any 
neighborhood remotely similar 

to Old Town. No elected official that I know of  lives in Old 
Town. Nearly everyone knows where it is.  
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“Oregon had the second 
highest rate of mental 

illness and ranked third for 
needing but not receiving 
treatment for alcohol and 
illicit drugs, and fifteenth 

for receiving mental health 
services.”



NARCOTICS AND WEAPONS 

Of  the 977 drug and/narcotic offenses city-wide, 10% (as 
opposed to 22% in 2018) are in Old Town Chinatown similar to 

Hazelwood in 
number, but not 
density. This 
reduction is evident 
in citywide totals as 
well.  

W eapons Law 
Violations in Old Town account for 6% of  the city-wide count 
of  793. This 
represents an 
increase of  124 
offenses citywide, 4 
fewer in Old Town, 
but still frightening 
to those seeing 
knives and scissors 
in the hands of  
strangers in front of  
and around our 
homes and 
businesses on a regular basis. 
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Property Crimes 
 81% City-wide 

There were just over 49,000 property crime offenses in 2020 
with 1.4% in Old Town, 7% Downtown, 3% in the Pearl and 

5% in Hazelwood with 2,600 offenses. 

LARCENIES 

The largest percentage of  property crimes is larcenies at 22,695 
or 46% of  all property crimes. In 2020 there was a drop in the 
number from 24,589 in 2019, and an increase in arson, 

burglaries, and 
vandalism (yellow) 
for a net increase 
in property crimes. 
Of  the 2,600 
offenses in 
Hazelwood, a large 
proportion at 47% 
are larcenies at 
1,240.  
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Things have changed a lot.  
There were many significant changes in our neighborhoods in 
2020 with the most extreme, COVID-19, still in play during 
2021 giving some citizens and leaders time to ask, what if  we 
don’t want to go back to normal?  

But go back to normal? 
Before COVID-19 nothing about Old Town was, nor is now, 
normal. It would be hard to find residents who want to go 
backwards in time. 

Some of  the ‘not normal’ aspects unique to Old Town have 
been changed by the pandemic.  Here are four: 

An important one is around the mix of  the liquor-fueled 
entertainment industry with housing for people being treated for 
the disease, alcoholism. A mix that has been upended with the 
closure of  bars and sex clubs. How’s this working for the 
residents?  

Secondly, the decriminalization of  drugs coupled with the 
postponement of  spending drug recovery dollars to 2022 is 
affecting the housed, unhoused, and frontline workers in Old 
Town.  But how?  
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Thirdly, the choice of  Lents for a Portland Rescue pilot, not Old 
Town where the number of  people experiencing psychotic 
breaks on our streets and sidewalks is heartbreaking. 
The caution indicated by this selection suggests fear around 
tested concepts “not invented here.” Often Portland follows, but 
does not lead. 

Fourthly, there are 1,000’s of  people under care at varying levels 
of  support in Old Town and yet the amount of  information 
about who 
lands and stays 
in Old Town is 
nearly non-
existent or if  it 
exists, it’s not 
being shared. 
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Nancy Cunningham



“No one experiences homelessness the same way, and the path 
from vulnerability to stability is not always linear.”  

(Central City Concern) 

Neighborhoods and their residents 
are not experiencing homelessness 
in the same way either.  Nor crime.  
There is no such thing as one size 
fits all.  There are clusters of  
neighborhoods with common 
interests that can work together 
beyond the man-made boundaries 
of  neighborhood associations. 
What can be done now?  Four 
suggestions to consider: 

1. Stand Up 

Equity around crime and public safety (as 
well as in other key areas such as health, 
education, and housing) achieved through 
the actions and leadership of  Black Lives 
Matter, along with their allies, will benefit 
all of  us.  Recommendations from BLM 
and neighborhoods negatively affected by 
City practices and policies should be 
championed by all of  us. 
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“Oregon ranks among 
the most challenged 

states in the nation for 
substance abuse and 

mental health 
problems, while at the 

same time ranking 
among the worst 

states for access and 
engagement with 

care.”



2. Ask Question(s) 
For what purposes and to whom will the American Rescue Plan 
(ARP) monies allocated to the State of  Oregon, City of  Portland 
and Multnomah County be spent in Old Town and other 
neighborhoods to address safety and livability challenges? 

3. Provide Actionable Information 
Customized and relevant information about crime often 
confirms what the neighbors already know about - the 
disproportionate and negative impacts a.k.a. systemic 
inequalities on low income neighborhoods and on our citizens of  
color and ethnicity other than white European.  

Residents are starving for actionable information around the 
future of  their own neighborhood and in the context of  
Portland’s big picture. It’s time to “bother us” with the details.  
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4. Refresh Leadership 
Fresh faces in leadership would contribute to trust building 
among residents which has been seriously eroded due to a 
relentless effort on the part of  the City and County to keep a lid 
on things and ignore the people who reside in the neighborhood, 
many of  them renters in affordable housing.   

Every city and county employee, elected official, and volunteer 
representative should be required to participate in their local 
neighborhood association as part of  on-going, professional  
training and education.  

You’re On Your Own. 
The Old Town Experience 

Residential and Commercial property owners are employing 
more private security services including Central City Concern, 
leaving rental properties - and the many low income people 
living in them - to fend for themselves using personal protection 
devices and enrolling in safety training courses.   

The overall message to residents, renters and homeowners alike 
by City officials was direct - You’re on Your Own. 

MARCH 29, 2021 RUTH ANN BARRETT 11



And where it goes with the experiment of  decriminalizing drugs, 
while investments in “access and 
engagement with care” continue to 
be restrained, may be the real crime 
story for 2021. 

In short, Old Town, the 
neighborhood, remains 
overwhelmed. 

Quotes from Analysis of  Oregon’s Publicly Funded Substance Abuse 
Treatment System: Report and Findings for Senate Bill 1041 September 
2019. Photos by Ruth Ann Barrett unless otherwise noted.   

Ruth Ann Barrett, PDXdowntowner, March 29, 2021.
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