
by Kirsten Ray

213Cityscape: A Journal of Policy Development and Research • Volume 24, Number 2 • 2022
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development • Office of Policy Development and Research

Cityscape

Vacancy Change in Vulnerable 
Census Tracts in Portland, Oregon

Kirsten Ray
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, Portland Field Office

The views expressed in this article are those of the author and do not represent the official positions or 
policies of the Office of Policy Development and Research, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development, or the U.S. Government.

Abstract

This article examines areas of suspected blight in Portland, Oregon, by analyzing the increase of vacant 
addresses in vulnerable census tracts between 2015 and 2019 using U.S. Postal Service (USPS) data 
on vacant residential or no-stat addresses that are reported to the U.S. Department of Housing and 
Urban Development (HUD). From 2015 to 2019, 15.8 percent of vulnerable census tracts experienced 
suspected blight in the City of Portland, representing 11.4 percent of the total population of Portland. 
Trends from 2020 to 2021 indicate a general decline of vacancies reported by USPS, suggesting fewer 
instances of blight in Portland. Further analysis of 2020 to 2021 data and vulnerable census tracts is 
needed, pending the release of American Community Survey (ACS) data.

Blight and its Impacts on Neighborhoods
No single definition of blight exists; it is a weaving together of definitions from various levels of 
government across jurisdictions. Blight is a subjective understanding of places—like abandoned 
homes or empty lots—that seem to be falling into disrepair and abandonment. Considering that 
there is no definition or standard data collection system for blight, U.S. Postal Service (USPS) 
housing vacancy data are used here to infer where blight is likely occurring in Portland, Oregon. 
American Community Survey (ACS) data are incorporated to measure who lives in the 
neighborhoods being impacted by blight in Portland.1

Blight is problematic because it potentially depreciates home values and marketability of 
surrounding properties, depresses city tax revenue, and creates social challenges for low-income 

1 ACS data is released on a 5-year cycle; therefore, this analysis considers 2015–19 ACS data and 2015–19 USPS data.
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populations who live in blighted neighborhoods (Pough and Wan, 2007). Blight negatively impacts 
neighborhood status by creating low-value areas, reducing property values and business 
investment, and increasing unemployment (Ferreira et al., 2022).

Blight in the City of Portland
Blight in Portland is examined by analyzing USPS address data between 2015 and 2019. This 
dataset informs patterns in unoccupied residential units. The total number of unoccupied 
residential units includes the total vacant residential units and total no-stat counts reported by 
USPS. No-stat properties are addresses that are either abandoned or are under construction and are 
not yet habitable. No-stat properties are included in the approximation of supposed blight to 
maintain consistency with other research that examines blight with USPS data. If this data were 
omitted, this report might not be considered in broader analyses (Morckel and Durst, 2021; 
Morckel and Rybarczyk, 2018; Plier and Ortiz, 2012).

Vacant buildings as reported by the USPS are not equivalent to vacancy rates as reported by the 
Census Bureau. The Census Bureau does not include units that are likely abandoned in its vacancy 
count. The Census definition for vacant units states, “Vacant units are excluded if they are exposed 
to the elements, that is, if the roof, walls, windows, or doors no longer protect the interior from the 
elements, or if there is positive evidence (like a sign on the house or block) that the unit is to be 
demolished or is condemned” (U.S. Census, 2021). Therefore, USPS data provide a more holistic 
view of possible blight, and U.S. Census housing vacancy data are not considered in this analysis.

Exhibit 1 displays the percent change from 2015 to 2019 in vacant addresses in Portland, 
aggregated by census tract. More than three-fourths (78.5 percent) of the census tracts in Portland 
saw an increase in vacant homes between 2015 and 2019, as reported by USPS. Vacant housing 
grew in most census tracts, with the most growth centering around the Concordia neighborhood in 
northeast Portland and the Creston-Kenilworth neighborhood. The vacant housing stock declined 
in a few neighborhoods dispersed throughout the city. Darker shades with hatching represent the 
greater percent change in increased vacancy between 2015 and 2019, and darker shades without 
hatching symbolize a greater percent change of decrease in vacancy between 2015 and 2019.
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Exhibit 1

Percent Change of Total Residental and No-Stat USPS Data from 2015 to 2019

USPS = U.S. Postal Service
Source: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (2022)

Vulnerable Census Tracts in City of Portland
When analyzing blight, it is important to consider who lives in these regions because of 
disproportionate and compounding impacts to those populations (Haney, 2007). The Bureau of 
Planning and Sustainability analyzes socioeconomic data to determine which census tracts in 
Portland are vulnerable to changing neighborhood conditions as part of its city planning efforts 
(Bureau of Planning and Sustainability, 2021). The city defines a vulnerable census tract as having 
a significant proportion of renters, communities of color, residents aged 25 and older without a 
bachelor’s degree, or households with income at or below 80 percent of Median Family Income 
(Bureau of Planning and Sustainability, 2012). This definition of a vulnerable census tract is used 
in this analysis to understand the disproportionate impacts of blight.

Exhibit 2 displays vulnerable census tracts in Portland. The share of census tracts in Portland 
defined as vulnerable is 19.7 percent, and 23.1 percent of the total population of Portland lives in 
vulnerable census tracts. Of the people who live in vulnerable census tracts, 34 percent are 
non-White, whereas 22.5 percent of the total population of Portland is non-White. Vulnerable 
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census tracts, indicated by the hatched polygons, are generally clustered in East Portland; 82nd 
Avenue marks the north/south corridor separating vulnerable census tracts from non-vulnerable 
census tracts. A smaller concentration of vulnerable tracts is located in downtown Portland and its 
inner eastside.

Exhibit 2

Vulnerable Census Tracts in Portland as Defined by the City of Portland Using 5-year ACS Data

Sources: Bureau of Planning and Sustainability in City of Portland (2021); U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (2022)

Vacancy Change and Vulnerable Census Tracts
Exhibit 3 visualizes the relationship between census tracts with high and low changes in vacancy, 
utilizing data from exhibit 1—which combines no-stat addresses that are abandoned or under 
construction and residential vacancies—compared with census tracts that are considered 
vulnerable, as defined by the City of Portland (exhibit 2). This map represents the spatial 
distribution of vulnerable areas that saw increased blight; the division of vulnerable census tracts, 
shown with hatched fill, remains visible at 82nd Avenue.
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Exhibit 3

Vulnerable Census Tracts and Vacancy Change from 2015–19

Sources: Bureau of Planning and Sustainability in City of Portland (2021); U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (2022)

Within the 78.5 percent of census tracts that saw an increase in vacant homes, 15.8 percent of the 
census tracts are vulnerable census tracts, as is depicted in exhibit 3 by polygons with cross-
hatching. These regions comprise 11.4 percent of the total population of Portland. Of the 
population in vulnerable census tracts that saw an increase in vacant homes, 34.5 percent are 
non-White. Conversely, of the census tracts that increased in vacancies, 84.2 percent were not 
vulnerable, as represented by census tracts with wide-spaced hatching in exhibit 3. These regions 
suggest housing development as an indication of USPS-reported address vacancy. Of the non-
vulnerable census tracts that experienced an increase of vacant homes, 18.5 percent of their 
populations were non-White.

Of the census tracts that saw decreased vacancies, 27.3 percent were vulnerable census tracts, 
comprising 3.4 percent of the total population of Portland, as represented by narrow-spaced 
hatching in exhibit 3. The suspected blight may have decreased in 72.7 percent of Portland’s 
non-vulnerable census tracts, where 78.8 percent of the population is White. The solid fill 
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polygons, primarily situated in the Southwest Hills of Portland, saw minimal change in vacancy 
and do not represent vulnerable census tracts.2

Opportunities for Future Research
Quarterly reporting of address data from USPS allows for a recent analysis of vacant addresses in 
Portland. Exhibit 4 illustrates the percent change in inactive residential addresses between March 
2020 and December 2021, roughly the same period as the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic 
to when the latest data were available at the time this article was written. Most census tracts 
throughout Portland continue to see growth in vacant housing units; however, because this 
calculation includes residential addresses coded as no-stat, this may include housing under 
construction. Only a few census tracts had decreased rates of housing vacancy, most of which were 
on the east side of the Willamette River.

Exhibit 4

Percent Change of Total Residental and No-Stat USPS Data from 2020–2021

USPS = U.S. Postal Service
Source: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (2022)

2 USPS does not report on a total of 23 census tracts in Portland, 7 of which are vulnerable census tracts.
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