
ROCKY ROADS
Portland officials neglected street 
paving for decades. Now your tires 

pay the price.
BY ANTHONY EFFINGER aef f inger@

wweek .com

Ask most Portlanders who the city’s last 
great mayor was, and they’re likely to say 

Vera Katz.
First elected in 1992, she served three terms, 

during which she revitalized downtown, built 
bike lanes, funded public art, and spent mil-
lions on schools.

But Katz, a New Yorker who didn’t drive in 
part because she couldn’t pass the driver’s test, 
ignored the roads, and the hundreds of pot-
holes that riddle Portland’s streets are part of 
her legacy. They appear in great numbers now 
because Portland didn’t take care of its streets 
back then, former 
city officials say. 
Under Katz, the 
city trimmed $1.1 
million for street 
maintenance in 
fiscal 2003 alone, 
according to a 
2015 story in The 
Oregonian.

Next month, the 
Portland Bureau 
of Transportation 
will ask voters to 
renew a 10-cent tax 
on every gallon of 
gasoline pumped 
at a city service sta-
tion, first approved 
in 2016. Voters 
narrowly passed it 
then and renewed 
it in 2020. Mingus 
Mapps, the commissioner in charge of PBOT, 
pleads for them to do it again in May so he’ll 
have another $70.5 million to stave off total 
ruin for another four years.

“Our roads are trashed,” Mapps tells WW. 
“If we do not renew this particular program, 
we’re going to be in a world of hurt.”

Of those revenues, Mapps pledges, about 
one-third, or $23.5 million, will be spent paving 
degraded streets. Another third will go toward 
traffic safety (upgraded crossings, sidewalks, 
lighting). The last third is earmarked for potholes 
($5 million), base repair ($4 million), sidewalk 
and bike lane retrofits ($2.5 million), gravel street 
service ($4 million), and similar items.

The new money will be a drop in an almost 
bottomless bucket. The Transportation 
Bureau’s maintenance backlog stands at $4.4 
billion, and it’s growing.

Portland voters, many of whom have reached 
their limit on seeing millions in tax money go 
unused in special pools like the Portland Clean 
Energy Fund and Preschool for All, may look 
at another four years driving down the same 
pockmarked streets and wonder: Just how 
angry should we be about this? And who should 
we blame?

Unfortunately, confronting the people 
responsible would require a time machine 
(maybe a DeLorean). Roads are like teeth, says 

Steve Novick, the 
city commissioner 
who had respon-
sibility for the 
Portland Bureau 
of Transportation 
from 2013 to 2016. 
If they don’t get reg-
ular maintenance, 
they decay, requir-
ing major (and 
expensive) repair, 
like root canals 
and implants, but 
for streets.

Steve Townsen, 
who served as 
city engineer for 
18 years starting 
in 2005, agrees. 
“What you’re see-
ing now are the 
results of decisions 

made 20 or 30 years ago,” he says.
It would have been much cheaper to fix 

the streets during the last decade than it is 
now. Materials costs have risen 50% just since 
the pandemic, and the Portland Bureau of 
Transportation is running a $32.6 million 
deficit for the coming fiscal year, out of a 
total budget of $509 million, most of which 
is restricted and can’t be used for discretion-
ary repairs.

“The transportation system is going to con-
tinue to deteriorate unless we get vast amounts 
of money,” Novick says. “We’ll have to talk about 
which streets are going to go back to gravel.”

Where we’re going, we won’t have roads.
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In the months leading up to the election, WW thought it 
would be fun, or at least less depressing, to probe Portland’s 
pothole problem by asking readers to send in pictures of 

the nastiest ones they could find. Now, we’ve picked a winner 
(see “Portland’s Biggest Pothole,” page 14).

The exercise taught us a few things. First, Portlanders really 
care about potholes, and with good reason. Hitting a big one 
at speed can cost real money. Aaron Smithers, a manager at 
Les Schwab in Beaverton, says a customer came in last week 
with a cracked aluminum wheel on his fancy Land Rover that 
lists for $1,700.

Our asphalt abscesses knock wheels out of alignment, cause 
tire sidewalls to bulge, and treads to separate. On a bike, the 
damage can be much worse, to say the least.

Just ask Gillian Conroy, a resident of Clark County, Wash. 
Last week, she sued Portland and Oregon for $3.7 million over a 
pothole. Two years ago, the suit says, she was driving the speed 
limit on Southwest Capitol Highway near Alfred Street when 
she hit a pothole that lifted her car so “abruptly and forcefully” 
that she hit her head, causing a concussion, traumatic brain 
injury, tinnitus and a torn rotator cuff. She also suffers PTSD, 
anxiety and depression. Her complaint doesn’t say whether 
she was wearing a seat belt. Her attorney, Brian Chenoweth, 
didn’t return an email seeking comment.

Another lesson from our contest: Potholes are different from 
sinkholes. A few readers lectured us on that. Unlike most other 
substances in the known universe, water expands as it cools. 
That law of physics is bad for Portland, where a deep freeze 
can come after months of rain. Water soaks into the roads, 
then freezes and cracks the pavement. More water gets in, and 
the process repeats. The cracked pavement erodes under the 
weight of thousands of vehicles, and voilà: pothole.

Sinkholes are different. They start from the bottom. Rock 
or soil under the pavement collapses or is washed away by 
an underground water source, and the asphalt crumbles into 
the void.

Things are really bad this year because January’s ice storm 
bludgeoned Portland’s pavement worse than the Oklahoma 
City Thunder did the Blazers (final score: 139-77) days before 
the storm arrived. Such cold snaps are likely to become more 
frequent as global warming upsets the vortex that normally 
swirls around the North Pole, sending frigid air southward, 
models show.

The climate chaos will doubtless prey on a unique weakness 
in Portland: More than 50 miles of unpaved streets (out of a 
total 1,993 miles of roadway) in places where, in most other 
major cities, they would be paved. Many of these roads look 
like they’ve been hit with mortar fire.

Most of Portland’s streets were built by private developers as 
they constructed neighborhoods. If you live in a neighborhood 
where the developer didn’t bother to pave, like much of Alberta 
and Cully, then it’s up to you (“Dirt Roads, Dead Ends,” WW, 
May 12, 2010). The city helps neighbors team up and form 
local improvement districts so the work can be financed, but 
homeowners still pay.

One bit of good news, if you can call it that: Portland isn’t 
alone. Plenty of cities have roads that are even worse. Teletrac 
Navman, a company that makes software for tracking truck 
fleets, said the title for overall crappiness goes to San Francisco/
Oakland, followed by nearby San Jose, Los Angeles, Honolulu 
and Milwaukee. The Portland metro area comes in at 66th 
worst, and excluding the suburbs, the city would probably 
fare much worse.

Finishing 66th worst is nothing to brag about. But absent a 
sustainable funding mechanism, PBOT is left to triage streets as 
best it can. Like the best guerrilla fighters, its crews have gotten 
good. On a recent Tuesday at 8:40 am, a crew of four began 
filling a pothole on North Bryant Street off Interstate Avenue.

They cleared dust from the hole with a blower, primed it 
with liquid tar and heated it to the desired tackiness with a 
torch. The driver rolled the truck up and unloaded asphalt in 
the hole. The crew raked it smooth and tamped it down. Hole 
filled. Next, they widened their scope, tarring a long rectangle 
of cracks around the hole and heating that. They raked and 
tamped, then spread sand along the edges, where the hot tar 
pools, to keep it off drivers’ cars.

The result: a 20-foot-long patch of fresh asphalt where a 
hole and a network of cracks had been. Total time: 20 minutes, 
including time to answer questions from a wonk reporter. At 
top speed, the crew can fill 100 holes in a day. It’s challenging 
work. The asphalt comes out at 350 degrees Fahrenheit. It 

SPECIAL FORCES: A PBOT crew can 
fill 100 potholes in a day.
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“We’ll have to talk about which streets 
are going to go back to gravel.”

CONTINUED ON PAGE 12
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cakes on shoes, which can end up weighing 10 pounds each.
“The guys at PBOT work their tails off,” says Mike Kerr, 

former head of strategy and innovation at the bureau. “If we 
don’t renew this tax, things are just going to get worse.”

So how did we get here?
In 1988, an audit showed the city had a problem: a 

$38 million paving backlog because state and federal 
funds, and revenue from parking meters, were falling short, 
The Oregonian reported in 2015.

Other places faced the same dilemma. Washington County 
voters passed a property tax for roads in 1986. Medford started 
a street fee in 1991. Portland’s solution was to use utility license 
fees—cash raised from electric, gas and telecom companies that 
put gear next to public roads. But the City Council didn’t make 
the 28% share for roads mandatory. It was a target.

Congressman Earl Blumenauer was on the City Council 
in the 1990s and pushed Mayor Katz to spend more of the 
fees—which went into the general fund—on roads.

“The city, in its wisdom, used the utility fee for other 
purposes,” Blumenauer tells WW. “I thought that it was 
shortsighted.” 

But Katz prevailed, Blumenauer says. “She wrote the budgets 
and got a couple of members of the council to go along. It wasn’t 
irrational. I just thought it wasn’t the best long-term interest 
for the city, and we’ve been playing catch-up ever since.”

By 2000, Portland had the ninth-worst roads in the nation, 
according to the 2015 story in The Oregonian. Yet the City 
Council, under Katz, boosted the street preservation budget 
by just $200,000 while increasing funds for schools by $4 
million, The Oregonian said.

Mayors who came after Katz didn’t fix the problem. Sam 
Adams, for one, contributed $100 million to help Multnomah 
County replace the aged Sellwood Bridge. Novick says that 
money could have been raised from other sources, leaving more 
for streets. “If there is something you can take to the voters, 
it’s money for a bridge that’s going to fall down,” Novick says.

Adams says he polled Portlanders about their priorities and 
learned that the top one, citywide, was replacing the Sellwood 
Bridge, which is why he made it a priority. He tells WW a city 
gas tax was a nonstarter during the Great Recession. 

“We would have lost at the polls if we put anything on the 
ballot,” he says.

Novick, who’s now running for a seat on the expanded City 
Council, hit a political speed bump by trying to turn on a new 
spigot of money for street paving and safety in 2014. He pro-
posed a street fee charged to households and businesses, a 
funding method used by Medford, Hillsboro, West Linn and 
Lake Oswego. Voters hated the idea. He fell back—but not 
before putting his job on the line. If they didn’t like his plan, 
he said, they could vote him out of office. They did.

“A 10-cent gas tax is what I could get,” Novick says.
Four more years of gas tax is a temporary solution, and 

Mapps admits that. The reason PBOT is so short of funds now 
is that there just isn’t as much gas to tax. Electric cars and 
hybrids don’t use as much, so there is less revenue for road 

“I’m trying to make sure 
we survive the next 
four years.”
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repair. In a more perfect world, Mapps would be pitching a 
tax that accounts for the rise of electric vehicles, which, after 
all, use the roads, too.

“The gas tax is obsolete,” Mapps says. “I doubt it will be the 
system we use to fund our transportation system even 10 years 
from now. But right now, I’m trying to make sure we survive 
the next four years.”

Mapps, who’s running for mayor, says he’s laser-focused on 
repairs. But he stuck with the 10-cent tax on this year’s ballot, 
instead of going higher, because Portlanders are fed up with 
new levies, he says. That means PBOT will get another box of 
Band-Aids and little more, says Noah Siegel, a former deputy 
director at the agency.

Everyone knows the right solution, Siegel says, but it’s a 
“huge” political lift: a vehicle miles traveled tax, or VMT. 
Drivers pay according to how far they drive. Unlike a gas tax, a 
VMT wouldn’t exempt electric cars and hyper-efficient hybrids, 

which still use the roads. 
Among the problems, supportwise, is that cars would need 

trackers in them, something that runs counter to Americans 
notions of privacy, even though phones already track every-
thing we do, Siegel says.

A VMT also would capture more revenue from the explosion 
of trucks roaming the streets delivering packages, Siegel says. 
Brick-and-mortar stores pay property taxes and other levies, 
while delivery trucks, many of which are going electric, pay 
only the gas tax—for now.

“There is an inherent exploitation of the public good,” 
Siegel says.

Novick agrees that a VMT is the way to go. He would aug-
ment the dollars by having progressive registration fees that 
rise with the value of the car, with surcharges for new gas guz-
zlers, especially SUVs. Old ones are bad, too, but hammering 
those would hit low-income motorists who own aging vehicles.

12 Willamette Week   APRIL 24, 2024   wweek.com



Mapps says better fixes require action by the Oregon 
Legislature. For its part, the state already charges higher 
vehicle registration fees for electric cars. In addition to base 
registration fees, which vary by model, electric cars pay another 
$115 a year, compared with $20 for vehicles that get anything 
below 19 miles per gallon, and $25 for those at 20 to 39 mpg. 
Get over 40, and you pay an extra $35 per year. (It may seem 
odd to penalize someone for going green, but high-mileage cars 
don’t float above the roads, and electrics tend to be heavier.)

Some of the higher fees flow to Portland, but it’s not enough 
to replace the 10-cent-per-gallon tax, Mapps says.

Renewing the gas tax may be a Band-Aid, but it unites leaders 
as diverse as City Commissioner Rene Gonzalez, whom critics 
call a Democrat in name only, and state Rep. Mark Gamba, a 
bona fide lefty. There are only two statements in opposition 

in the Voters’ Pamphlet, both from the perpetually grumpy 
Taxpayers Association of Oregon.

Like the gas tax, patching potholes is a temporary solution to 
a problem decades in the making, like building pod villages in 
lieu of affordable apartments, another Portland public policy 
hack. Money spent filling holes is money that can’t be used 
to grind battered pavement off the road bed completely and 
replace it, a longer-lasting solution.

Smooth pavement isn’t the only reason PBOT needs more 
cash. The agency plans to put more than a third of the new 
revenue toward safety, and with good reason. More people 
died in traffic crashes in 2023 than in any year in the past three 
decades, PBOT said in a report April 16. A total of 69 perished, 
eclipsing the old high of 64 in 2021.

Potholes, sadly, may be the least of our problems. 

“There is an inherent 
exploitation of the 
public good.”

CONTINUED ON PAGE 14

C
H

R
IS

 N
E

S
S

E
T

H

HOT POCKETS: Asphalt used to fill 
potholes comes out of the truck at 

350 degrees Fahrenheit. 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 14
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The WW Hole Patrol team reviewed your entries and crowned a champion.

QUARTERFINALS

SEMIFINALS

“The Craters of Alameda 
Ridge”

vs. 

“The Downtown Doozy”

The Alameda run stops here, one match 
short of the championship bout. The 

downtown hole is simply too powerful, 
too deep, and too likely to damage your 
vehicle’s undercarriage as you drive to 
a court date. It’s the second most likely 
way to lose a catalytic converter down-

town. The Doozy wins, 8-0.

SEE PORTLAND’S 
BIGGEST POTHOLE

“The Trash Collector”
Southeast 28th Place, between Cora and Holgate streets

“The Downtown Doozy”
Southwest Taylor Street at 2nd Avenue

This contest marks the first appearance of a sinkhole in the field of eight, raising questions on our panel 
about whether a fissure that rose from under the street could rightly advance in the bracket. We decided 
it could—but it didn’t, losing to a whopper of a cave-out next to popular restaurant Luc Lac in downtown. 

The nominating reader, Houston Bolles, scored points with the judges for submitting a photo that included 
a copy of WW for scale. At least six copies could fit in this hole. The Doozy wins, 7-1. 

vs.vs.

vs.vs.

“The Craters of Alameda Ridge”
Northeast 21st Avenue, between Crane and Mason streets

“The Bike Killer”
Northeast 21st Avenue between Sandy Boulevard and 

Flanders Street

A true subway series, pitting two holes hailing from the same quiet residential street, ended in a first-
round blowout, with all eight judges choosing the northern entrant atop the ridge. Most cited the greater 
depth of the Alameda hole as the deciding factor. Chris Capretto, who submitted a photo of himself posing 
beside the hole, has been urging Transportation Bureau officials to close this block of 21st to car traffic. 

He’s had no luck, but his hole advances to the semifinals. The Craters win, 8-0.
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Spring is in the air, but January’s ice storm is the gift that 
keeps on giving. Maybe you’ve lost a lilac or rosemary bush. 
For sure you’ve hit a pothole or two. 

To hear City Commissioner Mingus Mapps tell it, the roads 
are in worse shape this year than they usually are after winter 
loosens its grip. Mapps is in charge of the Portland Bureau of 
Transportation, a thankless job because PBOT has been under-
funded for almost 40 years (see story, page 10).

Without regular maintenance, roads are much more suscepti-
ble to the ravages of rain and ice. In lieu of a Manhattan Project 
for Portland’s pavement, which almost everyone agrees is nec-
essary, Mapps launched a “March Madness” push on potholes 
a month before the women’s NCAA tournament came to town. 

For almost two weeks, PBOT diverted workers from other jobs 
to form seven pothole-filling dream teams. Four handled holes 
east of 82nd Avenue, where most of them are. Two crews “milled” 
sections of road out there, shaving away strips of pavement, 

laying down new asphalt, and rolling it smooth. The final crew 
filled holes west of 82nd. All in, they filled 1,800 holes.

WW decided to get in on the action. We fielded our own Hole 
Patrol, asking Portlanders to send pictures of whopper abscesses 
in their neighborhoods and on their commutes. We got about 75 
entries, culled those to a bracket of eight, and picked a winner. 
Contest note: We didn’t allow holes on the dirt roads that plague 
parts of Portland. See the accompanying story for why gravel 
persists in parts of the city. 

We’d like to think we helped out. We noticed that the city’s 
heroic pothole crews, which can fill 100 a day, each, often arrived 
soon after we featured a given hole. 

Our contest is over, but Mapps encourages everyone to keep 
reporting potholes to the city’s hotline: 503-823-2867. The 
Transportation Bureau vows to fill all reported holes within 
30 days. 

Thanks to everyone who took the time to patrol the holes! —Anthony Effinger, Staff Writer

QUARTERFINALS

SEMIFINALS

“The Portal to Middle Earth”

vs.

“The Raw Dog”
Our judges remain compelled by the mystery 

of this Tibbetts Street pothole of undetermined 
size—as well as by the beauty of its perfor-

mance. There’s something elegant here: a nearly 
perfectly round crater, half-filled with cof-

fee-colored rainwater, appearing in the center 
of the road, as if crafted by a watchmaker who 
wished to make it difficult to avoid. This is what 
champions are made of (corroded asphalt). It 
has that dog in it. The Raw Dog wins, 5-3.

vs.vs.

vs.vs.

“The King Rat”
Northeast 70th Avenue at Mason Street

“The Portal to Middle Earth”
200 block of Northeast San Rafael Street

Another difficult pothole vs. sinkhole matchup, but this time the sinkhole muscles out a victory for its 
kind. Judges felt there was something piquant in the image of a traffic barrier used to warn passersby—
and that metal barrier itself listing defeatedly into the earth, as shown in the photo submitted by Colin 

Keating. High comedy. The Portal wins, 6-2.

“The Nautical Hazard”
North Marine Drive near the Kelley Point Park turnoff

“The Raw Dog”
Southeast Tibbetts Street at 80th Avenue

It remains something of a mystery exactly how large the Raw Dog really was. Josie Almond Flower offered 
no objects for scale, which placed his entry at a disadvantage in the matchup. But Tibbetts Street is a 

residential street running into one of the city’s most dangerous arterials, and this stretch of Marine Drive is 
closer to Scappoose than it is to most Portlanders. Home-field advantage matters. The Raw Dog wins, 8-0.

FINAL 
“The Downtown Doozy”

vs.
“The Raw Dog”

See the winner on page 16!

CONTINUED ON PAGE 16
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WW HOLE PATROL 
CHAMPION

“The Raw Dog”
LOCATION: Southeast Tibbetts Street at 80th Avenue

SUBMITTED BY: Josie Almond Flower
HOW THEY FOUND IT: Almond Flower was cagey about how they found it, but 
the message sent along with the description captured our hearts: “I have to 
preface that this is not the biggest pothole I’ve ever seen; however, the com-
bination of these potholes will leave anyone’s mode of vehicle feel violated. If 
anyone wants to rawdog this block go ahead, but no protection will save you.” 
(In popular culture, rawdog means to have sex without a condom. This whole 
block, just off Southeast 82nd Avenue is a hazard, Almond Flower is saying, 

and their submission is the marquee hole.)
CURRENT STATUS: Repaired, with a neat square of pavement. But its gravesite 
demonstrates that this was a worthy victor: Its diameter was easily 2 feet, 
and it sits amid a patchwork of pothill filling that makes Tibbetts and sur-

rounding roads look like a gray quilt. RIP, Raw Dog.

“The Downtown Doozy”

vs.
“The Raw Dog”

Is it possible that politics played a role in the championship match? That our judges 
weighed the optics of choosing another downtown obstacle against the decades of neglect 
at the edges of the city? Could such a pure sport as pothole selection be tainted by special 

interests and naked pandering? Eh, who gives a rat’s ass. The Raw Dog wins, 7-1.

FINAL
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