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Now that city Commissioner Sam Adams’ $464 million street fee proposal appears to be headed for the November ballot, it joins a crowd of other potential initiatives that will compete for voters’ tax dollars.

Local pollster Tim Hibbitts, of Davis, Hibbitts & Midghall, said that, especially in tough economic times like the country appears to be facing, voters sometimes suffer from “ballot fatigue” when faced with a swarm of tax increases — fatigue that might come into play this fall.

“The city is pretty liberal, but when times get tight even liberal voters look at their pocketbooks and say, ‘How much can I afford?’ ” he said. “They might say, ‘Gosh, this one I can vote for, but I just can’t see three or four tax increases.’ ”

So far, the measures appear to be a Portland Public Schools facilities levy that would cost at least $900 million, a Multnomah County public safety levy that could cost $25 million to $30 million year, and a five-year renewal of the Portland Children’s Investment Fund that would cost $14 million per year.

City Commissioner Dan Saltzman said he will ask the full City Council on Feb. 20 to refer the children’s levy to the November ballot. The fund, which serves 16,000 of the city’s neediest children each year, is close to people’s hearts and has no apparent opposition, Saltzman said, but “the biggest challenge is, What else is going to be on the ballot and what’s the state of the economy?”

Voter turnout in November won’t be an issue. Hibbitts said he expects a huge turnout, possibly higher than 80 percent — not because of any of the local issues, but because of the presidential election.

Competition from other initiatives was one of Mayor Tom Potter’s concerns this week when he asked his fellow council members to refer Adams’ street fee to the May ballot.

Potter did so, he said, because he felt the street fee discussion had become a “debate about personalities and process.” It had nothing to do with him being sympathetic to the special interests that oppose the street fee, Potter said.

Some City Hall insiders, however, note that Potter does not get along well with Adams, and that his wife has endorsed Adams’ main rival in the May election for mayor, businessman Sho Dozono — suggesting Potter wanted to see the fee on the same ballot with Adams.

Either way, after a political back and forth that spanned the past few weeks, the council sent the fee package back to Adams, who said he now plans to ask the council Feb. 27 to place it on the November ballot.

“I intend to campaign vigorously in support of this and make sure it passes in November,” Adams said, adding that he supports the other potential measures that may appear on the November ballot.

The council vote to send the fee plan back to Adams came after the Oregon Petroleum Association and several other groups launched a petition drive to refer it to the May ballot. Association lobbyist Danelle Romain said her clients are likely to oppose it in the fall. “We still question the tax, whether it’s arbitrarily taxing one business over another,” she said.

Before Wednesday’s council vote, Adams labeled the association as “big oil,” a label Romain denies, saying its members primarily are small gas station owners.

Hibbitts said that with so many hefty measures hurtling toward the November ballot, each measure’s success largely will depend on the quality of their campaigns.

“If people put a tax issue on and think it’ll pass because it’s a nice, liberal city, that might be a misassumption,” he said. “All of the campaigns that want to pass these tax increases are going to have to drive a hard campaign. I think they’ll be fighting for the same pool of money. There’s only so much to be collected. … They may use very nuanced language to make sure their measure appears as the most important tax increase.”

