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The War on Poverty in Portland, Oregon: 1964-1969 
 
Albina was the hub of the African American community in Portland, and faced 

many economic and social issues; specifically, shortage of jobs, housing discrimination, 

inadequate public education, crime, and other effects of poverty. Most people in this area 

lived in substandard housing, suffered in over-crowded conditions, and experienced high 

rates of crime. In 1964, the Urban League of Portland began discussing Anti-Poverty 

programs that would target families who had the most need. They saw that instated 

policies were not largely benefiting their people directly, and so were determined to make 

a bigger change for the community. They aimed to improve housing, prevent children 

from dropping out of school, and create more access to jobs. They planned on 

coordinating with agencies that already worked with anti-poverty programs in order to 

get things moving. Getting grant money was a struggle for the Urban League, with 

communities like Albina being largely overlooked. The UGN, and organization that 

allocated funds to needy communities, neglected to distribute a proportionate amount of 

funds to the Albina area. Of the 98 programs to receive funds, only 5 were in Albina. 

Some accused the organization of prioritizing the interests of the middle class white 

community, and purposefully avoiding low-income black communities, as the allocation 

was blatantly disproportionate to their population size and need. In 1965, the Urban 

League requested $80,000 to go towards anti-poverty efforts.  

Job availability was a major struggle during this time, with African Americans 

being largely unemployed. Congress criticized the Office of Equal Opportunity for its 

lack of commitment to serving low-income citizens of the Portland area, as the efforts put 

forward seemed to be resulting in little long lasting benefit. The local government seemed 
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overtly apathetic about anti-poverty efforts during this time. In 1969, the Urban League 

was part of an attempt to overhaul the anti-poverty programs that were in place, because 

they were so obviously unsuccessful, with poverty rates and consequent social problems 

still hovering at unacceptably high levels: around 60% of the black population living 

below the poverty line. Activists lobbied for more support federally from the Nixon 

administration, as the federal government had shown insufficient initiative towards 

combating poverty at this time. Policies had been enacted, but they seemed to only have a 

superficial effect on communities without long-lasting solutions. 

 Poverty had always been an issue that burdened African Americans, but 

government policy was directly unfair for the black community. Not only did African 

Americans have a difficult time gaining employment, but they were also less likely to 

receive unemployment benefits if they lost their job. African American women were 

specifically disadvantaged, as domestic work was usually excluded from any benefits 

offered by employers or the government, leaving many in conditions below poverty level. 

With increased poverty, there was a predictable increase in crime. Availability of work 

was the crux of major adversities faced by African Americans during this time, and 

creating a solution to this was an incredibly daunting task. Some programs that addressed 

superficial issues related to employment and poverty had been attempted, but they either 

lacked the funding or interest to keep participation up. 

A more effective initiative that came about, starting in Philadelphia, was a grass-

roots approach to job and skills training. A local reverend set out to change the mentality 

from “Burn, baby, burn” to “Build, baby, build” by instilling valuable job sills into low-

income African Americans living in slums. This approach was largely effective and 
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seemed to be a huge uplift for the community, and ultimately spread to more 

communities across the country. The attitude of this program was one of dignity, self- 

sufficiency, and freedom from the need to rely on others for subsistence. Welfare was 

also an issue during this time. While many struggled to find work and were outright 

discriminated in the job market, it was also difficult for many families to qualify for aid. 

The need for welfare benefits to survive even drove families to separate so that they 

could receive enough funds to live on, because a family may not be able to receive 

assistance if the father was present in the home, as he would be considered able enough 

to bring income into the home (Ture & Hamilton, 1992). This cycle of unemployment 

and dependency of government aid created a vicious cycle of poverty for the African 

American community that has endured for centuries.  

By 1965, the Urban League of Portland was well into their progression of an anti-

poverty program in Portland. During a meeting at the Urban League of Portland, it was 

reported, “the United Good Neighbors and all its member agencies must sign pledges of 

non-discrimination in order to satisfy a requirement for the Federal Government…” This 

was great progress for the Urban League against the War on Poverty because the 

government stepped in and required every employer to sign a document saying they 

cannot discriminate in the hiring process. Although, it might not stop the employer from 

still discriminating, it just makes it easier than before for African Americans to be 

employed. It also helped that the government would not fund private companies 

employees if they did not sign the document. All in all, this was great progress for the 

African American community in Portland.   
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In 1966, African American poverty in Portland was at its height. The population 

of blacks living in poverty in Portland was around 60% and was only increasing as time 

went on because of how much neglect the black community got in Portland. The crime 

rates were connected with the amount of poverty going on. Most of the crime comes from 

youth who could not receive a job because businesses in Portland would refuse to hire 

any person of color. In Portland, the unemployment rate for African Americans was 

about three times the percentage than their white counterparts. More than half of black 

families needed Aid for their family because they were unemployed and couldn’t afford 

food for their families. One out of four black adults were without a job. Ultimately, it was 

negligent of the federal and local governments to allow a whole ethnic group to live in 

poverty for so long, and many families suffered because of it. The Urban League is still 

actively fighting for equal opportunity for African Americans.    

The amount of poverty infecting the black community within Portland was off the 

charts in the 1900s and saw a spike from 1964 to 1969 because of the Civil Rights 

Movement. Albina was the worst part of Portland when it came to poverty because that 

was where the colored people were forced to live. Businesses refusing to hire any person 

of color were the root of the poverty because by not hiring blacks, it forced them to roam 

the streets with nothing better to do other than commit crimes throughout town. Although 

there were efforts to improve the poverty in Portland, ultimately those efforts weren’t 

enough to make up for years of neglect.  
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