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In considering changes to Portland’s charter, it is natural to look at the charters of other cities to see how they address common governance issues:  what 
powers do their mayors have relative to their city managers and councils; how do they approve their school budgets; how much do they pay their elected 
officials; etc. The problem, of course, is that the U.S. has roughly 19,500 incorporated cities and towns, and every one of them has distinguishing characteristics. 
The question, then, becomes how to identify a reasonable number of cities the Charter Commission may wish to study that are comparable to Portland in terms 
of population, importance to their surrounding regions, and general demographic characteristics. The Charter Commission Research Committee of the LWVPA 
has carefully considered this question and identified nine U.S. cities we think are most comparable to Portland. This note describes the process we used to 
identify these cities and presents a summary table of key demographic characteristics. 

We did not look for comparable cities among those with populations substantially larger or smaller than Portland’s. This is because the level of resources that 
local governments can bring to bear on the challenges they face is directly related to their size. Accordingly, we looked for cities between 45,000-90,000 in 
population. We chose this range because Portland’s 2020 population (68,408) is in the middle of that range – i.e., these cities are no more than 33% smaller or 
33% larger than Portland. There are just under 500 US cities in this range.  

Cities selected had to be in states with total population and population density roughly similar to Maine, which ranks 43rd in population among the 50 states and 
38th in population density (43 people/square mile). This limited us to states that have a total population below two million people and are in the bottom half of 
all states when ranked by density (i.e., fewer than 100 people/square mile). This also meant that states considered had three or fewer congressional districts. 
Ten states in addition to Maine met these criteria:  Alaska, Idaho, Montana, Nebraska, New Mexico, North Dakota, South Dakota, Vermont, West Virginia, and 
Wyoming.  

Cities selected from these states had to be among the four largest cities in their state, be geographically distanced from any larger city (both in their own state or 
in a bordering state), and be the largest city, the economic hub, and the service center for their own surrounding urban/metropolitan region (as defined by the 
US Census Bureau1). 

For each city that met the above criteria, we looked at several additional demographic characteristics: median household income, per capita income, percent of 
the population which is non-white, and the percent of the population which is living below the poverty line. Although some variation must be expected, we 
wanted most of each city’s figures to be reasonably similar to Portland’s figures. The following table has population and demographic data for Portland and the 
nine U.S. cities that met our criteria. We used data sources reflecting city-level 2020 census results when available, otherwise we looked for the most recently 
updated source with comparable information covering all nine cities. Specific sources are shown in notes to the table.  

 
1See https://www2.census.gov/geo/pdfs/reference/GARM/Ch13GARM.pdf for definitions of different types of urban/metropolitan areas. 



 

 

 
(1) Based on 2020 Census results reported on Census Bureau Quick Facts (QF) website. 
(2) From Wikipedia U.S. cities series accessed by typing name of each city as in link.  
(3) Calculated using 2020 Census Population divided by 2020 city land area reported in U.S. Census Gazette 
Place files (using link at right, scroll down to "Places" file). 

 

(4) From U.S. Census Bureau's 2020 Population and Housing State Data website. Using link, select "all CBSA", 
"metro stat", state  and "GO" for list & map of official MSA in the selected state. Note that Portland and So. 
Portland form a single MSA as do Burlington and So. Burlington. URL 4a provides definitions of urban/metro 
terminology. 

 

(5) Calculated as City Population/Population of MSA.     
(6) Census Bureau Quick Facts Website.  Note that many respondents in Santa Fe who indicated "white" as a 
race classification also noted Hispanic or Latino as ethnic classifications; this was less common in other cities. 

  
  

 

(7) Averages for 2015-2019, reported in 2019 dollars by the Census Bureau using annual American Communities 
Survey data; accessed through Quick Facts website. 

 

(8) American Communities Survey, Census Bureau, accessed through Quick Facts. 
 

(1) https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/US/POP060210 
(2) https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grand_Island,_Nebraska 
(3) https://www.census.gov/geographies/reference-files/time-
series/geo/gazetteer-files.2020.html 
(4) https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/2020-
population-and-housing-state-data.html 
(4a)https://www2.census.gov/geo/pdfs/reference/GARM/Ch13GARM.pdf 
(6) https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/US/POP060210 
(7) https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/US/POP060210 
(8) https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/US/POP060210 
 
* Some links do not work in PDF version; must be entered manually. 

 


