
Toward Confrontation or Compromise?

Recommendations from the Occupy Portland Survey

November 10, 2011

In recent days, a survey of 545 people has been conducted of the Occupy Portland camp and
movement.  The survey results have relevance to city-wide discussions of what should be done
about the camp.  We offer the following report in an effort to increase the possibilities that
peaceful solutions can be achieved.  Information about the people who worked on this survey,
and the methodology used, are provided at the end of the report.   

Introduction

On November 10, 2011, Portland Mayor Sam Adams and Police Chief Mike Reese announced
that the Occupy Portland camp would be evicted from Lownsdale and Chapman parks on
Sunday, November 13.  They cited evidence of a rise in crime in the area, unsafe conditions in
the camp, and other concerns to justify their decision.

In recent days, a rising chorus of criticisms has been directed at the Occupy Portland
camp from media commentators, business representatives, and others.  At the same time, a
process of internal self-reflection has been going on among residents of the camp, and among
members of the broader Occupy Portland movement, about positive achievements and challenges
that face the camp.  As part of this internal self-reflection, a survey was conducted to gather
views of camp residents and movement participants.  A total of 545 people completed the survey. 
The survey results have just now been compiled, in the midst of what appears to be an impending
confrontation between authorities and Occupy Portland supporters.  

We provide the following survey results, in the hope that public officials, members of the
business community, and residents of Portland come to a clearer understanding of what is going
on inside the Occupy Portland camp.  We believe that there are paths toward compromise that
would benefit the city, the Occupy Portland movement, and many vulnerable people who have
taken refuge in the camp.  We also suggest that aggressive police action at this juncture could
generate a confrontation that will have unpredictable financial, humanitarian, and political
consequences.

Positive Achievements of the Occupy Portland Camp

The survey project that we are reporting on was initiated by members of the Occupy Portland
movement, who have been on the front-lines dealing with successes and challenges in the camp. 
Most of our survey questions were created to identify aspects of the camp that could be
improved.  At the same time, we believe it is important to highlight some of the very positive
things that have been accomplished in the Occupy Portland camp.  

 During this past month, free food, basic medical attention, educational events, and other
services have been provided by volunteers residing in the Occupy Portland camp, and by
supporters from around the city.  Given this broad level of community support, the Occupy
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Portland camp has come to serve as an important safe haven for a number of vulnerable citizens
who are struggling with problems of homelessness or addiction.  The Occupy Portland camp has
also served as a networking hub for activists.  Meanwhile, residents from around Portland have
regularly walked through the camp, taking pictures and talking to people.  The Occupy Portland
camp has therefore also served the important function of making otherwise hidden or ignored
social problems more visible to the residents of our city.

One of the key concerns that has been raised has to do with how safe or unsafe the camp
is.  Although city officials and local media have emphasized the potential dangers that exist in
the camp, a large proportion of those we surveyed say that the Occupy Portland camp feels like a
safe place to visit.  Our survey asked respondents to say yes or no to the statement below, and the
results are provided under the statement (one column is from everyone who completed the
survey, and the other is specifically from people who have spent one or more nights in the camp):

Overall, it feels safe to visit the Occupy Portland camp. 
All respondents People who have camped one or more nights

     Yes   322 people  (76%) Yes   89 people   (81%)
     No     103 people  (24%) No     21 people   (19%)

The percentage of people saying that it feels safe to visit the camp is quite high, and this should
not be ignored by city residents, public officials, or members of the media.

We also asked survey respondents to list the three most important, positive things that
have been created by the Occupy Portland camp and movement.  By far, the most common
responses to this question were that the camp has brought a wide variety of people together,
allowed for sustained interactions between these people, and allowed for a sense of community
and solidarity to emerge.  

Many respondents also report that the camp and the wider movement have brought public
attention to issues like economic injustice, poverty, and homelessness.  A large number of people
responding to the survey said something like “These problems are usually swept under the table,
but now they are visible and have to be dealt with.”

Finally, a number of respondents who report that they are homeless said that they feel
safer in the camp than they would if they were sleeping in other parts of Portland.  Some
commentators have criticized the presence of people struggling with problems of homeless or
addiction in the camp.  But it should be recognized that the Occupy Portland camp is now
serving as something of a safe haven for some of the most vulnerable residents of our city.  A
large-scale eviction will likely push these vulnerable people into more difficult situations.

Views about Specific Camp Conditions

Although the Occupy Portland camp has certainly achieved positive outcomes, it has also been
facing internal challenges.  The most pressing concerns have to do with sanitation and health. 
69% of survey respondents say that they are worried about sanitation problems at the camp, and
61% worry that colds and other infectious conditions are being spread in the camp.  Camp
residents have organized regular cleaning crews, and a volunteer-staffed medical tent in the camp
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has helped address basic health issues.  But, as virtually everyone in the camp knows, more
comprehensive solutions to sanitation and health problems are needed.

Another concern that has received attention is the possibility that arguments or fights in
the camp might be causing significant problems.  Our survey asked respondents to say yes or no
to the following statement, and generated the results shown:

Arguments or fights between people in the camp make me feel unsafe.  
All respondents People who have camped one or more nights

     Yes   228 people  (60%) Yes   54 people   (51%)
     No    151 people   (40%) No     52 people   (49%)

Note that people who have slept in the camp, and have the most experience in that environment,
are evenly-split between yes or no.  While shouting does occur in the camp, and a small number
of fights have broken out, our survey results suggest that this kind of behavior is not a dominant
feature of life in the camp. Indeed, volunteer-staffed Peace and Safety teams in the camp often do
a very good job of helping to de-escalate interactions or ushering combative individuals out of
the camp. 

More serious is the concern that sexual harassment or sexual assaults might occur in the
camp.  Indeed, recent rumors and media reports have suggested that sexual predators or sex
traffickers have moved into the camp, and are threatening campers in a variety of ways.  Our
survey asked respondents to say yes or no to the following statement, and generated the results
shown:

I worry that sexual harassment or sexual assaults might occur in the camp.
All respondents People who have camped one or more nights

     Yes   233 people  (61%) Yes   58 people   (54%)
     No    150 people   (39%) No     49 people   (46%)

We should also note that if we look at how our female respondents (both campers and non-
campers) answered this question, we find that 65% of women say ‘yes’ to this question.  Clearly,
there is an important level of concern about this kind of danger and steps need to be taken to
address these threats immediately. 

The use of alcohol and drugs in the camp has become a source of debate within the
encampment, and across the city.  Our survey results suggest that most respondents agree that
people should be discouraged from using alcohol and drugs in the camp.  For instance, our
survey asked respondents to say yes or no to the following items, and generated the results
shown:

The use of alcohol at the camp bothers me.
All respondents People who have camped one or more nights

     Yes   284 people  (70%) Yes   59 people   (55%)
     No    123 people  (30%) No     49 people   (45%)
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Should people be encouraged to keep alcohol out of the Occupy Portland camp?
All respondents People who have camped one or more nights

     Yes   428 people  (88%) Yes   80 people   (73%)
     No      59 people   (12%) No     29 people   (27%)

As shown, a very strong majority of survey respondents say that they are bothered by the use of
alcohol in camp, and they believe that people should be encouraged to keep alcohol out. 

We asked two similar questions about the use of drugs in the camp. 

The use of drugs at the camp bothers me.
All respondents People who have camped one or more nights

     Yes   326 people  (79%) Yes   74 people   (69%)
     No      86 people   (21%) No     33 people   (31%)

Should people be encouraged to keep drugs out of the Occupy Portland camp?
All respondents People who have camped one or more nights

     Yes   444 people  (92%) Yes   93 people   (85%)
     No      40 people   ( 8%) No     16 people   (15%)

The vast majority of our respondents again said that they want to discourage people from using
drugs in the camp. 

The final aspect of camp conditions that we want to report on has to do with whether or
not respondents would agree to the implementation of a code of conduct.  Here are the results:

Should a code of conduct be more strictly enforced in the Occupy Portland camp?
All respondents People who have camped one or more nights

     Yes   373 people  (83%) Yes   75 people   (71%)
     No      79 people   (17%) No     31 people   (29%)

As shown by the responses, there is quite strong agreement that some code of conduct should be
adopted in the camp. 

Overall, our survey results suggest that some real concerns exist within the camp.  Of
course, many of these problems are a reflection of long-standing social inequalities and
vulnerabilities, and were not created by the camp itself.  Nevertheless, there is a willingness by
most residents of the camp to strengthen community standards, so that the safety of residents and
visitors is protected.  

What the camp has offered, overall, is a unique environment in which vulnerable people
and concerned citizens have been able to work together to create a higher level of safety and
solidarity than exists on regular Portland streets.  It seems surprising that this innovative social
environment would be abruptly shut down by police action, with no clear alternative provided to
the vulnerable people who have taken shelter in the Occupy Portland camp.
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Conclusion

The announcement by the Mayor and Chief of Police that the Occupy Portland camp will be
closed in a matter of days leaves a number of important questions unanswered.  Is the city
intending to push vulnerable people out of the relatively safe space that has been created by
concerned citizens?  Where does the city expect those vulnerable people to go?  Will the
problems of poverty, homelessness, and addiction that have coalesced in the Occupy Portland
camp be addressed, or is the intention simply to push those problems back onto the margins of
society?

City officials seem poised to take a path of confrontation with the Occupy Portland
movement.  On the other hand, our survey suggests that there are paths toward compromise and
dialogue that could instead be taken.  The majority of the members of the Occupy Portland camp
and movement are interested in designing a new code of conduct that reduces safety and health
threats.  A majority also want longer-term solutions to be devised for the camp.  Whether this
means a voluntary transition to another space, or a shift away from having a camp, is still an open
question.  But discussions could be held that might lead to reasonable compromises, and avert
aggressive or violent confrontations. 

We stand at an important moment.  Occupy Portland supporters are showing a
willingness to strengthen their internal community standards, and work to devise longer-term
strategies.  At the same time, public officials have announced that an eviction will occur, without
providing any contingency plans for what will happen to vulnerable people in the camp.  To us,
this seems like a moment for public officials, members of the Occupy Portland movement, and
other concerned citizens to enter into dialogue, rather than start down the road of confrontation.

The Survey Methodology

This survey was created and administered by the Transitions and Sustainability Working Group
of the Occupy Portland movement.  Melora Golden, Rowan Kimsey, Clara Taylor, Deborah
Rodney, Gina Ronning, and Aimee Samara took on central roles in this survey project.  Bruce
Podobnik, a sociologist at Lewis & Clark College with experience conducting community
surveys, was asked to help administer the survey and analyze the results. 

Two strategies were used to distribute the survey.  An online version was created, and
respondents were able to respond via computer between November 1 and November 4, 2011. 
Meanwhile, volunteers took paper copies of the survey to the Occupy Portland camp and
conducted face-to-face interviews with people in the camp between November 3 and November
6.  As a result of these efforts, a total of 545 people filled out the survey.  These people have had
a relatively high level of engagement with the movement.  60% of the respondents say they have
marched in one or more Occupy Portland marches; 49% have attended one or more meetings in
the Occupy Portland camp; 49% have donated food, money, or supplies to the camp; and 48%
say they have done work of some kind in the camp.  121 of the respondents report that they have
spent one or more nights in the camp. 

More specific questions about the survey can be directed to:
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Bruce Podobnik, PhD
Department of Sociology
Lewis and Clark College

podobnik@lclark.edu
503-459-7322
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