
Dear Council, 
 
The Portland Street Response team would like to address you directly. 
  
We want you to know that when you say "methodical", what we actually hear is 
that you want the status quo. We hear that you want to do things as they've 
always been done and that you don't want systemic change. We also hear you 
saying that you don't trust that we are helping build out this program in a 
strategic way on our own and that we need your guidance. And equally 
disheartening, we hear that you don’t value the work done in our female-
dominated field. 
  
As you must already know, social work and other human services work is primarily 
comprised of women. Most of us in this field are vastly underpaid for the difficult 
and emotionally-draining work we do. We often start out working for non-profit 
organizations because we care about other people, and especially the most 
vulnerable in our society, and are not driven by money or status. But often when 
the reality sets in that non-profit pay is not a livable wage, many of us must 
abandon that community-based work and move on to find higher paying jobs in 
order to survive. When we were all hired for Portland Street Response it was, for 
most of us, the first time we have felt valued and respected as vital workers to 
our community because we were finally offered a wage that felt adequate and 
livable. For one member of our team, this position meant being lifted out of 
poverty and making a living wage for the first time in her life, despite her more 
than 20 years of experience in social services. She grew up in extreme poverty, so 
financial stability has never been something she has known. This position has 
allowed her to become financially independent after a recent divorce. It has 
allowed her to keep making her house payments on her own and she no longer 
feels pressured to leave the work she loves (serving those in need) because of low 
wages. 
 
For another member of our team, it has meant not having to have multiple jobs at 
once to survive. And all of us feel so proud and excited to be part of this team. It 
feels like we have a chance to help change the broken systems that exist and build 
something better.  
  
But already, within only a few months of launching, there is already talk of 
slowing down the city-wide roll out of our program. We can't help but think that 



there is more at play here than just being more "methodical". What we hear you 
really saying is you want to stall the rollout and have more flexibility later on in 
potentially outsourcing our jobs to a non-profit that would most pay us 
significantly less. We hear you saying that the less the City commits to 
institutionalizing Portland Street Response within the Fire bureau now, the less 
backtracking you'll have to do later on if you decide to outsource us. We also hear 
you saying that you don’t prioritize crisis response to those most in need.  
  
There have already been suggestions by the Mayor and others in the City 
government that outsourcing our jobs with Portland Street Response to a non-
profit is the best route in making the program a success. The rationale we have 
heard is that because non-profit mental health agencies are already experts and 
adept in this type of work, it would be most effective and efficient to use this 
already-existing system. But the underlying message we hear is that outsourcing 
our positions would be significantly cheaper because at the end of the day a non-
profit would pay us significantly less. 
 
The police and fire bureaus are institutions within our City government. Most 
would agree we should pay them well for the challenging and risky work they do. 
But these are male-dominated professions. Your lack of commitment to building 
out our program as previously planned shows us that you do not want to similarly 
institutionalize PSR’s program within the Fire Bureau. And by not fully funding and 
committing to the rapid city-wide rollout previously agreed to, we are hearing you 
say that female-dominated professions like crisis and social work are not as 
valuable to the community as firefighters and police. 
  
It tells us you are not committed to the systemic level change that our community 
is demanding. Last summer after the murder of George Floyd, there was both a 
national and local outcry for change. Portland has the potential to be a leader in 
changing our systems. We can be innovative and build on the CAHOOTS model. 
We can make it even better by saying we value this service so much that it must 
remain within the Fire bureau and we must pay people adequately. If we resort to 
doing things as they’ve always been done, we are part of the problem. 
  
But if you want to continue with the system that is already in place and ultimately 
build PSR out as previous crisis teams have done before us, you will end up with 
the same high staff turnover rates and we will not attract the most qualified and 
experienced people to begin with. The trend in community-based mental health 



agencies and crisis services is that workers may begin their careers there because 
they want to gain experience and are willing to accept the low-wage positions. 
They often stay a couple of years but then move on to find jobs that pay livable 
wages. CAHOOTS itself has talked about its own funding problems and inability to 
retain staff for these reasons. Following in those footsteps is not a way build a 
sustainable, innovative and effective program. 
  
Beyond the questions of gender and pay equity, an equally important factor to 
consider in your vote today is that we are providing our services to the most 
marginalized and vulnerable in our community. Think about a moment in your life 
when you were in crisis. That place where you felt the lowest in your life. You may 
you have felt alone or overwhelmed. Maybe you’ve struggled with depression or 
anxiety and it has taken over your world at some point. Maybe you have sunken 
into substance use and it has felt impossible to overcome. 
  
Now imagine that you were in that situation but also alone on a street corner In 
Portland with no roof over your head and no support system in place. Your 
struggles are visible to the whole world to see. This is the type of situation that 
we on Portland Street Response team are responding to. And we are the more 
appropriate response than police, medical or fire. Having PSR as a fourth option 
built into our emergency responder system is the way Portland can make 
systemic change and lead other communities to do the same.  
  
The current team collectively has decades of experience in mental health, crisis 
and social services, and working with the most vulnerable. They have the skills to 
compassionately approach people, talk to them gently and let them feel heard, 
maybe for the first time. They have the knowledge, skills, and access to resources 
to help people overcome their current crises. It may not always be an immediate 
fix and building trust with the community will take time. But it is the alternative 
response that has never been offered through our emergency response system. 
And it is what the community is overwhelmingly asking for. 
  
But our fear is that PSR is moving back towards the status quo and is at risk of 
having the same old problems we’ve always had in social services: high turnover, 
lack of funding, and inadequate care for those most in need.  
  



We, as a city, talk about being more equitable and progressive than many other 
cities. Part of the response to the George Floyd murder was the Council’s solid 
support and approval of designated funding for the Portland Street Response 
program. It gave people hope that Portland was truly committed to change and 
working to create a more equitable system where people in crisis could get the 
most appropriate support. But as members of PSR, it has been emotionally taxing 
and discouraging to hear that the support may be waning.     
 
Not funding this program to expand city-wide on the timeline already established 
is a disservice to City of Portland residents and more importantly to the 
community that our team serves. This is what people in the community want and 
we should prioritize that.  It is our hope that you will listen to us and to 
community members and fund the full city-wide expansion with the existing 
timeline. 
 
Thank you for listening. 
 
Heather, Haika, Britt, and Tremaine 
 


