
Welcome to the first edition of  The Willamette River Insider, a bi-monthly 
joint publication by the Portland Harbor Community Advisory Group 
and the Portland Harbor Community Coalition. Our mission is to offer 
information about the clean up of the lower 11 miles of the Willamette 
River between the confluence and the Fremont Bridge and provide a 
way for the community to follow the process. We will also keep you 
posted about events, current activites, and educational information to 

address issues and concerns.
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What is the difference between the Portland 
Harbor Community Advisory Group and the 
Portland Harbor Community Coalition?

The Portland Harbor Community Advisory Group (PHCAG) 
is comprised of individuals from neighborhood associations, 
environmental, health, recreation, and business groups, and con-
cerned citizens. We work closely with the community, the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency (EPA), Oregon’s Dept. of Environ-
mental Quality (DEQ), the Lower Willamette Group (LWG), the 
City of Portland, the Port of Portland, and the Tribes affected 
by the Superfund site to provide an overall community perspec-
tive on the whole Superfund process.  The PHCAG formed in 
2001, shortly after Portland Harbor was named a priority site by 
the EPA.  PHCAG members are volunteers from the impacted 
community who have dedicated their time to gaining in depth 
knowledge of the Lower Willamette River, the pollutants in the 
river, and available options for cleaning up those pollutants to 
make the river safe for humans, fish and wildlife.

Mission:  To ensure a Portland Harbor Cleanup that restores, 
enriches, and protects the environment for fish, wildlife, human 
health, and recreation, through community participation.

The Portland Harbor Community Coalition (PHCC) is an 
alliance of Native Americans, communities of color, immi-
grants and refugees, environmental justice, and conservation 
organizations, as well as education institutions, individuals, and 
others concerned about social and environmental justice. All are 
invested in the outcome of the Willamette River’s Superfund Site 
cleanup. Environmental Justice (EJ) communities in this case 
refers to those most disproportionately at risk of negative health 
impacts from Willamette River contaminants and cleanup, and 
include those that depend on the river for food, workers, nearby 
residents, houseless peoples, and others. 

The PHCC has developed a 5-year economic development 
vision, centered on the interrelated focus areas of job training, 
food provisioning, and housing. and is working with the city to 
improve livability in Portland for underrepresented communi-
ties, particularly around increasing access to economic develop-
ment and public education opportunities related to the Portland 
Harbor.

Mission: To ensure that the cleanup process of the Willamette 
River has an equitable and just outcome for all communities, in-
cluding the environmental justice communities who are dispro-
portionately impacted by the Portland Harbor contamination.



Pollution at Portland Harbor
Portland Harbor is the 11‐mile stretch of the lower Willamette 
River from the Broadway Bridge in downtown Portland to 
Sauvie Island. People work and live along the river, and use it 
for fishing, boating and swimming. The river also has cultural 
and ceremonial significance for some communities. More than 
a century of industrial use has left areas of Portland Harbor pol-
luted with hazardous substances that were released into the river 
and on land surrounding the water. Because of the potential risk 
to people and the environment from the pollution, in 2000 the 
EPA named Portland Harbor a Superfund site.

Subscribe to the newsletter to stay updated about the superfund, learn about the most 
important issues, and join the conversation. To sign up for the electronic version, go to 

www.ourfutureriver.org or www.PortlandHarborCAG.info. Look on the right side of the 
homepage. Questions or suggestions? Contact Faduma: faduma@groundworkportland.org
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EPA’s Overview for the Portland Harbor

Why shouldn’t you eat fish that live in Portland Harbor?
People come in contact with pollution from Portland Harbor 
through eating fish that live in the Harbor. Fish like bass, carp 
and catfish carry high levels of certain toxic chemicals. Young 
children, nursing infants and babies in the womb are the most 
sensitive to the effects of these chemicals. 

For fish advisory information, call (877) 290‐6767 or visit 
www.healthoregon.org/fishadv

Next Steps
EPA expects to complete a proposed plan for cleaning up the 
polluted sediment of Portland Harbor in 2016. The public is en-
couraged to read and comment on the plan when it is released. 
You can find more information about EPA’s work at Portland 
Harbor, and sign up for email notifications about opportunities 
to be involved on our web site.

Learn more and sign up for email updates on EPA’s Portland Har-
bor Web page at www.epa.gov/region10/portlandharbor or call 
Alanna Conley at 503‐326‐6831

History of the Portland Harbor
Over the years, some areas of the river have been dredged to 
make the river bottom deeper. In other areas the river has been 
filled to create land. More than a century of industrial use, 
including ship repair and maintenance, pesticide manufactur-
ing, wood treating, bulk petroleum storage, manufactured gas, 
secondary lead smelters, and others, have left areas of Portland 
Harbor polluted with hazardous substances that were released 
into the river and on land surrounding the water.
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Subscribe to the newsletter to stay updated about the superfund, learn about the most 
important issues, and join the conversation. To sign up for the electronic version, go to 

www.ourfutureriver.org or www.PortlandHarborCAG.info. Look on the right side of the 
homepage. Questions or suggestions? Contact Faduma: faduma@groundworkportland.org

Remedial Design 
phase a more 
detailed plan 
that will be 

followed by a 
minimum of 

30 days of 
formal public 

comment*

Late
2016 or 2017

Spring
2016

EPA presents
a draft 

Proposed Plan

Followed by
30-60 days of 
formal public 

comment*

Overview of the Portland Harbor 
Superfund and EPA Timeline

The site includes the Willamette River in Portland, Oregon, from 
downtown Portland to near the Columbia River. Numerous 
industries, including an oil gasification plant, ship repair facili-
ties, bulk oil storage and transfer facilities, agricultural chemical 
manufacturing, rail car construction, wood treating facilities, 
and port facilities operated or continue to operate, along the 
shore of the river. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency

placed the site on the National Priorities List in 2000 (Damage 
Assessment, Remediation, and Restoration Program NW Re-
gion, http://www.darrp.noaa.gov/northwest/portharbor).

We are nearing the end of a 15-year process. A draft remedial in-
vestigation report and draft feasibility study have been complet-
ed. Once finalized, EPA, with input from its state, Federal, and 
tribal partners, will rely on these reports to determine appropri-
ate cleanup levels and actions to address risks to human health 
and the environment. EPA officials presented the timeline below 
at a meeting with the PHCAG in May.

Spring & 
Summer 2015

EPA revised 
Remedial 

Investigation 
is due

Nov. 18, 19
2015

EPA’s internal 
Nat’l Remedy 
Review Board 

meets in Portland 
to review the 
Conceptual 

Remedy

Live testimony 
from tribes and 

EPA only

June - Aug.
2015

EPA revised 
Feasibility Study 

rolled out

Ch.2 in June;
Chs. 3,4 in Aug;
to PHCAG only

Sept. 8
2015

EPA’s 
Conceptual 

Remedy 
comes out.

Written 
comments from 
PHCAG only,
must be back

to the EPA 
within 30 days.

Late
2016

Final 
Proposed Plan 
becomes the 

Record of 
Decision

* The only 2 avenues for public feedback according to the EPA reps



4

River Remembrances by a PHCAG Member
by Bill Egan

I first fished the Willamette when I was three in 1950. My dad 
and I would go to Willamette Cove and fish with bread as bait. 
Later my step dad got me my own tackle and rod. Unfortunately, 
we’ve now learned that lead contaminates Willamette Cove.

When I was 12 to 15 years old, we hunted pheasant and rabbits 
with bow and arrow just off Willamette Blvd. near the old dump 
site above Swan Island. We saw raccoons, river otter, beaver, 
mink, and occasionally deer that swam over from the other 
side. My friends and I enjoyed spending our summers on Swan 
Island. At that time, the lagoon stretched back to Going Ave. 
and there were always lots of fish around in spite of the garbage 
and sewage likely dumped there. I learned a lot about catching 
warm-water fish at that time. When nothing else bit we made 
dough balls from Bisquick and fished for carp. I brought home 
most of the fish I caught.

Later, I fished for trout and steelhead and after serving in Viet-
nam in the late 70s I finally got back to fishing for warm water 
fish. The Willamette River had changed in the ten years that I 
was away. There were no longer huge numbers of log rafts which 
sheltered warm water fish. Over the years dredging, tug and boat 
traffic have changed the lower Willamette River. The bank access 
for fishing has slowly disappeared and many good spots have 
become filled with silt. I have also observed ships dumping oily 
bilge water, illegal dredging, and dumping by industry and the 
public. These practices continue today. Unfortunately, it is not 
always easy to know who to report it to.

On the west side of the river, from just south of the railroad 

bridge to the GASCO site you can still see blacktail deer, bald 
eagles, osprey, red tail hawks, cormorants, blue heron and other 
birds all around. I’ve seen both pond turtles and red slider 
turtles and one day we even had a very tired baby river otter try 
to climb in the boat with us. At night you can see beaver, river 
otter, mink and ermine in the slips and Swan Island Lagoon. 

Over the years the size of the fish has gotten smaller, there are 
fewer of them and more areas where we can no longer catch 
anything at all. At the Arkema site, for instance, there is a salt 
water discharge that has driven away most fish. When I was 
asked to catch fish for contaminant testing by EPA a few years 
ago, some nearby businesses demanded that I leave certain 
areas, I was threatened and had industry owners put barriers in 
my way in order to limit my access to fish.

I don’t get out as much as I used to, but the last 45 years spent 
fishing on the river both night and day have taught me much 
about the lower Willamette River. My experience has only 
strengthened my belief that the river belongs to all of us and is a 
resource that we need to protect.

Community Stories

Bill Egan has a depth of knowledge about the lower Willamette its wildlife 
and contamination due to 45 years of fishing and observing the river. He 
has a strong understanding of current conditions affecting the health of 
the river and that has made him an invaluable member of the Portland 
Harbor Community Advisory Group.

Manuela’s story the whole family to the river for a fun day of fishing, but we 
didn’t catch anything and my children were very disappointed. 

Then I came here to the Portland Harbor Community Coali-
tion meeting with Lideres Verde and here I found out the river 
is not clean and eating the fish can be dangerous especially for 
children. This was a big shock to me. We didn’t know anything 
about this and I am so glad we did not catch anything that day.

We didn’t hear anything about this before and I wonder about 
the people we see fishing on the river. I am concerned that there 
are many who don’t know how polluted the river is and don’t 
know the fish are not safe to eat.

Manuela is a member of Lideres Verde 
within the Hispanic community. She also 
frequently attends meetings of the Portland 
Harbor Community Coalition.

I was looking for something fun for 
my family to do—my husband, my 
boys and little girl. We saw people 
fishing in the Willamette River so we 
thought it would be fun to take the 
kids to go fishing there too. We took
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If you want to get involved, contact Ibrahim at 503-839-9992 or 
Brad at gibsonbc@gmail.com. You can also contact the Portland 
Harbor Community Coalition at www.ourfutureriver.org or look 
up the Anti-Displacement Pdx Facebook page.

PHCC and R2S are also part of a larger coalition of two dozen 
organizations that are advocating for permanently affordable 
housing in Portland. It is important to establish more afford-
able housing for those with low- and no-income so they can 
live inside permanently. Temporary housing and shelters only 
superficially address the issue. We have submitted eleven An-
ti-displacement Recommendations to the Bureau of Planning 
and Sustainability to include in the Comprehensive Plan, which 
is under review. These recommendations address treatment of 
the houseless community as well as the concern that thousands 
of Portlanders have expressed about gentrification and displace-
ment. Our hope is that these recommendations can help prevent 
many people from becoming houseless in the first place.

Making Everybody More Aware: 
Willamette River Contamination, Cleanup, 
and the Houseless Community

by Loretta Pascoe, Roy Pascoe, and Erin Goodling

Even though thousands of people swim in the Willamette River 
each summer as part of the Big Float, the river is not as clean as 
you might think. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
has declared an 11-mile stretch, from the Broadway Bridge to 
Sauvie Island, so contaminated with industrial pollution it will 
take up to 30 years and $1.8 billion to clean up. The contami-
nation in this area comes from heavy metals, pesticides, other 
substances that are not only in the water of the river, but are also 
trapped in the soil and sediment.

People are impacted when they eat fish from the Portland Har-
bor, especially bass, catfish, and carp. The fish accumulate toxins 
in their tissues, which then passes on to the people who eat 
them—causing cancer and other problems if consumed over the 
long term. Children, nursing and pregnant mothers, and those 
with weak immune systems are especially at risk. 

Houseless people living along the river are also particularly im-
pacted by both the contamination and cleanup of the Portland 
Harbor. People without other resources may rely on eating fish 
and drinking water out of the river to survive, exposing them to 
toxins. People seek shelter along the river because they may not 
feel safe in shelters or shelters are full. They also get harassed by 
the police, housed people, business owners, and other houseless 
people when sleeping in the community or downtown, and so 
seek safer places to rest along the river. If they build shelters 
along the river in areas with toxic soil, they can be exposed to 
lead, dioxins, and other substances that are harmful to humans 
and pets.

Toxins from the river are not a houseless person’s only con-
cern —the police, parks department, and landowners also have 
huge impact on them. For example, if a houseless person has no-
where else to go when the police remove them from a campsite, 
they are in an even worse position than before. Sometimes po-
lice and parks department officials take people’s belongings. This 
exposes them even more to the winter or summer extremes, 
increasing their risk of health problems and even death. 

We must think more compassionately for those that live along 
the river, during the planning of a river cleanup. Where are the 
houseless going to go and rest when cleanup is happening? How 
far will people continue to be pushed out of the central city, 
where jobs and services are located? 

The Portland Harbor Community Coalition (PHCC) and Right 
2 Survive (R2S) are addressing this issue using several short-
term strategies. When cleanup actions are planned, we let the

houseless community know. We communicate with the house-
less community by handing out pamphlets regarding the clean 
up and their rights when encountering police that take their 
belongings and shelter from them, leaving them at risk to the 
weather and elements. R2S leaders are also working with the 
Parks Department to make sure they know the laws for removal 
of campsites and also how to better communicate and have com-
passion while approaching those living on public land.

PHCC and R2S are working on some longer-term strategies as 
well. R2S is leading the charge to establish a “Right to Rest” in 
the Oregon state legislature (see wraphome.org for more info). 
The houseless community has a right to get rest, to keep their 
belongings, and to feel safe staying wherever they are located—
just like anyone else—instead of being harassed by others.

Subscribe to the newsletter to stay updated about the superfund, learn about the most 
important issues, and join the conversation. To sign up for the electronic version, go to 

www.ourfutureriver.org or www.PortlandHarborCAG.info. Look on the right side of the 
homepage. Questions or suggestions? Contact Faduma: faduma@groundworkportland.org



Hudson River Sloop Clearwater’s executive director 
Peter Gross and Portland Fish Company’s president Jesse 
Schwartz announced on July 23, 2015 that Clearwater is 
entering into an arrangement with a new environmental 
nonprofit organization to be called “Columbia Clearwater.” 

The new organization is being formed by a group of 
Portland, Oregon-area environmental nonprofits, including 
Groundwork Portland and its coalition, to bring the unique 
and successful approach of Hudson River Sloop Clearwater 
in New York’s Hudson River area to our waterways. The 
formal kick-off of the Columbia Clearwater will take place 
at the Willamette River Revival (see below).

July 23, 2015 

Hudson River Sloop Clearwater and 
Pacific Northwest Alliance Announce
“Columbia Clearwater”
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Subscribe to the newsletter to stay updated about the superfund, learn about the most 
important issues, and join the conversation. To sign up for the electronic version, go to 

www.ourfutureriver.org or www.PortlandHarborCAG.info. Look on the right side of the 
homepage. Questions or suggestions? Contact Faduma: faduma@groundworkportland.org

Willamette River Revival Festival

Free festival to celebrate the lower Willamette River. Enjoy a Salmon 
bake provided by The Confederated Tribes of Grand Ronde, a great 
view, an environmental fair, live music by bands Puddletown Ramblers, 
Cascade Crescendo, rapper Decora, and more. There will be an 
Occidental Brewery beer garden, science demos, and walking tours. 
There will also be opportunities to learn about the lower Willamette 
River and its clean up.

For more information, check out http://thewillametteriverrevival.org

Sunday, August 2nd, Noon-7:00pm
@ Cathedral Park, 8676 N. Crawford

After Party, 7:00pm
@ Green Anchors, located 
just north of Cathedral Park

Announcements

Upcoming Events


