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Subject: Comments on I-5 Columbia River Crossing Project Draft EIS 

I am writing to provide comments on the DEIS for the I-5 Columbia River Crossing Project. 
These comments are focused primarily on economic development related effects for the 
Portland-Vancouver metro area that do not appear to have been adequately or fully addressed by 
the DEIS. 

1) Evaluation of transportation effects should not be limited to the portion of the 
I-5 corridor from Pioneer Street to I-84 but more fully address impacts to the 
larger regional transportation system. For the metro area, the competitive issue for an 
interstate highway facility is primarily regional transportation capacity and through-put. Local 
arterial relief for the portion of the freeway in the immediate vicinity of the I-5 bridge is 
essentially a lesser consideration (especially if other more cost-effective or practicable local 
access and circulation alternatives are available).  

The DEIS indicates that the I-5 bridge crossing may relieve pm peak congestion on I-5 from I-
405 north while merely shifting the location of am peak congestion further south on the I-5 
system. Not shown are implications for the greater, metro-wide freeway and arterial system, 
especially for travel times through the region – for freight and commuters.  

At a minimum, the FEIS could better address broader regional implications by providing 
measures of regional transportation effectiveness such as: 

• Changes in travel volumes, travel times and hours of congestion on I-5 from Woodland to 
Wilsonville – as well as shorter commutes as from downtown Vancouver to downtown 
Portland. 

• Effects on travel volumes, travel times and hours of congestion on other major regional 
freeway and arterial corridors – as from Gresham to Hillsboro (on I-84 to US 26) or on 
alternative north-south arterials such as MLK, Interstate Avenue and 
Vancouver/Williams. 
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2) Rather than limit the alternatives considered to just two bridge crossings to 
access the metro area, the EIS process should more fully evaluate multiple 
bridge options. Portland’s economic history and sustained competitive advantage as one of 
America’s most livable cities can be traced to multi-bridge options for crossing the Willamette 
River – with 10 bridge crossings extending from the St. Johns to Sellwood Bridge (and eight of 
these crossings serving one of the most economically vibrant central cities in the nation).  

To suggest that the metro region can successfully follow a different path to regional economic 
development for crossing the Columbia River in the decades ahead deserves, at a minimum, 
more thorough evaluation in the EIS alternatives process than has occurred to date. This is for 
several reasons: 

• A multi-crossing approach (implemented in phases over the next several decades) would 
make the region less vulnerable to the prolonged social and economic effects of a future 
bridge failure – whether due to human or natural causes.  

• Added crossing(s) would serve to remove unnecessary local traffic from the interstate 
system – avoiding the incremental need for as much as six lanes to serve the short-haul 
traffic occurring between Vancouver, Hayden Island and North Portland. 

• Separate new bridge crossing(s) could be better targeted to serve specific travel corridor 
needs – as for improved freight and work trip connections between the Ports of 
Vancouver and Portland and the U.S. Highway 30 industrial corridor. 

• Developing at least one added new Columbia crossing ahead of major changes to the 
existing I-5 bridge structures would substantially reduce or mitigate temporary effects – 
which in reality could extend to become long-term social and economic losses associated 
with a prolonged I-5 construction period (addressed further below).  

• $4+/- billion of local and federal funding resources might be used more effectively on a 
series of smaller scale, less disruptive regional transportation improvements – including 
seismic upgrading of the existing bridge structures – at less cost and with greater 
sustained economic benefit than a single mega-bridge solution. 
 

As this region increasingly turns from freeway-only solutions to multi-modal transport and 
street-community connectedness, offering innovative and multiple options for intra- and inter-
regional connectivity becomes more critical than at any time since the World War II era. 
Supplemental bridge options have been suggested by others – including urban studies professor 
Will Macht at Portland State University and Robert Liberty on the Metro Council. 
Recommended is that at least one supplemental bridge option be considered as an added but 
equal alternative fully evaluated with the FEIS or as part of a supplemental SEIS process.  

3) Light rail and supportive streetcar development needs to be placed so as to 
best incent density of development. The DEIS compares the high capacity alternatives 
primarily in terms of ridership, cost and business displacement. Although the DEIS notes that 
light rail transit (LRT) can be expected to stimulate more transit-oriented development (TOD) 
than bus rapid transit, more detailed comparison of the TOD effects associated with alternative 
LRT alignments is largely missing from the DEIS. Recommended is that the FEIS: 
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• Incorporate more explicit and detailed comparisons of TOD effects of LRT options – to 
better assure that the alignment chosen actually works to reshape development patterns in 
Clark County rather than simply serving as the most convenient alternative available. 

• Extend the evaluation to address options for enhancing the LRT development + 
transportation effect – with supplemental supportive transit service, especially streetcar.  
 

4) Carbon footprint savings will be realized less from the I-5 crossing investment 
than the reshaping of development that can occur in conjunction with regional 
transportation investments. The DEIS appropriately notes relatively minor differences in 
carbon emissions between the alternatives evaluated. In part, this can be attributed to a shift in 
rather than substantial reduction of regional congestion for any of the alternatives evaluated with 
the DEIS. The conclusion of a relatively minor emissions effect speaks to the need for inclusion 
of added alternatives with the FEIS (or SEIS) that can offer more meaningful reductions. 

More significantly, this lack of a difference occurs because the greatest carbon footprint effects 
are not to be found with a transportation investment viewed in isolation but in changes that the 
transportation investment facilitates in local and regional land use. As has been demonstrated for 
Portland streetcar, TOD can yield substantial carbon footprint savings (compared to the suburban 
development alternative) in terms of:  

• Reduced vehicle miles traveled (VMT) – with more dense development (as the “trip not 
taken”); and  

• Lower CO2 building footprint – as measured both by embodied (construction) and 
operating (e.g. heating/cooling, electrical utilization and related) carbon emissions. 
 

These broader effects resulting from the interplay of transportation and residential/employment 
development would be useful to address via more thorough evaluation of high-capacity transit 
(HCT) alternatives with the FEIS.  

5) Construction impacts deserve greater attention to better assure that what the 
DEIS describes as a temporary impact does not become a permanent effect. 
The DEIS identifies substantial temporary impacts to SR 14/downtown Vancouver, Hayden 
Island and Marine Drive during construction, with less well-defined effects for other 
interchanges and over-crossings further from the bridge. Also noted with a one-sentence 
statement is that “half the peak weekend I-5 trips would need to be diverted to I-205 to keep an 
acceptable level of service on I-5” (DEIS, page 3-76). More complete evaluation of these 
impacts and resulting impacts to the region’s economy is warranted with the FEIS, including 
analysis to: 

• More clearly address duration of impact – by interchange and travel corridor. 
• Evaluate the degree of lost business revenue experienced – together with estimation of 

the numbers and types of businesses that may be most likely to relocate or cease 
operations. 
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• Assess potential cumulative impacts – such as long-term loss of regional competitiveness 
for distribution and manufacturing due to unreliability of Portland freight access and cost 
impacts experienced during construction.  

• Provide peer review of the methodology and analysis used to assess economic effects of 
construction – for the alternatives as currently defined plus other options that might be 
assessed in conjunction with a potential supplemental alternatives (SEIS) process.  
 

6) Finally, and perhaps most importantly, travel demand forecasting does not 
appear to adequately account for changes in travel behavior that could 
dramatically reduce I-5 corridor VMT in the years ahead. The first and most obvious 
change now underway comprises the effects that fuel price increases have already had on 
reducing I-5 crossing activity. More dramatic changes in travel behavior are yet to come as 
residents and businesses find themselves forced by economic necessity to make lifestyle 
adjustments in response to a sustained greater cost of intra- and inter-regional travel.  

A second demographic change also merits added consideration in long-term VMT forecasts. 
That is to assess the potential for reduced travel (especially work commute trips) as baby 
boomers move into years of retirement with a subsequent lower proportion of the region’s 
population at work.  

Concluding Observations. For the reasons described above, the decision making process for 
the Columbia River Crossing would be better served by consideration of alternatives that have 
been put aside by the DEIS as presented to date.  

Due to the previously unanticipated rapid rise in fuel prices and resulting flattening of travel 
demand, there is less need now to rush to conclusions based on what increasingly appears to be 
an outmoded transportation paradigm. Instead, the Portland-Vancouver metro region now has the 
opportunity to continue a pattern of national leadership in innovative solutions for transportation 
and economic development – toward the types of fine-grained, urban-centric communities 
offering sustained competitive advantage in the decades ahead.  

I would be happy to respond to questions or requests for further information regarding any of 
these comments.  

Sincerely, 

 
Eric Hovee 
Principal 
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