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The Lower Columbia Solutions Group Ross Island Project Team was convened last spring to explore the feasibility of using maintenance dredge material from the lower Columbia River as reclamation fill at Ross Island.  The team has met four times and reviewed four major policy issues related to its charge:

Fill Quality – Ross Island Sand & Gravel (RISG) has committed to use only material defined as “Class A” by the Oregon Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) for the purposes of reclamation fill at Ross Island.  The Ross Island team looked at DEQ definitions of clean fill, reviewed data developed by the COE on Columbia River dredge material, and identified a process and timeline for reaching a formal agency determination.  

State Royalties - The State of Oregon, through the Division of State Lands, charges a royalty fee for removal of material from waters of the state, including the Oregon portion of the Columbia River.  There are certain exemptions from the royalty, primarily for maintenance of the navigation channel and other public purposes. The team examined the circumstances under which the royalty applies, how the royalty fee affects the economic feasibility of using material from the lower Columbia at Ross Island, and recent legislation changing and clarifying royalty policy. 

Economics of Reclamation – Ross Island is located over 100 miles from the mouth of the Columbia River. According to RISG, the cost of transporting dredge material this distance, including removing the material from the channel and placing it at the island, is about $5.00/cy.  Ross Island has committed to spend $2.85/cy, which the company estimates is the cost of transporting and placing fill material from areas within approximately 30 miles of the Willamette River’s confluence with the Columbia.  In order for RISG to use material from the Lower Columbia, a means must be found to bridge the gap between RISG’s share and the higher cost of transporting the material from the lower river.  The major options discussed by the committee were cost-sharing with the COE under existing authorities and special legislation related to management of Rice Island.

Rice Island – The team learned that the river reach most in need of additional dredge disposal capacity is the reach that includes Rice Island.  Rice Island has been the key site for disposal of Columbia River maintenance dredge materials in this area for some time, but is expected to reach capacity in 8-15 years (depending on whether the footprint of the island can be increased).  Current plans call for material from this section of the river to be handled through ocean disposal once Rice Island reaches capacity. 

A separate Lower Columbia Solutions Group team examined increasing the capacity of Rice Island to handle additional dredge materials by developing markets for dredge material 

currently at that site. The Ross Island team looked at whether there is an opportunity to use sand from Rice Island as reclamation fill at Ross Island. 

Key findings of the Ross Island team with respect to the above are as follows:

· Preliminary indications are that dredge material from the lower Columbia does meet DEQ “Class A” standards.

· Conceptually, reclamation of Ross Island offers an opportunity for an environmentally sound use of lower Columbia River dredge material, particularly material from that section of the river currently served by Rice Island.  

· The cost to the company of handling and transporting material from the lower Columbia to Ross Island exceeds the cost of other available sources of reclamation fill material, including current and pending public works projects in Portland and potential Columbia and Willamette River dredge projects closer to the island.  The team was in clear agreement that as a general rule the public should not share in the costs of reclaiming the island as required under the company’s removal-fill permit.  However, some subsidy of the cost differential between sources close to the island and those in the lower Columbia may be justified provided there is a clear public benefit to using those sources.

· As a practical matter, there are several ways in which maintenance dredge material could be removed and transported from the reach of the river served by Rice Island to Ross Island – RIS&G could contract to dredge material from the navigation channel, take material from the Harrington Sump when it is periodically cleaned out, or serve as one of the “markets” for Rice Island sand under the terms of the cooperative management agreement envisioned by the Rice Island team.  Each of these alternatives has different costs (including state royalty fees) and each may raise additional policy questions, which the team has not fully examined. 

· Once Rice Island reaches capacity – and provided that ocean disposal remains the next most likely means of handling maintenance dredge material from that section of the river – disposal at Ross Island is likely to be a viable alternative disposal site under Corps of Engineers least-cost policy.  There may be some benefit to the COE of extending the life of Rice Island as a disposal site by using some of the material deposited there as reclamation fill at Ross Island.  However, as long as there is current capacity at Rice Island, the project sponsors may have a hard time justifying the additional cost. 

· Once RISG has fulfilled its regulatory obligation to reclaim the island, and assuming the island is publicly owned, the COE may be able to cost share disposal of lower Columbia maintenance dredge material used to create additional wetland habitat at the island.

It is unclear at this point whether the team will need to meet again.  A declaration of cooperation has been drafted, and is currently being reviewed by team members.  At this point in the process, absent additional direction from the Lower Columbia Solutions Group, it seems that Ross Island is more likely a long-term opportunity than a near-term solution.
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