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April 13, 2020 
 
Brig. Gen. D. Peter Helmlinger, P.E. 
Commander, Northwestern Division 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
 
Lorri Gray 
Director, Columbia-Pacific Northwest Region 
Bureau of Reclamation 
U.S. Department of the Interior 
 
Elliot Mainzer 
Administrator and CEO 
Bonneville Power Administration 
U.S. Department of Energy 
 
Submitted via comments.crso.info 
Attn:  CRSO EIS 
 Comments by the Columbia River Steamship Operators’ Association 
 
 
Dear Gen. Helmlinger, Ms. Gray, and Mr. Mainzer:  

The Columbia River Steamship Operators’ Association (CRSOA) submits these comments in support of the 
Preferred Alternative and to provide additional points relevant to any assessment of the significant adverse 
environmental impact resulting from obstruction of maritime commerce on the Snake River. Established in 
1922, the CRSOA consists of members and associate members representing ship owners, operators, agents, 
towing/barge companies and bunkering companies as well as terminal operators, launch companies, and 
ports along the Oregon Coast and Columbia/Willamette/Snake River Systems. CRSOA works with public and 
private stakeholders to make the ports in the Columbia River region increasingly popular for commercial 
ships and shippers by ensuring that quality services are provided at competitive prices safely, securely, 
reliably, and efficiently. The mission of CRSOA is to facilitate trade, provide business leadership, exercise 
principles of environmental stewardship, serve as an industry focal point, and promote operating policies 
and practices that are safe, reliable, efficient, and cost-effective. In that regard, our mission overlaps a great 
deal with the multiple purposes of the co-lead agencies in developing the Columbia River System Operations 
Environmental Impact Statement (CRSO EIS) and we appreciate the opportunity to comment. 

CRSOA supports the adoption of the Preferred Alternative. The co-lead agencies are tasked with reviewing 
and updating the management of the Columbia River System (CRS), including evaluating measures to avoid, 
offset, or minimize impacts to resources affected by managing the CRS. The Preferred Alternative provides a 
balanced approach to management and operation of the systems multiple purposes and includes enhanced 
support for fish and wildlife species.  Importantly the Preferred Alternative preserves navigation 
infrastructure to ensure that those river interests, critical to jobs, transport of goods, and international trade 
are maintained.  
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A functioning upriver system provides the link to the Pacific Northwest export economy critical to so many 
workers.  If navigation is obstructed, grain suppliers and shippers will experience increases in transportation 
and storage costs of 50 to 100%.  The highways, rail, and grain elevator networks along the Columbia River 
would need over $1 billion in capital investments to adapt. This includes hundreds of miles of shortline rail 
track that have been abandoned; new rail; major highway improvements; and retrofits for grain elevators 
that do not have rail-loading capabilities.  Therefore, CRSOA concurs with the decision to reject Multiple 
Objective 3 Alternative (MO3), which obstructs navigation, increases emissions, has an adverse impact on 
poor and rural communities, and will increase sedimentation in the Columbia River. 

I. The Preferred Alternative Appropriately Balances the Objectives of the Co-Lead Agencies, 
Enhances Environmental Objectives, and Maintains Navigation. 

U.S. Senator Patty Murray recently said that “Washington is the most trade dependent state in the nation.” 
With about 1500 vessels calling the Columbia River each year, maritime commerce accounts for 
approximately 50 million tons of foreign trade and $21 billion in cargo value annually. Various studies 
estimate that over 40,000 jobs are dependent on maritime trade related to the Columbia and Snake River 
system. 

Numerous federal laws have established the run-of-river and storage projects on the Columbia and Snake 
rivers that, along with maintenance of the navigation channel, ensure a reliable maritime industry that 
safely, inexpensively, and reliably move goods. The Flood Control Act of 1962, for example, requires that the 
navigation channel of the Columbia-Snake River system not fall below fourteen feet.  See Flood Control Act 
of 1962 (“1962 Act”), Pub. L. No. 87-874, Title II (1962) (providing that “the depth and width of the authorized 
channel in the Columbia-Snake River barge navigation project shall be established as fourteen feet and two 
hundred and fifty feet, respectively, at minimum regulated flow”). The system needs to be operated to meet 
the minimum requirements of the 1962 Act and the requirements of other applicable federal laws.  CRSOA 
appreciates that the Preferred Alternative takes an approach to comply with the federal laws that 
established the Columbia River hydroelectric and navigation system while also meeting other objectives of 
the CRSO EIS and requirements of the maintenance and operation of the Columbia River System (CRS). 

As reflected in the Preferred Alternative, barging is an efficient and environmentally preferable method of 
transportation. More wheat is transported along the Columbia-Snake River System than anywhere else in 
the U.S. By maintaining a reliable marine navigation system the agricultural products get to the terminals on 
the lower river and are available for export. One barge with tow can ship the equivalent goods of 1.4 100-
unit freight trains, or 538 semi-trucks.1 Barging is nearly 40% more fuel-efficient than freight trains, and 
270% more fuel-efficient than semi-trucks. In 2018, it would have taken 38,966 rail cars or 149,870 semi-
trucks to move the 3.9 million tons of cargo shipped on the Snake River alone. If we lose the system of dams 
and locks that enable barge shipments, the change to trains and trucks would congest our communities, 
increase greenhouse gas emissions, and decrease air quality. This efficient and low-cost mode of 
transportation protects the farmers and economically stressed communities of eastern Washington and 
Oregon. 

Navigation along the Columbia and Snake Rivers is critical to the movement of crops and goods. This mode 
of transportation is relied upon by farmers and communities for low-cost, efficient transport.  Federal laws 
                                                 
1 Source: Figure “Compare Cargo Capacities.” U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Walla Walla District. 
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require the ongoing maintenance of the Columbia and Snake River navigation channel. The Preferred 
Alternative maintains this life-blood of the Pacific Northwest economy. 

II. Co-Lead Agencies Appropriately Rejected the Multiple Objective 3 Alternative and Cannot 
Adopt an Alternative that Includes Dam Breaching. 

As acknowledged by the co-lead agencies, MO3 does not allow for the operation of the CRSO in furtherance 
of the Congressionally authorized purposes of operating and maintaining the lower Snake River dams for 
navigation, hydropower, irrigation, and recreational benefits. The economic and social harm caused by MO3 
would far outweigh the speculative fish survival benefits suggested in the EIS. CRSOA agrees with and 
supports co-lead agencies decision to not adopt the MO3 alternative, and submits comments on the 
negative impacts on air quality, climate, disadvantaged communities and sedimentation. 

a. The Co-lead Agencies Cannot Adopt an Alternative that Obstructs Navigation. 

As noted throughout the EIS, the co-lead agencies do not have authority to implement a dam breaching 
solution. At Section 2.4 of the EIS, the co-lead agencies confirm that “[n]ew congressional authority and 
associated funding would be required to implement the dam breaching measures evaluated in the EIS.” 
Multiple acts of Congress authorized and funded the dams and hydropower systems on the Columbia Snake 
River system and additional congressional action would be necessary to alter that framework. 

Acts of Congress have also established the rights of navigation on the Columbia and Snake Rivers.  Laws 
such as the Rivers and Harbors Acts, Water Resources Development Act, Flood Control Act, and the Energy 
and Water Development Act are all relied upon by the co-lead agencies to develop the waterway navigation 
system and require that the co-lead agencies, primarily the Corps of Engineers, maintain those projects. The 
Flood Control Act of 1962, in particular, establishes that a minimum depth be maintained for navigation on 
the Columbia-Snake River. “[T]he depth and width of the authorized channel in the Columbia-Snake River 
barge navigation project shall be established as fourteen feet and two hundred and fifty feet, respectively, at 
minimum regulated flow.” See Flood Control Act of 1962 (“1962 Act”), Pub. L. No. 87-874, Title II (1962). No 
law grants the Corps discretion to regulate the navigation channel outside of these parameters, including 
the National Environmental Policy Act or Endangered Species Act. See In re: Operation of the Missouri River 
System No. 04-2737, 2005 U.S. App. LEXIS 17224 at *26-*27 (8th Cir. Aug. 16, 2005) (“Case law supports the 
contention that environmental- and wildlife-protection statutes do not apply where they would render an 
agency unable to fulfill a non-discretionary statutory purpose or require it to exceed its statutory 
authority.”).   

Under NEPA, the lead agency is not required to analyze the environmental impacts from actions where it 
has no discretion to prevent the action that causes those environmental impacts. Department of 
Transportation v. Public Citizen, 541 U.S. 752. 772 (2004) (where agency does not have control or discretion 
over the decision or outcome and thus any incidental environmental effects resulting from the decision, no 
analysis of those effects are required under NEPA). Because the co-lead agencies lack authority and 
discretion to remove dams or obstruct navigation, they had no obligation to assess dam breaching in the 
EIS.  

CRSOA, nevertheless, appreciates the co-lead agencies efforts in this regard in that those efforts allowed the 
agencies to analyze issues raised by the judicial branch and in public comments, providing technical review 
that demonstrates the adverse outcomes from dam removal when analyzed objectively. The conclusions 
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demonstrate that when dam removal is assessed in the context of the various categories of impacts, it 
cannot meet the project objectives.   

b. Obstructing Upriver Shipping by Removing Snake River Dams Will Increase Emissions and 
Harm Air Quality. 

Any alternative that involves dam removal, such as MO3, will result in shipping activities shifting from barge 
to road and rail transport. Barge transportation is an efficient mode of transportation with relatively low 
carbon emissions per ton-mile of freight compared with truck or train transportation. Transportation-
related emissions, including diesel particulate and carbon emissions would significantly increase. In A Modal 
Comparison of Domestic Freight Transportation Effects on the General Public: 2001–2014 (January 2017), the 
researchers found that barges can move a ton of cargo 647 miles with a single gallon of fuel. In contrast, 
trains can move the same ton of cargo 477 miles per gallon, and trucks can move the same ton of cargo 145 
miles per gallon.2 Similarly, the Corps of Engineers has compared one barge tow on the Snake River to 
nearly 530 truckloads carrying the same commodity.  When roundtrips are calculated, the additional 
emissions caused by the switch are significant.3   

Moreover, the CRSO EIS fails to fully account for the congestion due to increased traffic along the Columbia 
River and I-5 corridors, further increasing emissions. When Terminal 6 at Port of Portland was forced to shut 
down, for example, container shipments were forced on roadways and rail resulting in congestion, idling, 
and an increase in localized and general emissions (greenhouse gases and particulate matter). Similar 
emissions, but on a larger scale, will occur if navigation is stopped because of dam breaching. 

c. Dam Removal Will Increase Fossil Fuel Usage by the Power Sector. 

Dam removal would further increase the need for additional power resources to replace the reduced 
hydropower generation. That is because fossil fuel generation would be necessary to augment the 
replacement resource in order to meet peak demand, seasonally or even daily, in light of the reduction in 
hydropower generation caused by dam breaching. And even if a zero-carbon replacement alternative is 
possible, those resources would not be built by 2022, which means that fossil-fuel power plants would 
continue to be necessary to meet demand. While the type and location of additional power resources is 
uncertain, increased generation from existing fossil fuel plants, particularly natural gas capacity, would 
further degrade air quality and increase greenhouse gas emissions compared to the hydropower being 
replaced. 

d. Dam Removal and Obstructing Marine Commerce Will Disproportionately Impact Low Income 
and Underserved Populations. 

As noted in the CRSO EIS, environmental justice communities will experience significant adverse effects 
resulting from broader impacts to power generation and transmission, navigation and transportation, water 
supply, recreation, and cultural resources. The region’s dryland farmers will be significantly impacted by the 
                                                 
2 A Modal Comparison of Domestic Freight Transportation Effects on the General Public: 2001–2014 (January 2017) 
http://nationalwaterwaysfoundation.org/documents/Final%20TTI%20Report%202001-2014%20Approved.pdf. Last visited April 12, 
2020. 
3 Technical review indicates that the CRSO EIS model did not account for the return trip of the truck or train engine and does not 
include commodities other than grain in its inputs.  Therefore the analysis of increased emissions from the switch undercounts 
emissions significantly. 
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loss of marine commerce. There are over 1,100 dryland farmers operating in the affected upriver areas, with 
average pretax income of only $40,211 per establishment. (USDA 2017 Census). The added costs of shipping 
crop by truck or rail would put many farmers at risk of bankruptcy or foreclosure. 
 
The removal of renewable baseload hydropower will disrupt a power system already at risk of losing the 
baseload supply needed for grid reliability. As noted in the news story “Will there be enough electricity after 
coal plants shut down?” (KGW, December 18, 2019),4 the Pacific Northwest is removing baseload power at a 
fast pace while increasing the demands on the grid. The result could be rolling blackouts and utility rate 
increases. The impacts from the lack of grid reliability and resilience are felt disproportionately by the 
disadvantaged and small business.   
 

e. Dam Removal Would Have Significant Sedimentation Impacts on Lower River Navigation and 
Other Water Users. 

The co-lead agencies note that dam breaching will result in downriver sedimentation. “The effects from dam 
breaching would be major and would be the largest influence on sediment process effects.”  (CRSO EIS at 6-
30). Such sedimentation will increase downriver navigation channel maintenance costs, adversely impact 
private and port riparian properties, and could result in disruption of downriver marine transportation. For 
the reasons set forth in the CRSO EIS and here, breaching the dams would not allow the co-lead agencies to 
operate and maintain the dams for their congressionally authorized purposes of navigation, hydropower, 
envisioned recreational benefits, and water supply for irrigation purposes. 

III. Conclusion 

The co-lead agencies have developed a Preferred Alternative that preserves upriver maritime commerce, 
thereby reducing additional adverse impacts. As discussed in the CRSO EIS and in these comments, dam 
breaching would have significant and avoidable adverse impacts. CRSOA supports the Preferred Alternative 
in the CRSO EIS.  CRSOA respectfully requests that you consider these comments.  We are available to 
discuss these comments further at your convenience. 

 
Respectfully, 
 

 
Kate Mickelson 
Executive Director 
  
                                                 
4 https://www.kgw.com/article/news/local/power-struggle-will-there-be-enough-electricity/283-a5d9a3b2-9e2e-4794-9d42-b76d7695dd0f. Last 
visited, April 12, 2020. 
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CRSOA MEMBERSHIP 
 

General Members 

ACGI Shipping Inc. 
Alaska Tanker Company 
Blue Water Shipping 
Cascade Marine Agencies 
Crowley Maritime Corporation 
Foss Maritime Company 
Fujitrans USA, Inc. 
General Steamship Corp. 
Geo. S. Bush & Co. 
Global Shipping Basics (GSB) Marine Services 
Inchcape Shipping Services 
Intercruises Shoreside and Port Services 
Interport PNW 
K-Line America 
Leland Vessel Assistance 
North American Shipping Agency 
Norton Lilly International 
Olympic Tug and Barge / Harley Marine 
Polar Tankers, Inc. NW 
Rainier Petroleum Corp. 
Sause Bros. Ocean Towing 
Shaver Transportation Company 
Southport Agencies 
SMS Cruises 
Talon Marine Services 
Tidewater Transportation & Terminals 
Transmarine Navigation Corp. 
Transversal International 
Western Overseas Corporation 
Wilhelmsen Ships Service 
 

Associate Members 

Anchorage Launch Service Co 
Business Oregon 
Columbia Grain International 
Columbia River Launch Service 
Executive Marine 
Ft. Vancouver Seafarer’s Center 
Capt. James Townley (USCG Ret.) - Honorary  
Millennium Bulk Terminals 
National Cargo Bureau 
Pacificor 
Port of Columbia County, OR (Port of St. Helens) 
Port of Kalama 
Port of Longview 
Port of Portland 
Port of Vancouver USA 
Portland Seafarers Mission 
Three D's Marine 
Teevin Bros Land & Timber Co. 
Tidal Transport & Trading USA 
Tidewater Environmental Services 
United Grain Corporation 
Vanport Marine & Industrial 
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http://www.southport-online.com/
http://www.smscruises.com/
http://www.talonships.com/
http://tidewater.com/
http://tidewater.com/
http://www.transmarine.com/#/home
http://www.westernoverseas.com/global/
http://www.wilhelmsen.com/Pages/wwhome.aspx
http://anchoragelaunch.com/
http://www.oregon4biz.com/
http://www.columbiagrain.com/
http://columbiariverlaunchservice.com/
http://www.executivemarine.com/
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http://www.millenniumbulk.com/
http://www.natcargo.org/
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http://www2.portofportland.com/
http://www.portvanusa.com/
http://www.portlandseafarersmission.com/
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https://www.tidewater.com/west-coast-marine
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http://vanportindustrial.com/

