
 

What is the Portland Harbor Superfund cleanup? 
 
The Portland Harbor Superfund site stretches for more than 10 miles along the lower Willamette 
River. It was designated a federal Superfund site in 2000 after decades of industrial pollution 
harmed water quality, fish, wildlife and nearby communities. 
  
Cleaning up the river is one of the most important and complex environmental projects in 
Oregon history. The challenge is to complete that cleanup thoroughly while limiting additional 
pollution and unnecessary costs. 
  
Who is responsible for the cleanup, and who will pay for it? 
 
Under federal Superfund law, companies and government entities responsible for contamination 
can be required to perform or pay for the cleanup. 
  
EPA has identified more than 150 potentially responsible parties, including private companies, 
utilities and government entities such as the City of Portland, Port of Portland, State of Oregon, 
Portland General Electric and NW Natural. 
  
EPA oversees the in-river cleanup, while the Oregon Department of Environmental Quality 
oversees contamination from upland properties. The responsible parties will fund and carry out 
much of the work, with costs divided according to their contributions to the contamination. Costs 
assigned to public entities and regulated utilities will ultimately affect taxpayers and utility 
customers. Read more here: 
https://cumulis.epa.gov/supercpad/cursites/csitinfo.cfm?id=1002155 
  
How much will the cleanup cost, and why consider Ross Island? 
 
EPA’s original 2017 estimate was approximately $1.05 billion, but the cleanup is now projected 
to cost more than $5 billion. Construction, fuel, transportation, financing and other infrastructure 
costs have increased substantially. 
  
Nearly 70% of the original estimate was associated with transporting sediment for disposal. 
Using Ross Island for suitable material could reduce long-distance transportation through the 
Columbia River Gorge, lowering costs and avoiding unnecessary truck, rail and barge pollution. 
  
Ross Island is a roughly 400-acre complex of four islands in the Willamette River. 70 years of 
sand and gravel mining created a lagoon more than 120 feet deep. Using part of that lagoon for 
sediment containment could also support restoration of the island and create a natural treasure for 
wildlife and people.  You can read more about it in this Oregonian article here: 
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https://www.oregonlive.com/environment/2026/04/is-portlands-superfund-site-the-key-to-fixing-
ross-island.html 
  
Can sediment be safely contained at Ross Island? 
 
Confined aquatic disposal, or CAD, cells are engineered depressions that isolate sediment from 
currents and cover it with a protective cap. This prevents contaminants from being exposed to 
people, fish and wildlife. 
  
A review by a U.S. Army Corps of Engineers expert found that CAD cells can be among the 
lowest-risk options for managing contaminated sediment. They have been used successfully in 
Bremerton, Los Angeles, Boston, Providence and Hong Kong. 
https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/documents/506004-16.pdf 
  
Similar sediments were previously placed in confined cells within the Ross Island lagoon. Those 
cells have been monitored for more than 20 years and continue to perform as intended, without 
evidence of harm to people or the environment.  
  
What material could be placed at Ross Island, and what safeguards would apply? 
 
Ross Island is not being proposed as a hazardous-waste disposal site. Hazardous sediment would 
continue to be transported to licensed facilities. 
 
Sediment considered for Ross Island would be tested to confirm that it is non-hazardous. This is 
expected to account for approximately 93% of the material removed from Portland Harbor. 
  
The primary contaminants of concern are generally PCBs and certain metals, which bind to 
sediment particles and do not move easily through water. More mobile contaminants, such as 
liquid petroleum hydrocarbons, would not be accepted even if legally classified as 
non-hazardous. 
  
Accepted sediment would be placed in an engineered area within the deep pit beneath the lagoon 
and covered with clean material to isolate it from aquatic life. 
  
The Oregon Department of State Lands and Department of Environmental Quality would lead 
the permitting review, with involvement from EPA, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, NOAA 
Fisheries and other agencies. The process would include public review and comment. Only 
sediment meeting the final permit requirements could be accepted. 
https://www.oregon.gov/deq/wq/wqpermits/pages/default.aspx 
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Why is Neighbors for Clean Air involved? 
 
Neighbors for Clean Air is an Oregon nonprofit founded in 2009 to protect clean, breathable air 
for all communities. 
  
The organization supports a thorough Portland Harbor cleanup but believes it should not create 
large amounts of avoidable air pollution. Neighbors for Clean Air is advocating for full 
consideration of the Ross Island option because it could reduce transportation pollution, protect 
communities along the Columbia River Gorge and lower costs for Portland ratepayers. You can 
find more information about us on our website: https://neighborsforcleanair.org/​
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