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White Paper #4: Cascade Crossing Project 

Project Sponsor: Portland General Electric 

Project Status: Scoping report issued Sep. 2010; DEIS 
pending 

Location: Oregon 

Project Location 

The Cascade Crossing Project is a 210-mile, 500-kV transmission line that originates at the 
Coyote Springs Generating Plan in Boardman, Oregon, and terminates at Bethel Substation in 
Salem, Oregon. The project is located in northern Oregon, in Morrow, Gilliam, Sherman, Wasco, 
Linn, and Marion Counties.  

In addition, PGE proposes to construct three new substations, expand two existing substations, 
and upgrade the existing transmission system near Salem and possibly the Willamette Valley. 

See illustration (inset map). A route map is presented on the last page of this report.  

Project Schedule 

Table 1 illustrates the project sponsor’s original development schedule compared to the actual 
project schedule.  [Some further work is needed on this table, especially if WGA wants the 
OEFSC schedule also built into it.]  

Table 1. Schedule as Proposed vs. Actual   

Process Steps  Original Schedule Actual Date 

Pre-filing consultation or meetings with state and federal lead permitting 
agencies 

2009 2009 

Submittal of Plan of Development (POD)/Application to BLM or other federal 
lead  agency 

 May 6, 2010 

Submittal of Application to state or local permitting agency/agencies of general 
jurisdiction 

 May 2010 

Determinations that POD/Applications are complete  To be determined 

Issuance of Notice of Intent to prepare an Environmental Impact Statement 
and of any comparable state-level notice 

 June 1, 2010 

Scoping Meetings and Publication of Scoping Report  Jun. – Sep. 2010 

Publication of Draft EIS and of any state-level environmental review 
document/s 

 n/a 

 End of public comment period on Draft EIS and on any state-level 
environmental review document/s 

 n/a 

Publication of Final EIS and of any final state-level environmental review 
document/s 

 n/a 

Publication of Record of Decision and  all public agency approvals  n/a 

Appeals or legal challenges  n/a 

Start of construction 2013 n/a 

Energizing transmission line 2015 
end of 2016/ 

early 2017 
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Project Purpose and Need 

Portland General Electric’s purpose for the project includes maintaining a reliable flow of 
electricity, helping meet Oregon’s growing energy needs, and connecting renewable energy-
generating sources east of the Cascades to the Willamette Valley.  It would provide 
transmission for wind projects that are planned but are not currently served by transmission. 
The project would allow PGE to add more renewable power to its energy portfolio, and would 
help it meet Oregon’s renewable energy requirements.  

The project would connect a series of five substations, each of which serves either existing 
generation (Coyote Springs and Grassland) or new renewable generation (Cedar Spring and 
Juniper Flat) or serves to receive the power for distribution into the PGE service territory at the 
endpoint (Bethel) (PGE 2010a).  The project would therefore provide power primarily to the 
Salem-area endpoint, and only receive power from the areas through which it passes.   

Rationale for Sponsor’s Selection of its Proposed Route 

While PGE’s preliminary proposed corridors will be refined through the environmental review 
process, PGE notes that it is committed to routing Cascade Crossing’s facilities with minimal 
impacts to landowners, land managers and the environment.  About 90 percent of the 
proposed corridor is within or parallel to existing transmission corridors (PGE 2010b). 

Along with the reviewing agencies, PGE is considering alternate corridors in the Boardman and 
Breitenbush River locations.  Issues in the Boardman area include the Navy bombing range, 
irrigated agriculture, and Washington ground squirrels.  In the Breitenbush River area, issues 
include the Northern spotted owl, water quality, listed fish species, wilderness and watershed 
land use designations, greenfield development, visual resources, and engineering feasibility 
(PGE 2011).  

NEPA and State Processes 

Table 2 lists the permits required and responsible agencies.   

Table 2. Agencies Involved and Permits Required 

Permit Name Responsible Agency Reason 

FEDERAL AGENCIES   

Special use permit for a right-of-way U.S. Forest Service- Mt. Hood 
National Forest 

Federal lead agency: project proposed to cross 
land managed by Mt. Hood and Willamette 
national Forests  

ROW grant BLM- Oregon State Office Federal cooperating agency: project proposed to 
cross land managed by the BLM's Prineville and 
Salem Districts 

All federal permitting agencies are 
listed in the OEFSC’s Project Order.  
We can easily add those in here if 
WGA so wishes. 
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Table 2. Agencies Involved and Permits Required 

Permit Name Responsible Agency Reason 

STATE & LOCAL AGENCIES OREGON  

Site Certificate Oregon Department of Energy – 
Energy Facility Siting Council 

Large energy facilities located in Oregon must 
have an energy facility site certificate 

Permitting Confederated Tribes of Warm 
Springs 

Manage the permitting process across the 
reservation 

All state permitting agencies are listed 
in the OEFSC’s Project Order.  We can 
easily add those in here if WGA so 
wishes. 

  

Alternatives Evaluated 

Publication of the DEIS is pending. Currently, alternate study areas are being considered in the 
Boardman and Breitenbush River areas, with consideration of the following issues (PGE 2011):   

 Boardman 

o Navy Bombing Range 

o Irrigated agriculture 

o Washington ground squirrels 

 Breitenbush River 

o Northern spotted owl  

o Water quality and listed fish species 

o Land use designations:  

 Key Watersheds  

 Wilderness Areas  

 Wilderness Study Areas  

o Greenfield development 

o Visual resources 

o Engineering feasibility 

Major Issues of Concern to Stakeholders 

The Oct. 2010 scoping report (EnviroIssues 2010) includes a summary of all comments by issue 
area, but does not provide an overview of these comments or indicate which of them are 
considered the major issues of concern.  However, PGE (2011) has noted that key issues 
include:  

 Washington ground squirrel 
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 Wetlands 

 Streams 

 High value agriculture 

 Wind turbines 

 Local land use and zoning 

 Forest  clearing  

 Cultural resources 

 Visual resources 

Schedule Deviations 

PGE started working informally with the agencies in 2009, and PGE’s initial hope was to have 
construction on the project completed by the end of 2015.   As of today, PGE is still hopeful that 
the project can come on line by the end of 2016 or in early 2017.  PGE has indicated that this 
one-year slippage is attributable to the fact that PGE was not in charge of the schedule for 
permitting the project that the company initially envisioned.  Rather, the permitting agencies 
are ultimately in charge of the process, and it took PGE more time than initially anticipated to 
get the agencies actively engaged in reviewing the project.  Specifically, PGE initially pushed to 
get specialty teams within the USFS assigned to Cascade Crossing, but it was not possible to 
bring all of the key agency staff actively into the process until after the RRTT was established. 

Most importantly, PGE noted an initial reluctance on the part of some USFS staff to recognize 
the value of siting needed new transmission lines through USFS land as being within the 
agency’s mandate.  That said, since the establishment and activation of the RRTT over the past 
6 months or so, PGE is pleased to note a significant “change of heart” on the part of agency 
staff, who now do apparently recognize that the siting of major regional transmission projects 
through the Forest is one of the highest priorities of the Administration.  Accordingly, in recent 
months, PGE notes that USFS staff has been substantially more proactive in assisting the 
company in addressing the various technical issues that must be looked into before any permits 
can be issued. 

Another agency in which PGE sees a more helpful and collaborative attitude is the Navy, which 
has a bombing range near the eastern end of the proposed project route.  Early in the process, 
PGE reached out to the Navy in an effort to address routing issues, but it was hard to get Navy 
personnel engaged, primarily due to the press of higher priorities.  However, since the time 
when PGE representatives met with the RRTT in Washington last December, the Navy has been 
dramatically more responsive in addressing PGE’s request to start negotiations on a possible 
easement for the proposed line across the northern end of the Navy’s facility. 

Beyond these details, however, PGE is generally gratified by the on-going efforts of the USFS to 
coordinate the permitting of the project with the OEFSC.  Because, unlike in some other states, 
the state and federal processes are moving forward in a coordinated fashion, the USFS and the 
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OEFSC have worked together closely and cooperatively.  The agencies have jointly organized 
open houses with the public and have held regular coordination meetings among all the major 
stakeholders, including the tribes, on both a staff and management level.  This process has been 
open and transparent, a fact that has significantly reduced the potential for a negative public 
reaction to the agencies’ project review efforts. 

Finally, in terms of reducing permitting delay, it is also noteworthy that the OEFSC will be under 
a deadline for processing PGE’s application for a Site Certificate once that application is filed 
and is deemed complete.    

Particular Permitting Challenges 

Overview.  A key feature of the Cascade Crossing Project that distinguishes it from many of the 
other transmission projects being reviewed under this contract is that permitting and siting 
activities are being conducted essentially jointly by the state and federal governments, and that 
the federal lead agency under NEPA is the US Forest Service (USFS) rather than the Bureau of 
Land Management (BLM).  The state agency with project siting responsibility is the Oregon 
Department of Energy – Energy Facility Siting Council (OEFSC).  

The other major factor that distinguishes this project from others being studied is that 90% of 
the 210-mile length of the project will be on existing transmission rights-of-way (including on an 
existing right-of way on tribal lands belonging to the Warm Springs Reservation).  According to 
PGE, there is a major difference between trying to site a large new transmission line through an 
existing transmission corridor and trying to site it on a greenfield basis through lands where 
there are no pre-existing transmission lines. In the latter case, a substantial number of project 
alternatives need to be carefully studied; in the former case, however, such extensive study is 
simply not required.    

Formal processing of the application by the OEFSC began in May of 2010, when PGE, the project 
sponsor, submitted a Notice of Intent to submit an application for a Site Certificate.  
Importantly, shortly after the application was filed with the OEFSC, the OEFSC and the USFS 
distributed a public notice to all landowners adjacent to the proposed route as well as to all 
those who had previously requested such notification.  The public notice announced a series of 
joint state/federal public scoping meetings to be held in various cities along the proposed 
project route, and requested public comments by July 27, 2010.  The close of the scoping period 
was subsequently extended to August 2, 2010, and both the OEFSC and the USFS have 
continued accept comments since then. 

The issuance of this joint scoping notice so soon after PGE filed its NOI with the OEFSC 
demonstrates that PGE, the OEFSC and the USFS had been coordinating the eventual processing 
of the project application for a significant period of time before the substance of the application 
was made public.  Shortly after PGE’s filing, the OEFSC also appointed the governing boards of 
the various counties through which the project would be routed as Special Advisory Groups 
(SAGs) for the project.  Copies of PGE’s project application were distributed to the various 
state-revel reviewing agencies, as well as to the SAGs, before any of the public scoping 
meetings took place during the month of June 2010. 
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On October 18, 2010, PGE submitted a request to the OEFSC for consideration of a phased 
study approach for the project. The phased study approach is designed to accommodate the 
multi-year surveys that are required to generate the level of data necessary to provide evidence 
to support findings by the OEFSC that the project will be able to meet Oregon’s siting standards.   

The OEFSC issued a Project Order for Cascade Crossing on April 29, 2011.  This very detailed 
Order sets forth all state laws, rules and regulations applicable to the project.  The advantage of 
such an Order is that it puts the applicant on notice of all substantive and procedural 
requirements that it must satisfy in order to receive a permit from the state.  The Order also 
identifies specific areas of analysis that the applicant must study for potential impacts from the 
construction and operation of the proposed facility.  These areas of analysis are those specific 
resources regarding which the OEFSC has preliminarily determined that significant adverse 
impacts from the proposed facility are likely to occur.  The Order also specifies the geographical 
scope within which this further analysis must take place.  It should be noted that the issuance 
of this order does not limit PGE’s responsibility to assess the potential impacts of the facility, 
should additional issues arise during the course of the studies that the Order directs PGE to 
undertake.   

In addition, the Order summarizes the substance of all comments that it had received regarding 
the project from reviewing agencies and the general public.  Finally, the Order established a 
deadline of May 17, 2012 for PGE to submit an application to OEFSC for a site certificate. 

Specific Issues and Challenges   

Public Involvement.  Because of the conscious effort on the part of PGE and the state and 
federal permitting agencies to bring the public and local government into the siting process at 
its very beginning, Cascade Crossing has not been subject to the major processing delays (such 
as those attributable to strenuous public opposition to proposed routes that they were 
unaware of until the processing of a specific proposed route is already under way) that some 
other projects have experienced.   

This is due, in substantial measure, to the OEFSC two-stage process, whereby the applicant 
must first file a public application stating its intent to build a project (even before a specific 
route is identified), and must then work with stakeholders to identify a most likely route before 
the applicant can apply for a site certificate for the actual project.  In the case of Cascade 
Crossing, this vetting process lasted nearly a year before the OEFSC issued its Project Order, 
which tells PGE what it must specifically provide in order for its application for a site certificate 
to be complete.  PGE is currently undertaking the mandated studies and expects to file an 
application for a single proposed route, with a limited number of alternative routings over short 
distances, later this year.  

Biological Resources.  During its initial studies for the project, PGE surveyed tens of thousands 
of acres and looked at the potential project impact on over 420 separate plant and animal 
species.  Based on this review, there remain two species of concern that pose some potential 
risk to the project: the spotted owl and the Washington ground squirrel. 
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There is Category 1 spotted owl habitat near Breitenbush Springs in the Willamette National 
Forest.  Such habitat must be avoided.  PGE is accordingly engaged in a detailed effort to 
identify owl nests and owl movements through this area.  PGE is reasonably confident that it 
can develop a route in this area that will avoid impacts to owls in this area, even though this 
may mean a circuitous routing for a number of miles in order to avoid any impacts on Category 
1 owl habitat areas. 

Washington ground squirrel is found near the eastern end of the proposed line, in particular in 
the middle and southern areas of the Boardman Bombing Range.  As noted above, PGE has 
been working with the Navy to address the possibility of using the northern end of the range as 
a route for Cascade Crossing.  Such a route will minimize contact with the ground squirrel.  Such 
a route should also accommodate the needs of the Navy, as its planes typically take off from 
the west and land from the east.  A transmission line along the northern perimeter of the range 
and then just to the west of the range should not interfere with the Navy’s mission, whereas 
the other proposed route, just to the east of the range and then just to the south of it, could 
impinge on the activities of planes seeking to land, as well as cause potential impacts on the 
ground squirrel.  PGE will begin a year of monitoring of the squirrel beginning this spring. 

PGE is unaware of any sage grouse habitat along its proposed route, so it does not see sage 
grouse as a possible project constraint. 

Cultural Resources/Role of the Tribes.  As already noted, there is existing transmission passing 
through the Warm Springs Reservation, and the Warm Springs tribal authorities have been 
actively collaborating with PGE on addressing the issues raised by the project.  Primary among 
these is the selection among the alternatives of the best route for the project just west of the 
Reservation in the vicinity of Breitenbush Springs.  Both the state and the tribe have already 
indicated that neither of the “northern” alternatives identified by the USFS should be seriously 
considered, and neither the state nor the tribe is planning to do detailed resource surveys 
through this area.  Thus, the identified “southern” route through this area would appear to be 
the “preferred alternative.” 

PGE has stated that it considers that it has good on-going relationships with the tribes, 
especially with Warm Springs.  This is, in no small part, due to the fact that PGE and Warm 
Springs already co-own the Pelton and Round Butte Dams on the Deschutes River along the 
eastern boundary of the reservation.  Warm Springs is already engaged in doing its own survey 
work in connection with the potential impacts of the project on cultural resources on tribal 
lands.   

BLM is working directly with four other tribes that have ceded land that could be impacted by 
the project.  According to PGE, so far, they have not experienced any difficulty or “push back” 
from any of the tribes in connection with the development of a Programmatic Agreement to 
address the potential impacts of the project on cultural resources. 

Impacts on View Sheds.  Because most of the approximately 210-mile length of this project is 
proposed to be routed through existing right-of-way with existing transmission lines, there are 
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few areas along the route where the routing of the project would raise a potentially significant 
impact on view sheds.   

The only area where this has already been identified as an issue is near Breitenbush Springs in 
the Willamette National Forest.  Several alternative routes have been proposed through this 
area.  However, each of these alternatives, in turn, poses other potentially significant issues.  
One alternative could impact old growth trees and impinge on spotted owl habitat.  Another 
alternative, close to a streambed, could result in excessive sedimentation, which would in turn 
potentially impact fish spawning areas. 

There are, however, two existing BPA transmission lines through this area (one is de-energized).  
PGE is working with BPA and the agencies to identify a route alternative that would involve 
some modifications to the existing BPA right-of-way and the removal of the existing, de-
energized BPA line.  Consolidation of the existing lines could reduce the overall footprint of 
transmission through this area, even after Cascade Crossing is built, thereby providing an 
acceptable routing.  PGE is currently working with BPA to address the technical issues 
associated with this approach. 

State Versus Federal Requirements.  The requirements of the OEFSC’s process are, generally 
speaking, more stringent that those of NEPA.  As a result, in its project Order, the OEFSC has 
provided guidance to PGE as to when it may rely on NEPA analysis in connection with its 
demonstration of compliance to the OEFSC, and when it must go beyond the requirements of 
NEPA to do so. 

The most important challenge posed by the fact that state siting requirements in Oregon are 
more stringent than federal requirements relates to the degree to which project alternatives 
must be studied as part of the project review process.  NEPA does not require all project 
alternatives to be studied to the same degree of detail as the proposed project route.  
However, under Oregon law, all proposed project alternatives must be studied to the same 
degree of detail.  The existence of such a requirement mandates that when it is ready to issue 
its Draft EIS, the USFS must select a preferred alternative, which will presumably be a route 
identical to the one already being studied by the OEFSC.         

Project Finance.  Cascade Crossing is being developed as a double-circuit 500kV line.  PGE’s 
Integrated Resource Plan, filed with the Oregon Public Utilities Commission, demonstrates a 
need for this project by the time when it will hopefully become energized.  However, PGE, for 
its own use, only needs a single-circuit 500kV line.  That said, in the interest of “right-sizing” the 
project, PGE is looking for a partner that can make use of the additional capacity that will be 
provided if the line is built as a double-circuit line. 

Toward this end, PGE has, in the past, been in talks with PacifiCorp, which has underserved load 
in the Southern Willamette Valley that could be accommodated if Cascade Crossing is built as a 
double-circuit 500kV line.  However, due to its own challenges in developing the Gateway West 
project, PacifiCorp has not had the time to engage with PGE on this until recently.  PGE is 
optimistic that PacifiCorp will ultimately partner with them on the project, such that Cascade 
Crossing can and will be built as a double-circuit 500 kV line.   
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Appeals or Legal Challenges  

The Cascade Crossing Project is still undergoing environmental review so no challenges or 
appeals have been filed. 

Discussion and Observations: Methods to Mitigate Permitting Delays  

The Cascade Crossing Project is still undergoing environmental review, so it is premature to 
address whether the permitting process for this project will provide specific lessons for how to 
mitigate permitting delays.   However, as noted above, the rigor of the state-level review of the 
project mandated under Oregon law did effectively bring the state and federal reviewing 
agencies into close collaboration early in the process and has led to a conscious effort on the 
part of the USFS and the OEFSC to coordinate the timing of their respective reviews to the 
extent possible.  

Key Project Contacts 

In developing the information presented in this report, the consultant team consulted with the 
people listed in Table 3 below.  

Table 3. Project Contacts 

Agency  / Company Name Telephone Email 

Portland General Electric John Sullivan (503) 464-8989 John.sullivan@pgn.com 

USFS- Mt. Hood National Forest Kristy Boscheinen (Project 
Manager) 

(503) 668-1645 kboscheinen@fs.fed.us 

USFS- Mt. Hood National Forest Forest Supervisor (Authorizing 
Officer) 

(503) 668-1752  
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Cascade Crossing Project Map 

 


