Proposal:
Ross Island, Forest Park on the Willamette

Mike Houck, Director
Urban Greenspaces Institute



1903 Olmsted Portland Park Masterplan

John Charles Olmsted, son of
Frederick Law Olmsted, Sr.

Ross Island Park

“If these islands can be obtained at a reasonable price by the city,
their acquisition will unquestionably prove in the long run a very
profitable investment....the groves of trees on this island will be a
source of pleasure to all who live, or have to pass, within sight of it
on both sides of the river.”

John Charles Olmsted, 1903



Sherry Ross Land Claim, 1848

Survey Map of 1852




Urban Biodiversity Is Not An Oxymoron
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CHAPTER 1 Current Conditions

FIGURE 1-2

Understanding Conditions at Multiple Scales
Conservatior
\“'-“%’I} 1 An important benefit of our approach is the flexibility to analyze data

FOR 11 GREATER
PORTIAND-VANCOUVER

at any scale, from the 3,000-square-mile region to the local neigh-
borhood. The following examples represent patterns of land cover
and relative conservation value as one zooms in from the regional to

the neighborhood scale.

Regional
At the regional geographic scale, most small, local habitats are not
nt. Only the most prominent features stand out, such as ri

and large forest blocks. The highest scoring areas reflect habitats
that significant conservation value within the 0-square-mile
region. Most highly fragmented urban habitats are not represented
at this scale even though these areas are critical to regional biodi
versity.

BIODIVERSITY GUIDE

Local

FIGURE 1-1

Pt ¢ S 1 - .' 1 A ntermediate scale finer habitat erns are more apparent
Regional Conservation Modeled Output ¥ _ ; 3 v A\t this intermediate scale, finer habitat patterns are more apparen

gional elements are still prominent. In this example, blocks
h-Value Lands in the Region A - 3
s iy vever, mote th cres of \ d At » tat barely visible at the regional scale become more domi
nant. For example, patterns of street thin east Port
land become recognizable as a potential regional planning element
Opportunities to crea ological connections between regional
sites are suggested. Only the highest scoring areas at this scale are

likely to have regional significance

Neighborhood

At the local scale, the neighborhood, features that appear less
significant at the regional scale are apparent. Habitats barely or not
recognizable at larger scales, such as local parks, creeks,

hillsides, or tree patches can be woven into a meaningful framework
and incorporated into local hab onservation planning, neighbor

hood by neighborhood
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Ross Island Archipelago

Photo Mike Houckl
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Timeline
Ross Island has been an important resource for indigenous
peoples including the Multnomah, Wasco, Cowlitz, Kathlamet,
Clackamas, Chinook, Tualatin, Kalapuya, Molalla, for time immemorial.

1850 Sherry Ross Homsteads Ross Island for grazing. Ross also ran a
distillery turning out “Blue Ruin” Whiskey, “a fluid of high voltage”

1890 Ross Island was known as, “an enclave of proto-beatnik houseboat
dwellers, where ‘liberated ladies played ukuleles for gentlemen who
recited poetry.” *

1911 to 1924 Windemuth bath house and dance hall near downstream tip
of Ross Island

1912, Emanuel Mische, park director develops a plan for Ross Island
including a playfield and croquet and tennis courts.



1926 “a syndicate of local bigwigs—itrom the dock commission,
attorneys, and former governor set up Ross Island Sand and Gravel
in a flurry of cozy deals with state and local regulators.”**

1926 US Army Corps of Engineers builds a berm connecting Ross and
Hardtack Islands, creating a lagoon for gravel extraction and scouring a
deeper channel to the west of Ross Island

1976 Robert Pamplin Sr. purchases Ross Island
1979 Portland City Council renews Ross Island dredging permit
1992-1998 Port of Portland contaminated material deposited in the lagoon

1999 Salmon listed as endangered under Endangered Species Act



2000 Salmon listed as Endangered and Metro and Portland pass
resolutions to work toward recovery, not simply avoiding “take”

2001 Ross Island Sand & Gravel ceases extraction at Ross Island due to
salmon ESA listing and imports raw material from Columbia Gorge
And continues processing on Hardtack Island

2002 Ross Island’s permit 1s opened up by the state and a committee
revises the reclamation plan.

2004 Ross Island ceases excavation and obtains raw materials in the
Columbia Gorge but continues processing on Hardtack Island.

2011 Portland’s Big Pipe project is finished after 10 years and $1.4
billion. Material is deposited in Ross Island lagoon.

2015 Harmful algal blooms appear as does one of Portland’s first severe
“Heat Domes”™



2015 Port of Portland donates approximately five acres of the
downstream tip of Ross Island to the City of Portland.

2022 Oregon Department of State Lands approves an “adaptive
management plan” for reclamation and sets and end date of 2033,

*Nancy Gronowski, Portland Parks and Recreation
** Paradise Ross, Zach Dundas, Willamette Week



Emanuel Mische 1912 Plan
Includes Playfield, Croquet and Tennis Courts




Windemuth Bath House and Dance Hall
“The most popular resort in the city”
1911-1924 as a giant floating platform off
the northern tip of Ross Island and featured

T2y r'Me  a pool, dance pavilion that featured

=™ <Dances of Delight, and open air gym.
It closed July 27, 1924 due to
pollution in the Willamette River.




1950°s Scheme Includes: World’s Fair, Football Stadium,Boating Lake,
Baseball Stadium, County Fair, Livestock Coliseum, Yacht Harbor,
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1960’s Portland Parks Plan
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Aerial Photo of

Ross Island — 1963
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1979 Reclamation Plan:

Create 135 Acres of Upland Forest

Fill Lagoon to -20 feet (was -130 feet)

20 Million Yards of Fill

350-foot buffer around 55 nest heron colony
Stakes to Monitor Erosion

No State-Mandated Goals or End Date

No Wetland Habitat




Ross Island
Reclamation Plan

Ross Island Sand & Gravel Co.
4315 SE McLoughlin Blvd.
Portland, Oregon

September 30, 2002

Prepared by

Landau Associates

Pacific Habitat Services, Inc.

Pam Wiley

2000-2001

Ross Island Reclamation Plan Advisory Committee:

David Bragdon, Metro

Ann Hanus, Department of State Lands
Jim Rue, Ross Island Sand & Gravel

Ben Meyer, NOAA

Erik Sten, City of Portland Commissioner
Mike Houck Urban Greenspaces Institute.

Facilitator: Pam Wiley
The committee revisited the 1979 Reclamation Plan and

significantly changed the 1979 plan, including advising
against filling the lagoon.



fills up big pink

2002 Plan 4.5 Million Cubic Yards of Fill

Don’t fill the lagoon
Create Wetland, Riparian and Shallow Water Habitat
Complete by 2013 (later revised to 2023)

Fill required = 50x “Big Pink”

50 times!



2002 Reclamation Plan

HABITAT AREAS

shallow water habitat ——#




Big Pipe: Completed in 2011, the Big Pipe Project took a generation to build —

20 years — and $1.4 billion. CSOs have been nearly eliminated, dropping by 94 percent
to the Willamette and 99 percent to the slough, significantly improving river health.

To eliminate 100 percent of CSOs, the project cost would have doubled without a
significant increase in improving river health. 14 Feet in Diameter and 3.5 miles long.

Portland paid Ross Island to accept materials
from the Big Pipe project. Good news, it saved
Portland money, but...........

Another flaw in the restoration plan, Ross
Island was not ordered to secure fill. So, they
sat and waited for fill, thereby delaying
restoration. And, they charged for it.




Mike Houck arranges a kayak trip for the Oregonian Editorial Board




Entire editorial board writes individual follow up editorials calling for completing
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Multiple environmental impacts on the 1slands

gald Eagle Nesting Ared

Holgate Channel East Bank Campers
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Ross Island Sand and Gravel’s Jim Rue, Department of State
Lands Director Ann Hanus and Mayor Vera Katz visit the island

Photo Mike Houck



= Immediate 45-acre donation (2006)
= AddﬂmnaWcre donatlon after resto

‘ Wy

»w

Ross Island

: Eastisland

Approximate parcels of land offered in Dr. Pamplin’s 9/27/2006 letter.




Portland Tribune Friday, October 6, 2006

TRIBUNE FILE PHOTO: JIM CLARK
The transfer of part of Ross Isiand to the city will protect about 60 acres of natural habitat on the Willamette River, marked above.

PDX

Revised Donation, October 2006



Dr. Pamplin presents Ross Island rock
to commemorate the donation

Mike Houck, Travis Williams and Bob Sallinger
with Dr. Robert Pamplin, Jr at Portland City Council
at formal transfer of 45 acres to the City




Environment | Robert

cepted the un-

Environmentalists still hope for

City accepts Ross Island gift

Pamplin Jr. will donate 45
acres deemed pristine in a
deal that ends years of dispute

By ANNA GRIFFIN
THE OREGONIAN

After years of back and forth, mis-
communication and confusion, the city
of Portland and millionaire pastor, pub-
lisher and philanthropist Robert Pam-
plin Jr. have reached a deal to turn a
portion of Ross Island over to taxpayers.

This time, they seem to mean it.

Mayor Tom Potter called Pamplin on
Monday to let him know that the city
will accept his offer to donate 45 acres
of the island complex, actually four
pieces of land in the Willamette River a
mile south of downtown Portland.

On the public’s behalf, Potter ac-

touched section
‘of the island and
responsibility for
any future envi-
ronmental
claims. Potter’s
aides say there
won'’t be any. Be-
fore accepting,

Pamplin city staff and out-
Still owns more side experts
than 350 acres walked the island

and conducted

an environmental assessment. The
consensus: The portion Pamplin wants
to make public is pristine.

That means that, barring some kind
of unforeseen last-minute glitch, city
planners and environmentalists will
soon begin crafting a long-term plan
for both preserving the land and ensur-

PAM MARTIN/THE OREGONIAN

ing limited public access. The stretch
Pamplin will donate is home to os-
preys, hawks and great blue herons.

.more: They'd like to see Pamplin, who

has promised to restore much of the
more than 350 acres he still owns, work
with the city on a comprehensive plan
for the entire island. They also would
like the Port of Portland, which owns
about 10 acres of the island, to give its
property to the city.

“We would hope there can someday
be a holistic management plan for all
the island that would address both res-
toration and public access,” said Mike
Houck, director of the Urban Green-
spaces Institute.

For the moment, however, Houck
and others who have lobbied hard for
the restoration of Ross Island are hap-
py just to have a deal between Potter
and Pamplin, who could not be
reached for comment.

Please see ROSS ISLAND, Page C6




Envisioning Ross Island

Urban Greenspaces Institute, Audubon Society of
Portland* and Willomette Riverkeeper
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* Bird Alliance of Oregon



FRIENDS OF ROSS ISLAND

landscape designers / christina frank + melissa medeiros
urban greenspace institute / mike houck

audubon society of portland / bob sallinger

willamette riverkeeper / travis williams

greenworks, pc / mike abbate + mike faha

PHOTO CREDITS
christina frank
melissa medeiros
mike houck

jim cruce




local context| 0!

Just one mile south of downtown Portland, the Ross Island complex is literally surrounded by the city. Bordered on the west by the South Waterfront
development and on the east by the 160-acre Oaks Bottom Wildlife Refuge, this landscape is A UNIQUE MIX of urban and natural environments
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Ross Island is integrally connected to the landscape around it - the city, the neighborhoods
the parks, and the natural areas - and we must CONSIDER THE ISLANDS IN THIS CONTEXT




habitat connectivity) 02

Despite over 75 years of constant mining and a boneyard of discarded

parts, THIS ISLAND TEEMS WITH WILDLIFE.

But in order for these animals to thrive, they must be able to safely
travel along migration routes and between shelters, food sources, and
nesting sites. This make » Islands a vital ECOLOGICAL STEPPING
STONE in a connectad chain of habitats along the Willamette River,
and improving or degrading any one of these habitat 'hot spots” has
repercussions far beyond the boundaries of that place

The Ross Island complex becomes even more critical to migrating fish
and wildlife when we realize that Portland’s urban waterfront areas
have HARDENED EDGES, ones that are sultable for commerce but not
for habitat, This means that every Inch of Ross Island's 6,5-mlle long
shoreline matters, A lot,




Principles for Future of Ross Island

principles|

The following principles were developed by the Ross Island Vision Team, and we believe that they should guide all future Ross Island restoration
management, and public access decisions

@ First and foremost, restore and manage Ross, Hardtack, East, and Toe Islands to ensure
their long term ecological functions.

Consider the islands in their context: as part of a watershed, part of a wildlife system,
and part of a city.

Nurture a mutually beneficial relationship between humans and the islands that
improves ecological values and encourages sensitive interactions.

Cultivate a stewardship ethic that builds public, private,and community partnerships
to support the islands’ restoration and ecological health.

Preserve, reveal, and interpret the islands’ natural, cultural, and industrial histories.
Evoke the island’s unique qualities and iconic nature.
Employ an artistic approach to the islands’ restoration and management.

Establish a long term, phased adaptive management plan for the islands.




What becomes of the Hardtack Island Processing Plant?

adaptive reuse)

live atop tt
ple

-~

SRR

SR

| P

PN

\

=/
DK/
%\

(SO

(L
N\ A2

—
-
: ‘ ﬁ}%’




continued restoration |

Even after Ross Island’s Reclamation Plan is fulfilled, ongoing restoration will be needed to protect and enhance the islands’ valuable habitat.
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Oregonian editorial calling for
Slow, no wake zone for Holgate
Channel and Ross Island Lagoon

Violation,
of $265.

Messing about in boats

Ross Island’s Holgate Channel deserves protection as a no-wake zone

most of them — especially the really loud,

here are about 200,000 boats in Oregon.
On a summer Sunday, it can seem that
way fast ones — are out on the Willam-

ette.

Much merriment ensues.

Don'’t get us wrong, we think this is cool. Espe-
cially on hot days.

But downstream of the Oregon City falls, there
are 26 miles of Willamette water on which people
can play. This leads us to believe there might be
room someplace for a stretch of calm, a reach of
respite. Some spot for the wind-in-the-willows
wallowing Mr. Rat enjoyed as “simply messing
about in boats.”

We have one such place in mind.

Just south of downtown Portland, Ross Island
cleaves the river. The Willamette’s main channel
courses to the west. To the east arcs a narrower
passage, a place of sandbars and shadows. The
Holgate Channel seems tailor made for slow.

Portland paddlers have dreamed for years about
making this channel a “no-wake zone.” That's a
section of water in which boats can proceed only
at speeds slow enough to throw no wake. The ad-
vantages extend way beyond peace and polite
driving. Wakes erode shorelines, and the shore-
lines in this narrow section of the Willamette are
especially vulnerable.

In recent years, public agencies and private

interests have invested millions in the restoration
of Ross Island, home now to a wide variety of wild-
life, including nesting pairs of protected species.
Across the channel is the splendid Oaks Bottom
Wildlife Refuge. It's time to protect the reach of riv-
er connecting these urban oases.

What we need next is an assist from the State
Marine Board.

The city of Portland, through its bureaus of
parks and environmental services, should petition
the agency to declare the Holgate Channel a no-
wake zone. That, we suspect, will trigger quite a |
public debate.

Just the sort of wake-up call our city’s boaters
need. -




Harmful Algal Blooms (HABs) appear in 2015, same
year as a severe heat dome, posing health threat to humans,
their pets.....

Turkey Vultures feeding on dead salmon

..... and fish and wildlife

Photo Mike Houck



Human Access Project advocates for a
flushing channel to address algal blooms

( CITY CLUB
(®)) ofrorTLAND
2025 City Club Research Committee

Launches Ross Island Study
Report Due Early 2026



Port of Portland contaminated cells
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Alternatives to Flushing Channel:

Destratification using mechanical mixing systems
Diffuse aeration mixing with bubble curtain
Aeration mixing with bubble curtain

Cold waster pumping

Surface cooling without destratification with pump

Immobilization of phosphorus with flocculents



Nature is dynamic! Where herons nested in 1979
cagles nest today. Any management of the Ross
Island Archipelago must take that into account.

Where eagles nest today herons or egrets may nest
in future years.

Viewed At South Waterfront
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Ross Island---Holgate Channel---Oaks Bottom Wildlife Refuge
Ecological Complex

Photos Mike Houck



What Now?

Owner Robert Pamplin Jr. under federal investigation for selling Ross Island to his own
company's employee pension fund for $10.8 million in 2022.

A subsequent settlement with the U.S. Department of Labor forced Pamplin's company
to reacquire the island and repay the pension fund with interest.

The Oregon Department of State Lands (DSL) has proposed a $2.9 million fine against
Ross Island Sand & Gravel for failing to complete reclamation of the lagoon and
surrounding uplands after mining ended in 2001

The Oregon Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) has filed liens totaling over
$156,000 against the company for unpaid cleanup costs related to its former headquarters.

The International Union of Operating Engineers filed a lawsuit alleging that Ross Island
Sand & Gravel withdrew from a union pension plan in 2023, leaving a $1.9 million

withdrawal liability.

In August 2025, Old Republic Surety Company was granted a default judgment of over
$629,000 against multiple Pamplin entities, including Ross Island Sand & Gravel

Ross Island Lagoon site for depositing Portland Harbor Contaminated Sediments?



Dr. Robert Pamplin concedes he
-aided his employees’ pension fund.
Properties all over Oregon will now
oe sold so he can pay back tens of

millions of dollars.

Oregon’s largest producer of hazelnuts.
(See map, page 9.)

Pamplin is the owner and CEO of an
industrial holdingcompany, R.B. Pamplin
Corp., that his father built and he later
took over. He was, until last year, the
owner of Pamplin Media Group, the
state’s largest newspaper chain.

An ordained minister and philanthro-

pistwho sayshe’s given more than $150 million to charity, Pamplin
nonetheless made aremarkable admission right after Christmas.

He conceded in the Dec. 26 filing in US. District Court in
Portland thathehad, over the previous five years, violated alaun-

}Y NIGEL JAQUISS njaquiss@sregonjournaiismproject.org

fforts are underway, the Oregon Journalism Project has
learned, to unwind ene of the great timber fortunes in

he state—at the order of the federal
overnment.

On Dec. 26, Dr. Robert Pamplin Jr.,
3, settled a lawsuit brought by the US.
Jepartment of Labor to resolve allegations
etreated his company’s pension fund like
piggy bank, selling overvalued company
eal estate to unwitting pensioners.

Court records show an independent
rustee appointed by the feds will sell
'amplin properties all over the state to
1ake the pension fund whole and undo
that the feds say are “illegal” real estate
ransactions Pamplin executed.

Properties that will be sold include
1e 81,000-acre RZ Ranch, the largest in
-entral Oregon, which sprawls across
efferson and Wasco counties, along with
wo prime Yamhill County wineries and
‘olumbia Empire Farms--at its peak;

ALVAROFONTAN

PAMPLIN JR.

dry list of federal pension laws, in effect
using his company’s pension fund as a
bankand diverting tens of millions of dol-
lars from thousandsof pensioners whose
laborhelped make him wealthy, Many of
those violationswerefirstreported in the
pages of Willamette Week.

As a condition of the settlement,
Pamplin agreed to a lifetime ban on
serving as a trustee. to make the pen-
sion fund whole for all losses, and to pay
millionsin fines.

“It'sasevere but appropriate penalty,”
says Jim Ambrose, a Portland pension
lawyer who reviewed the settlement.
“What Pamplin did was egregious.”

Pamplinagreed to contribute avariety
of assets to make uplosses at the pension
fund. Simultaneously, the trustee will
sell real estate Pamplin illegally placed

in the fund. Pamplin’s wife and two daughters also signed the
consentagreement, certifying theywill be responsible if he fails
to pay damages and penalties that will total a minimum of $25
million but could add up to much more.

Pamplin’s downfall saddens people who have known him. “It’s
heartbreaking because he did a lot of wonderful philanthropic
things,” says property magnate Jordan Schnitzer, who, like
Pamplin, has been a major supporter of Lewis & Clark College
and the Portland Art Museum. “His father was a legend, but
in family businesses, there are a lot of examples of the next
generation struggling”

Pamplin’s attorneys did not respond toarequest for comment.

“It’s a severe but appropriate penalty.
What Pamplin did was egregious.”

amplin’s extensive admission of wrongdoing is a painful
outcome foraman who spent decadesbuilding hisreputation
through philanthropy and civic engagement.

The Pamplin name is on the gymnasium at Lewis & Clark
College, the business schools at the University of Portland
and Virginia Tech (his father’s aima mater), and the Pamplin
Historical Park & The Museum of the Civil War Soldier in
Virginia, on which Pamplin spent nearly $40 million. Pamplin
endowed the directorship at the Portland Art Museum, where he
was alongtime board member. He put his portrait—and a caption,
“Owner & Neighbor”—on the front page ofthe Portland Tribune
and many of the other 24 newspapers he owned until last year.




Urban Greenspaces Institute’s Objectives:
Bring the entire Ross Island Archipelago into public ownership
Ensure Ross Island Sand & Gravel (or other owner) finishes reclamation obligations

Establish, restore and manage a Ross Island Archipelago---Holgate Channel---Oaks
Bottom Wildlife Ecological Complex

Any solution to algal blooms must ensure the ecological integrity of all the islands,
protect bald eagle nesting sites, and ensure continued restoration

Manage human activity to protect habitat and nesting activity for eagles, herons
and other fish wildlife

Focus on Adaptive Management, recognizing nature 1s dynamic, where herons nested
cagles now nest. Climate change will impact the islands and management must
account for a more intense flooding regime and species changes.
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