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The project conducted a series of studies and stakeholder outreach

efforts to determine the appropriate navigation clearance for the

proposed bridges. Many factors were considered in these studies. In

addition to vessel height, the safe and efficient operation of aviation

(Pearson Field), highway, light rail, and the multi-use path (bicycle and

pedestrian) were considered.

The selection of the crossing height (low, mid, or high level) for the

proposed bridges over the Columbia River and the placement of the

piers are affected by three primary constraints: aviation, navigation, and

project geometry (i.e., roadway/transit/multi-use path).

Effects on aviation were evaluated using federal regulations for the safe,

efficient use and preservation of navigable airspace (14 CFR Part 77).

These FAA regulations are applicable to Portland International Airport

(PDX) and nearby Pearson Field. Objects violating the requirements of

the Part 77 regulations may be deemed a “hazard to aviation”. Three

navigation channels (Primary Channel, Barge Channel, and Alternate

Barge Channel) are currently designated by the United States Army

Corps of Engineers (USACE) and permitted by the United States Coast

Guard (USCG). The past and future uses of these three channels were

also evaluated.

The primary constraints considered in the evaluation also included

geometry related to safe and functional operation of the highway, transit,

and multi-use path facilities. All facilities must be able to make required

connections to interchanges, surface streets, and stations and to do so

in a safe manner in accordance with standards of practice.

CRC conducted studies of current river usage and validated these

studies through stakeholder outreach to determine what clearances are

required by current river users. These efforts included a boat survey to
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identify the types of vessels that use the Columbia River at the project

location, their frequency of usage, and required navigation clearance.

Additionally, a series of telephone and/or face-to-face interviews were

conducted with river users to validate and update the information

contained in the boat survey. Along with these efforts, the USCG held a

preliminary hearing on the Columbia River Crossing to solicit comments

from river users.

The information gathered from the above-mentioned studies and

stakeholder outreach was considered in conjunction with the operational

statutes for nearby Pearson Field and with requirements for safe and

efficient operation of the proposed highway, light rail, and multi-use path

facilities. Taking all of these considerations into account, it was

determined that a 95-foot vertical clearance will allow all but three known

and infrequent river users to navigate beneath the bridge at all times of

year. Some of these users could partially disassemble equipment so

they could pass beneath a 95-foot vertical clearance.

If a navigation clearance of 125 feet is provided using the deck truss

bridge type selected by the Oregon and Washington Governors, then

vehicles, luminaries, sign bridges, and tolling facilities would encroach

into Pearson Field Part 77 surfaces (14 CFR Part 77). This may prompt

the FAA to issue a determination of “Hazard to Aviation” for the project,

meaning that the owner of the bridge would assume full liability in the

event of an accident. PDX airspace would not be affected. Also, a higher

bridge design may require redesigned columns and foundations,

resulting in a larger in-water footprint over what is currently required for

the deck truss bridge type.

Increasing the height of the proposed Columbia River bridge to provide

125 feet of vertical clearance has impacts to the safety and cost of the

overall project. These impacts include additional hazards to aviation;

operational and safety impacts to the highway; operational, safety and
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maintenance impacts to transit; and increased environmental impacts.

The compromises result in a reduced benefit for 5 out of the 6 specific

needs addressed in the project’s Purpose and Need Statement when

compared to the current alternative. An initial assessment of known and

quantifiable costs attributable to the increase in vertical clearance for

navigation ranges from approximately $105M to $150M. Additionally,

there would be costs associated with the determination of a revised

transit alignment, including analyzing changes in environmental effects

and re-engaging the public and stakeholders. 

Evaluating crossing level and span length with respect to aviation,

navigation, and project geometry shows that the mid-level structure

would beneficially affect aviation and navigation. While the mid-level

bridge does not favor any single interest, it benefits all interests in an

equitable fashion with respect to the aviation and navigation constraints.

This was the primary reason the mid-level crossing was selected by the

Columbia River Crossing Task Force and was validated through six

years of public input, including 27,000 public outreach contacts

at approximately 900 events.
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