


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
May 26, 2026 

 

  (360) 577-8140                                        chair@cowlitz.org                                                   cowlitz.org 

 
Dave Walker, Interim Executive Director 
Washington State Energy Facility Site 

Evaluation Council 
621 Woodland Square Loop SE 
Lacey, WA 98504 
 

Re: Determination of Significance and Request for Comments on Scope of 
Environmental Impact Statement for Cascade Renewable Transmission 
Project (Agency Docket Number EF-23002) 

 
Dear Mr. Walker, 
 
On behalf of the Cowlitz Indian Tribe, please accept these comments regarding the proper 
scope of the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for the proposed Cascade Renewable 
Transmission Project (Proposed Project or CRT Project).  These comments respond to the 
Washington State Energy Facility Site Evaluation Council’s (EFSEC) Tribal notice dated April 
29, 2026, which states that EFSEC has issued a determination of significance for the 
Proposed Project under the State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) and is inviting Tribal 
input on the scope of environmental impacts that EFSEC should consider in its review.  The 
Tribe welcomes the opportunity to help shape EFSEC’s compliance with SEPA.  The Tribe is 
also mindful of the parallel consideration of this project by the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers (USACE) and the Oregon Energy Facility Siting Council. 
 
The Cowlitz Indian Tribe is a federally recognized Indian Tribe of southwest Washington 
and northern Oregon.  The Proposed Project lies within Cowlitz Territory, which covers 
much of the lower Columbia River Basin.  We have hunted, fished, and gathered across 
this unique landscape since Time Immemorial, following a strategic seasonal round of 
resource acquisition.  A flourishing Columbia River ecosystem is vital to the health, 
culture, and wellbeing of our people. 
 
As described by EFSEC, the CRT Project would “construct and operate a high-voltage 
direct current [400-kilovolt (kV)], 1,100-megawatt electric transmission facility.  The 
proposed facility would interconnect with the existing Bonneville Power Administration 
Big Eddy 500-kV alternating current (AC) substation, located near The Dalles, Oregon 

SUBMITTED ONLINE: 
https://comments.efsec.wa.gov/cascade-
renewable-transmission-sepa-scoping-
comments  



2 

   
  
  
   

 
  

Mr. Dave Walker, Interim Exec. Dir. 
 May 26, 2026 

 
    

 

   

(eastern interconnection), and the existing Portland General Electric Harborton 230-kV 
AC substation, located in Portland, Oregon (western interconnection).”  The CRT 
Project would “be constructed primarily within the bed of the Columbia River in both 
Oregon and Washington.”  
 
The Tribe agrees that a determination of significance under SEPA is appropriate.  If 
constructed and operated, the Proposed Project is likely to have significant adverse 
environmental impacts and clearly warrants preparation of an EIS.  We are particularly 
concerned about project-related impacts to Tribal rights and resources.  We offer 
comments and recommendations below on the Purpose and Need, Expected Effects, 
and Alternatives. 
 
Purpose and Need 
 
First, the Tribe requests clarification regarding the purpose and need for the Proposed 
Project, as it seems to be in a state of flux.  In its January 5, 2026, Memorandum for 
Record (USACE 2026), USACE stated: 
 

The Applicant’s stated purpose is: to develop a controllable HVDC underground 
transmission facility that will facilitate the reliable and cost-effective transfer of 
up to 1,100 megawatts (MW) of renewable energy from east of the Cascade 
Mountain Range to energy load centers located west of the Cascade Mountain 
Range in Oregon and Washington. 

 
The Corps’ preliminary determination of the project purpose is: to provide up to 
1,100 MW of reliable electrical energy transmission capacity to facilitate the 
transfer of energy from generation sources located east of the Cascade 
Mountain Range to end users located west of the Cascade Mountain Range in 
Oregon and Washington. 

 
Notably, USACE has removed any indication that renewable energy sources would be 
relied upon.  Oregon and Washington are moving away from conventional energy 
sources to meet emissions reduction goals, and the Applicant has repeatedly touted 
transmission of “clean” and “renewable” energy as the driving force behind the 
Proposed Project.  For example, the Applicant’s Cascade Renewable Transmission 
website (https://www.cascaderenewable.com, Accessed May 9, 2026) states:  
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• A Clean Solution. The Cascade Renewable Transmission Project will help solve a 

significant problem in the Pacific Northwest: How to deliver much more clean, 
affordable, renewable energy located east of the Cascades to electricity users in 
cities to the west, without disrupting the natural beauty and resources of the region.  

• The Cascade Project is an underwater and underground transmission line capable 
of transferring approximately 1,100 MW of large-scale wind, solar, and other 
renewables to help meet renewable energy public policy requirements in Oregon 
and Washington. 

• The Cascade Renewable Transmission project offers numerous benefits for the 
Pacific Northwest, including: Access to High-Quality, Affordable Clean Energy…. 

 
In the SEPA Checklist provided for this project, EFSEC did not specify a purpose and 
need for this project, so we wonder if EFSEC is going to adopt a position.  If so, the 
Tribe recommends retaining the emphasis on renewable energy in the Purpose and 
Need.  We are concerned that a transmission line supporting new or expanded 
conventional energy sources would result in even greater harm to Tribal natural and 
cultural resources.  Moreover, the Purpose and Need should allow for consideration of 
alternative transmission line routes (i.e., outside of the sensitive river ecosystem) as 
well as alternatives that would have less impact on the environment, such as upgrades 
to existing transmission infrastructure (see Alternatives below). 
 
Expected Effects 
 
EFSEC rightly acknowledges that the following environmental elements should receive 
detailed analysis in the EIS: wildlife/habitat, visual/aesthetics, land use, hazardous 
materials, cumulative impacts, and socioeconomic impacts.  EFSEC suggested 
additional information was needed before the level of analysis could be determined for 
the following: air, water, vegetation, energy and natural resources, environmental 
health, noise, light and glare, historic resources, and cultural resources. 
 
It is important that EFSEC conduct detailed analysis of all nine of these additional 
topic areas.  Project impacts would be significant and adverse to multiple elements, 
especially to Tribal natural and cultural resources.  These deserve due consideration in 
the SEPA EIS and warrant government-to-government consultation with Tribes.  The 
Tribe would like to emphasize the following three topics for EFSEC: 
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1. Archaeological Resources and Traditional Cultural Places 
As we have shared previously with EFSEC verbally, the Columbia River is a traditional 
cultural place (TCP) to which the Tribe attaches religious and cultural significance.  The 
Tribe informed USACE in writing of this on January 28, 2026, identifying ɬákʷlucn (the 
Cowlitz Salish word for the Columbia River) as a TCP eligible for the National Register 
of Historic Places.  This property stretches from Columbia River Mile 0 to River Mile 146 
and includes the adjacent floodplains.  In our correspondence with USACE, we 
provided documentation sufficient for consultation with the Keeper of the National 
Register regarding this property.  Meaningful consultation with the Cowlitz Indian Tribe 
and perhaps other Tribes to ensure proper identification and evaluation of TCPs will be 
critical for informing the EIS, the National Historic Preservation Act Section 106 
process, SEPA, and other state and federal review processes. 
 
2. Aquatic Species and Habitat 
We are particularly concerned about project-related impacts to culturally and 
ecologically significant fish species such as salmon, steelhead, lampreys, sturgeon, 
and eulachon.  Healthy, harvestable anadromous fish populations are essential to 
Columbia Basin Tribes, including the Cowlitz.  Once plentiful fish populations are now 
struggling due to dams, development, agriculture, pollution, altered flows, increased 
predation pressure, invasive species, climate change, and more. 
 
There are 16 ESA-listed fish species within the project area, 15 of which have 
designated critical habitat that could be affected by pre-installation activities, 
construction, and operation of the cable.  The Proposed Project would involve elevated 
levels of underwater noise, reduced water quality, and physical habitat alteration. 
Many questions and uncertainties remain about how cable heat and electromagnetic 
fields could affect aquatic species over the long-term.  Studies of this subject (i.e., 
underwater high-voltage cable effects on fish and wildlife, including on behavior and 
migration) are very limited, and to our knowledge, have never been done in the 
Columbia River.  A precautionary approach is warranted when so much is at stake.  We 
are also concerned that the hydroplow cable installation method could mobilize 
contaminated sediments, especially around Superfund sites like Bradford Island, 
where the nature and extent of contamination is still under investigation both in-river 
and upland. 
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3. Economics 
The Applicant states that the Proposed Project would help make renewable generation 
“… both less expensive and more efficient.  The resulting Production Cost Savings 
between 2028 and 2040 are estimated to have a Net Present Value (NPV) of $4.1 
billion” (EGPSC 2022:3).  This is all part of a larger argument regarding the economic 
benefits of the project, but it does not provide the full picture.  In the SEPA EIS, EFSEC 
should equally consider economic impacts from construction and operation of the 
Proposed Project, such as from harm to fisheries, river navigation, and outdoor 
recreation.  EFSEC should also consider any potential costs that could be passed on to 
ratepayers from the Proposed Project, including but not limited to, costs associated 
with retiring/decommissioning facilities taken out of service and site restoration. 
 
Alternatives 
 
As we discussed during our government-to-government consultation about this project 
on April 29, 2026, the Tribe is concerned that the Applicant is not taking a sufficiently 
hard look at other alternatives for the routing of power from east of the Cascades to the 
west.  Based on our recent review of both Federal Highways Administration1 and the 
Oregon Administrative Rules2, it appears that there may be more flexibility in the 
routing of power lines along I-84 than the Applicant currently acknowledges.   
 
In addition to this possibility, the Tribe expects the following alternatives to be explored 
fully before a siting decision is made: 
 

• Overhead HVAC transmission 
• Different direct current voltages and/or cable system technology  
• Transmission along rail right-of-way  
• Growth of community-based and larger-scale solar in western Oregon and 

Washington 
• Offshore wind development  

 
1 FHWA Memorandum June 28, 2017, “Utility Accommodation and Other Uses of Highway Right-of-Way.” 
2 Oregon Administrative Rules Chapter 734, Division 55 re: “Pole Lines, Buried Cables, Pipe Lines, Signs, 
Miscellaneous Facilities and Miscellaneous Operations.” 
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• Based solely on Columbia River Inter-Tribal Fish Commission’s 2022 Energy Vision  

The alternatives analysis should evaluate not only alternative routes but also 
alternatives that could improve electric reliability/transmission without building a new 
transmission line (e.g., energy efficiency and conservation programs, upgrades of 
existing infrastructure, operational improvements, more generation in areas of 
demand).  The Tribe understands that EFSEC may feel itself to be limited in the range of 
alternatives that they can require the Applicant to consider.  At the same time, the 
implications of this project for a host of resources, as well as the precedent that it sets, 
require that the fullest possible range of alternatives be considered.   
 
Conclusion 
 
Constructing and operating a high-voltage transmission line in the bed of the Columbia 
River for nearly 80 miles presents significant, unprecedented risks to Tribal rights and 
resources.  Columbia Basin Tribes should not bear more burdens of infrastructure 
projects that fail to thoughtfully consider long-term consequences.  We urge EFSEC to 
meaningfully consult with Tribes as the EIS and other state and federal regulatory 
reviews are conducted for the Proposed Project.  
 
Thank you for considering our comments.  For questions concerning this letter, please 
contact Christina Donehower, Natural Resources Policy Analyst, and Sean Hess, 
Cultural Resources Policy Analyst.  Christina can be reached at 
cdonehower@cowlitz.org or (360) 506-1848, and Sean can be reached at 
shess@cowlitz.org or (360) 846-8923. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
COWLITZ INDIAN TRIBE 
 
 
 
William B. Iyall, P.E. 
Tribal Chairman 
 
 

Bill Iyall (May 26, 2026 14:47:13 PDT)
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