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Dear Members of the Council,

The following comments are submitted on behalf of Columbia Riverkeeper and Friends of the
Columbia Gorge (collectively, Commenters) regarding the Washington State Energy Facility Site
Evaluation Council’s (EFSEC) State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) Determination of
Significance and Request for Comments on Scope of Environmental Impact Statement
(EIS) for the Proposed Cascade Renewable Transmission, Docket No. EF-23002.
Commenters agree with the determination of significance and offer the following comments on
the appropriate scope of the forthcoming draft EIS.

I. ORGANIZATIONAL STATEMENTS OF INTEREST

Columbia Riverkeeper is a nonprofit organization whose mission is to protect and restore
the Columbia River and all life associated with it, from its headwaters to the Pacific Ocean. We
are committed to clean water, abundant salmon runs, and healthy communities. Columbia
Riverkeeper represents roughly 20,000 members and supporters in Oregon and Washington and
regularly engages in decisions and policies impacting the water quality of the Columbia River
Basin.

Friends of the Columbia Gorge (Friends) is a non-profit organization with approximately
4,000 members. Friends’ mission is to vigorously protect and enhance the scenic, cultural,
recreation, and natural resources of the Columbia River Gorge. Friends fulfills this mission by
ensuring strict implementation of the Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area Act and other



laws protecting the region of the Columbia River Gorge; promoting responsible stewardship of
Gorge land, air, and waters; encouraging public and land trust ownership of sensitive areas;
educating the public about the unique natural values of the Columbia River Gorge and the
importance of preserving those values; and working with groups and individuals to accomplish
mutual preservation goals.

All energy proposals should clearly explain how the proposed development would impact
Tribal Nations and all people relying on the Columbia River for subsistence fishing, salmon,
culturally significant aquatic species, and clean water. Commenters are committed to upholding
environmental justice; as it currently stands, this project is not compatible with the Columbia
River Inter-Tribal Fish Commission’s (“CRITFC”) Tribal Energy Vision and the principles of a
just transition from fossil fuels. If this novel proposal moves forward, Commenters aim to ensure
that Tribal rights are honored and the river’s iconic salmon and protected species will not suffer.

Commenters request EFSEC prepare a thorough EIS detailing the proposed project’s
significant direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts to the Columbia River and its species.
Commenters also request a detailed alternatives analysis that includes a “no action alternative”
and meaningfully assesses out-of-river alternatives. Commenters also recommend additional
studies necessary for an accurate impact analysis.

This is the first project of this kind in the region, and if approved, would set precedent for
using the Columbia River as a utility corridor. Its potential impacts are far-reaching and go
beyond the immediate in-water work. Before subjecting this unique and irreplaceable reach of
the Columbia to these threats, EFSEC must thoroughly analyze all potential impacts.

II. LEGAL FRAMEWORK

SEPA’s goals are to “(1) create harmony between people and the environment, (2) prevent
damage to the environment, (3) stimulate the health and welfare of humans, and (4) enrich
understanding of natural resources and systems.”' “SEPA demands a ‘thoughtful
decision-making process’ where the government agencies ‘conscientiously and systematically
consider environmental values and consequences.”

' King County v. Friends of Sammamish Valley, 556 P.3d 132, 143 (Wash. 2024).
2 Wild Fish Conservancy v. Dep t of Fish & Wildlife, 198 Wn.2d 846, 873 (2022).



SEPA requires agencies to prepare a detailed environmental impact statement (“EIS”) for
any action that poses a “probable significant, adverse environmental impact.” Here, EFSEC has
already determined that an EIS is required.’

An EIS must include consideration of a project’s direct, indirect, and cumulative
impacts.’ Impacts to be considered “include those effects resulting from growth caused by a
proposal, as well as the likelihood that the present proposal would serve as a precedent for future
actions.”® The EIS must also include analysis of a no-action alternative and all other “reasonable
alternatives,” including any feasible mitigation measures.” Reasonable alternatives include any
“action that could feasibly attain or approximate a proposal’s objectives” with less environmental
impact.® Under WAC 197-11-660(1)(f), SEPA’s substantive authority allows EFSEC to deny a
project if the identified significant adverse impacts cannot be mitigated.’

To date, EFSEC has not made a decision about whether the SEPA EIS will tier to the
Federal EIS, currently under development by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps). In light
of recent, drastic changes to federal National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) through
rollbacks of the Council on Environmental Quality NEPA regulations and the 2025 United States
Supreme Court Seven Counties' decision, NEPA and SEPA are less analogous than ever. The
EIS that EFSEC prepares under SEPA should be considerably more protective than the EIS being
prepared by the Corps. Courts in Washington have recognized that “the public policy behind
SEPA is considerably stronger than that behind NEPA.”"" Additionally, EFSEC’s regulations at
WAC 463-60-302 to 463-60-535 require specific information and studies be included in the
application regarding the existing environment and potential impacts. Columbia Riverkeeper’s
comment submitted to EFSEC on December 5, 2025, details the Power Line’s lack of
compliance with those provisions to date. EFSEC must utilize its ability to provide a thorough,
more protective environmental analysis and fill the gaps that now exist under the federal NEPA.

*RCW 43.21C.031(1).

* See EFSEC Notice Memo, State Environmental Policy Act Determination of Significance and
Request for Comments on Scope of Environmental Impact Statement Cascade Renewable
Transmission (CRT) (April 28, 2026).

* WAC 197-11-792(c).

¢ WAC 197-11-060(d).

"WAC 197-11-400(2); WAC 197-11-440(5).

8 WAC 197-11-440(5).

? See WAC 197-11-660(1)(f) (“(1) Any governmental action on public or private proposals that
are not exempt may be conditioned or denied under SEPA to mitigate the environmental impacts
subject to the following limitations: . . . (f) To deny a proposal under SEPA, an agency must find
that: (i) The proposal would be likely to result in significant adverse environmental impacts
identified in a final or supplemental environmental impact statement prepared under this chapter;
and (ii) Reasonable mitigation measures are insufficient to mitigate the identified impact.”).

10 See generally Seven Cnty. Infrastructure Coal v. Eagle Cnty., 605 U.S. 168 (2025).

" Asarco, Inc. v. Air Quality Coalition, 92 Wn. 2d 685, 709 (1979).



III.  SCOPE OF THE EIS

Commenters offer the following specific comments and recommendations on the scope of this
EIS. This scoping comment does not attempt to address in detail every issue that should be
covered by the EIS. Instead, this comment lists some of the most pertinent direct, indirect, and
cumulative impacts that the Project’s EIS should analyze. Commenters reserve the right to
provide additional comments on the proper scope of the EIS.

A. Purpose and Need and an Appropriate Range of Alternatives

Under WAC 197-11-060(3)(a), agencies “shall make certain that the proposal that is the
subject of environmental review is properly defined.” SEPA requires analyzing a reasonable
range of alternatives, including a no-action alternative, to the proposed agency action that are
technically and economically feasible and meet the purpose and need of the proposal. Properly
defining a statement of purpose and need is important because it provides the basis for deciding
whether the range of alternatives is reasonable. By improperly defining the statement of purpose
and need, an agency may unreasonably narrow the alternatives analysis, which can result in an
unlawful preordained conclusion.

Here, EFSEC should maintain a broad statement of purpose and need that allows for a
range of alternatives that goes beyond the “in-water” alternative, and also includes robust
analysis of the “no action” alternative. The overarching purpose of this project is to increase
transmission from the east side of the Cascades to the west side. That broad purpose does not
require in-water work to meet the underlying energy goals. The broad range of alternatives the
EIS analyzes should include, for example, alternatives out of the river and alternatives that utilize
existing utility infrastructure. Additionally, EFSEC should evaluate placing the line outside of
the Columbia River as much as possible as one of the evaluated feasible mitigation measures.

B. Direct, Indirect, and Cumulative Impacts

All impacts from the construction, operation, and maintenance of the Power Line must be
considered in this EIS. As highlighted above, EFSEC’s EIS has the ability to be more protective
than the federal EIS, which the agency should take the opportunity to do. Below, Commenters
briefly describe the impacts by category that EFSEC should consider as it conducts its direct,
indirect, and cumulative impacts analysis. EFSEC must also fully account for Tribal Nations’
input on this proposal, and specifically take into account Tribal concerns with impacts to
treaty-protected rights and cultural resources.

1. Impacts to Water Quality and Aquatic Species



a. Heat

EFSEC must thoroughly evaluate the water quality impacts from the heat pollution
generated by the Power Line. Heat pollution is already a significant threat to the River, caused
primarily by dams and reservoirs, and exacerbated by the impacts of climate change.
Commenters are extremely concerned about this project’s potential to add heat to an already
overburdened waterbody.

In recent years, regulators have taken steps to address these temperature concerns and the
ongoing violation of temperature water quality standards, including establishing the Columbia
and Lower Snake Temperature Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) in 2021. Protected and
culturally significant Columbia River species like salmon, steelhead, and lamprey need cold,
clean water for survival. This project could contribute to exceedances of water quality standards
that are impairing the designated and beneficial uses of the Columbia River.

As highlighted below, in Section III(D), site-specific temperature impact studies and
analyses on the project’s effects are necessary to address the Columbia’s unique conditions.
These studies must be completed before any project approval processes move forward. The
Columbia is not truly a free-flowing river; certain shallow reservoirs created by dams along the
river store and retain heat. Heat generated by cables in the sediment and the riverbed may reach
the River, warming water temperatures—and not merely “dissipate” as the Applicant suggests
without evidence. Additionally, in areas where the Power Line is exposed and unburied in the
sediment, it would emit heat directly to the Columbia. This EIS must also thoroughly address
how heat would impact the aquatic environment in the instances where the Applicant uses
concrete mattresses and/or rock berms. EFSEC must also ensure that the Applicant clarifies
where, and with what frequency, it would use these methods to protect or anchor the Power Line.

Excessive heat pollution degrades water quality and threatens the health of fish and
aquatic species that need clean, cold water for survival. The Columbia River is already
significantly overburdened. Additional sources of heat pollution in the river could compound
those existing challenges further. EFSECs must require Columbia River-specific thermal studies,
and the EFSEC must conduct a thorough analysis to understand the extent of impacts on water
quality standards, beneficial uses of the Columbia, and salmon, steelhead, lamprey, and other
aquatic, benthic, and culturally significant species.

b. General Sediment Dredging Impacts
EFSEC must thoroughly evaluate the water quality impacts related to dredging along the

project’s footprint, specifically the impacts that suspended sediment from dredging would have
on aquatic species. The Applicant would use a hydroplow to create a trench in the riverbed to lay



the Power Line.'? The Applicant estimates that this trench would be approximately 24 inches
wide, and in most places up to 10 feet deep."® Using those figures, across the 78.9 miles of the
Cable located in the River, there would be a displacement of over 300,000 cubic yards of
sediment.'* This is roughly equivalent to the volume of a football field, dug 140 feet deep.'” The
only comparable displacement of sediment in the River comes from dredging the navigation
channel.'* However, unlike dredging, the sediment here would not be collected and disposed of
in a controlled manner in specified locations, but would be suspended without control in the
water column.

The increase in suspended sediment from laying the Power Line could result in major
impacts to fish. Depending on the characteristics of the plume generated by the project, the
suspended sediment could cause physiological damage, like gill trauma, to salmon and sturgeon
in the project area.'” Sediment generated by the Power Line could also affect the behavior of fish
in the project area, including disrupting feeding or causing fish to avoid the area.'®

Much more information and evidence are needed to understand these impacts. The
difficulty in understanding the impacts of the suspended sediment is magnified when combined
with the general lack of site-specific information regarding the project details in the river. For
example, to understand the impacts on sturgeon in the River from suspended sediment,
Commenters would need to know all of the above basic information: i.e., what the sediment
plume would look like and how long it would last. But we would also need to know whether
there are any areas along the project route where adult sturgeon aggregate, and whether the

"2 Draft Washington Energy Facility Site Evaluation Council (“EFSEC” or “WA EFSEC”)
Application at 2-13.

B Id.

' This figure was arrived at by multiplying the width, depth, and length of the trench.

15 A football field is 360 feet long by 160 feet wide.

16 See Port of Portland, Dredge Oregon Launches 2025 season, Keeping Columbia River Deep
and Wide Enough for Ships (May 27, 2025)
https://www.portofportland.com/Newsroom/dredge-oregon-launches-2025-season-keeping-colu
mbia-river-deep-and-wide-enough-for-ships (in 2024 one Port of Portland dredge moved 1.8
million cubic yards of sediment).

7 Long Term Management Strategy (LTMS) for the Placement of Dredged Material in the San
Francisco Bay Region, Literature Review: Potential Effects of Re-Suspended Sediments on
Fishes (U.S. Army Corps of Engineers et al. July 20, 2010), Appendix H.
https://www.spn.usace.army.mil/Portals/68/docs/Dredging/Il MTS/S%20and%20S/7%20-%20LT
MS%?20Literature%20Review__Effects%200f%20Resuspended%20Sediments.pdf. The
sediment plume’s lethality on fish in the area is dependent on how long it would last, how dense
it would be, and the size of particles in it. /d. (summarizing research showing different levels of
harm to fish based on exposure concentration and duration).

!8 Id. at Table 15 (documenting behavior responses observed in different fish to suspended
sediment and increases in turbidity).
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Power Line crosses any areas that provide potential spawning or rearing habitat conditions for
sturgeon.” Dredging impacts could also injure or kill juvenile lamprey that live burrowed into
the river sediment and expose them to higher levels of predation.

Thus, EFSEC must require Columbia River-specific studies addressing the
above-mentioned concerns, and EFSEC must conduct a thorough impacts analysis to understand
the extent of impacts on water quality, salmon, steelhead, lamprey, and other aquatic, benthic,
and culturally significant species.

2. Impacts to Superfund and State-Level Cleanup Sites

In addition to increased turbidity, dredging has the potential to disturb contaminated
sediments, releasing pollution into the water and food web. The Columbia River Basin was
designated as a “Critical Large Aquatic Ecosystem” that warrants protection in the EPA’s
20062011 Strategic Plan due to longstanding toxic and pollution contamination. Water quality
and the impact of industrial and agricultural activities on the Columbia River have long been a
concern. As a result of these activities, many toxic contaminants—including mercury,
dichloro-diphenyl-trichloroethane (DDT), polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), arsenic, copper,
lead, and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs)—occur throughout the Basin, impacting
water quality, fish, and other aquatic species. Many of these toxic pollutants are hydrophobic,
meaning they persist in the environment and latch onto sediment rather than dissolving in the
river water. This contamination could affect drinking water, fish, and those who consume fish.

Re-releasing or mobilizing harmful pollutants into the water and the surrounding
environment is of extreme concern to Commenters. This EIS must thoroughly evaluate the
project’s impacts related to disturbing contaminated sediment from Superfund and state-level
cleanup sites along the project’s likely footprint. Further, EFSEC must require information,
including site-specific studies, about the direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts of dredging 100
miles of the Columbia River to determine the safety and long-term consequences of this
proposed action.

Regarding Superfund sites, this project crosses through two sites on the National
Priorities List (NPL): Bradford Island and Portland Harbor. Throughout the 1900s, Corps used
Bradford Island and the Columbia River as a dumping ground for Bonneville Dam’s toxic and
hazardous industrial waste. These practices contaminated the river, its sediment, and the area’s

Tt is true that the proposed route seems to mostly follow the Federal Navigation Channel,
which typically does not provide important spawning ground for sturgeon. Oregon Department
of Fish and Wildlife, Lower Columbia River and Oregon Coast White Sturgeon Conservation
Plan (Aug. 2011). However, there are many areas where the Cable diverges from the Channel,
including in getting to its multiple land crossings.



resident fish populations with toxic chemicals, including cancer-causing PCBs. In addition to
PCBs, other contaminants of concern include lead, mercury, petroleum chemicals, semi-volatile
organic compounds (SVOCs), PAHs, volatile organic compounds (VOCs), heavy metals,
herbicides, and pesticides.*® As a result of this contamination, OHA issued a fish consumption
advisory for resident fish between Bonneville Dam and one mile upstream to Ruckel Creek in
Oregon, and in the North Bonneville Treaty Fishing Access site in Washington.?'

The complex geography and hydrology of the area, the duration of the contamination,
and a lack of good recordkeeping for past waste disposal make it difficult to establish a
contamination perimeter. The investigation into the nature and extent of the contamination at and
around the site is ongoing. For example, just last year, an additional area of contamination was
identified on Cascade Island at Bonneville Dam and will be added to the site’s removal and
cleanup plan. The potential to spread this contamination through the project’s dredging activity is
a direct threat to public health, safety, and the environment.

Further, concerns around contamination spreading from the Portland Harbor cleanup site
must be addressed. While only a small portion of the Portland Harbor cleanup area may be
impacted by this project including connecting the in-water cable to the Portland converter
station, explicit care must be taken to prevent the spread of contaminated sediment.

The reach of the Columbia where the Power Line would go has a long history of
industrial use and contamination; old pulp mills and aluminum smelters are two examples of the
industry historically present. The contamination problems at Bradford Island, Portland Harbor,
and other cleanup sites along the project route are just examples of the type of sediment
contamination that may exist at other, undiscovered locations in the river corridor. EFSEC must
also require a complete, full-scale sediment characterization and study to understand the realities
of sediment dredging and environmental impacts along the project route.

The Applicant’s acknowledgement of state-level cleanup sites along the project footprint
also lacks accuracy. For example, the Application failed to mention the GP Camas site in its
application documents. GP Camas is a highly polluted active site along the banks of the Camas
Slough and the Columbia River. Hazardous contaminants of concern for the soil, groundwater,
and sediment include PAHs and carcinogenic PAHs; benzene, toluene, ethylbenzene, and xylenes
(“BTEX”); PCBs; lead; chromium; dioxins; and furans. A 2021 Washington Department of

2 Oregon Health Authority (“OHA”), Bradford Island Superfund Site,
https://www.oregon.gov/oha/ph/healthyenvironments/trackingassessment/environmentalhealthas
sessment/pages/bradford-island-superfund-site.aspx#:~:text=These%20activities%20resulted %2
0in%20chemical.resident%20fish%20in%20the%20area.

1 See OHA, Bonneville Dam Fish Advisory,

https://www.oregon.gov/oha/PH/HEALTHYENVIRONMENTS/EducationalResources/Final_Fi
eldPoster-English-LowRes.pdf.
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https://www.oregon.gov/oha/ph/healthyenvironments/trackingassessment/environmentalhealthassessment/pages/bradford-island-superfund-site.aspx#:~:text=These%20activities%20resulted%20in%20chemical,resident%20fish%20in%20the%20area
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Ecology (“Ecology”) order required GP Camas to develop a Remedial Investigation Workplan
and prepare a Remedial Investigation Report to address the site’s historic release of hazardous
substances.

To date, GP Camas has submitted a draft Remedial Investigation Workplan, which
includes a site sampling and analysis plan. Lady Island, located between the Camas Slough and
the Columbia River, is included in the Remedial Investigation’s scope of work, and the site’s
Wastewater Treatment Facility discharges to the Columbia River. The GP Camas’ contamination
is a growing concern as the cleanup is still in the early stages. As highlighted above, sediment
dredged around NPL sites, state-level cleanup sites, and areas upstream and downstream of these
contaminated areas requires robust sediment sampling and testing to ensure there are no
contamination issues downstream. Failure to do extensive sediment sampling and studies will
result in increased hazards to humans, fish and wildlife, and environmental health. This EIS must
also evaluate the impacts of dredging sediment from state-level cleanup sites like GP Camas.

3. Impacts from the Power Line’s Electromagnetic Field

This EIS must also thoroughly evaluate the project’s electromagnetic field (EMF)
impacts on aquatic species, specifically impacts to fish migration and movement. Many species
of fish and invertebrates in the project area have some form of electromagnetic senses. These can
be both magneto-sensitivities or electro-sensitivities. Salmonids have been shown to use
magnetic forces for navigation.? Sturgeon and lamprey likewise are sensitive to electric fields.”
Sturgeon have been shown to detect low levels of electric fields from potential prey for feeding.?
Anthropogenic EMFs have been shown to impact salmon and sturgeon behavior.

A study done on the Trans Bay Cable—a 53-mile cable in the San Francisco Bay owned
and operated by the Applicant—looked at behavior changes and migration success in Chinook
salmon smolts and green sturgeon.” The study analyzed fish behavior before and after the Trans

22 L.C. Naisbett-Jones & K.J. Lohmann, Magnetoreception and Magnetic Navigation in Fishes:
A Half Century of Discovery, 208 J. Comp. Physiol. A 19 (2022).

2 Pieterjan Verhlest et al., Electromagnetic Fields and Diadromous Fish Spawning Migration:
An Urgent Call for Knowledge, Environmental Pollution (Feb. 2025),
https://www.sciencedirect.com

/science/article/pii/S014111362400518X.

2 Xuguang Zhang, Use of Electrosense in the Feeding Behavior of Sturgeons, Integrative
Zoology (Mar. 28, 2012).

2 R. Kavet et al., Assessment of Potential Impact of Electromagnetic Fields from Undersea
Cable on Migratory Fish Behavior, Final Technical Report, OCS Study No. BOEM 2016-041
(Sept. 2016),

https://www.boem.gov/sites/default/files/environmental-stewardship/Environmental-Studies/Paci
fic-Region/Studies/ BOEM-2016-041.pdf.
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Bay Cable was activated. It found that “[c]hinook salmon smolts may be attracted to the
activated cable based on analysis of cable crossing, mis-directions, and first presence at the array
data.”” Travel time for migrating green sturgeon was also shown to be impacted: “travel time
was increased for outbound migrations but decreased for inbound migrations.”*” Further, both
sturgeon and salmon experienced an average decrease in successful migrations—a 4.0 %
decrease for sturgeon and an 11.1% decrease for salmon.?® However, the sample size was not
large enough for the decrease in migration success to be statistically significant.” This study has
a number of notable shortcomings when it comes to understanding the impact the Power Line
would have. For one, the study only looked at the behavior of Chinook salmon smolts, and not
the impact of adult salmon migrating to spawning grounds. It also did not—nor does any other
real-world study we are aware of—look at impacts to other important fish present in the River,
including lamprey. The study was also limited in scope and time frame, looking only at one year
after activation of the Trans Bay Cable.*

There is also good reason to believe that the impact of the Power Line on migrating fish
would be significantly greater than the impacts of the Trans Bay Cable. The Trans Bay Cable is
shorter than the proposed Power Line.*! And it is not clear if there are as many stretches along
the Trans Bay Cable where it is unburied, as the Power Line would be for multiple miles. Finally,
the San Francisco Bay is much wider, on average, than the stretch of the Columbia River that this
project would run through—meaning fish would have less room to distance themselves from the
Power Line.*

Another real-world study, performed on the Neptune Regional Transmission
System—which was built by the Applicant, connecting New Jersey and New York—and the
Cross Sound Cable, between Connecticut and New York, also found that high-voltage direct
current (HVDC) cables affect fish behavior.** The study found significant changes in behavior in

% Id. at ix.

21 1d.

2 Id. at vii-viii.

»Id.

30 Id. at vii.

3! The Trans Bay Cable is 53-miles long, while the proposed Cable would have 79.8 miles in the
River.

32 The San Francisco Bay is between 3 and 12 miles wide. San Francisco Bay, Encyclopaedia
Britannica (last updated 2025), https://www.britannica.com/place/San-Francisco-Bay. The Draft
Application does not include any information regarding the width of the River in the project area,
but it is likely far less than 3 miles, at its widest. For example, the Hood River Bridge is less than
a mile long. Port of Hood River, Hood River Bridge,
https://www.portothoodriver.com/hood-river-bridge.

33 Zoe Hutchison et al., Electromagnetic Field (EMF) Impacts on Elasmobranch (shark, rays,
and skates) and American Lobster Movement and Migration from Direct Current Cables, OCS
Study No. BOEM 2018-003 (Mar. 2018), https://espis.boem.gov/final%20reports/5659.pdf.
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lobsters and skates near the activated cables.** Importantly, the study also measured EMF levels
and found both electric and magnetic fields that exceeded levels expected to cause biological
effects, despite the Cross Sound Cables’ electric shielding.*® The results from these real-world
studies are worrying for the potential impact the project could have on the already stressed fish
species in the River.

As discussed above, the Columbia River is too warm, presenting an existential threat to
multiple species of migrating fish that must make it to their spawning grounds before
succumbing to stress and exhaustion caused by high river temperatures.*® Any change in the
migratory behavior of these fish—even seemingly minor delays or additional expenditures of
energy—caused by the Power Line’s EMF could result in significant additional mortality by
forcing fish to stay in warm waters longer before making it to their spawning grounds. Fish like
Snake River sockeye, which have a long journey and must also traverse the too-warm waters of
the Snake River, are particularly at risk.”’

Because we do not have site-specific habitat information, it is impossible to know how
the areas surrounding the Power Line could be impacted by EMFs. However, it is possible that
White Sturgeon congregate in areas near the project’s proposed path, or that juvenile lamprey
live®® in the soils surrounding the Power Line’s proposed footprint.* The study on the
Applicant’s Neptune Cable showed that HVDC cables can impact movement and foraging
behavior of electro- or magno-sensitive fish and invertebrates in the cable’s vicinity.*

¥ Id. at xvii (“Leucoraja erinacea (the Little skate) exhibited a strong behavioral response to the
EMF from the [Cross Sound Cable] . . . For both species, the behavioral changes have biological
relevance in terms of how the animals will move around and be distributed in a cable EMF
zone.”).

3 Id. at xiv.

3% Columbia Riverkeeper, Salmon Dying from Hot Water in Columbia River (July 27,2021),
https://www.columbiariverkeeper.org/2021/salmon-dying-from-hot-water.

37 Courtney Flatt, Biologists Truck Snake River Sockeye to Cooler Idaho Waters, OPB

(Aug. 4, 2024), https://www.opb.org/article/2024/08/04/trucking-snake-river-sockeye-idaho/.

3 Monica R. Blanchard, et al., Patterns in distribution and density of larval lampreys in the
main-stem Columbia River, Washington—Oregon, 43 N. AM J. FISHERIES MGMT. 1458, 1458-74
(2023), https://academic.oup.com/najfm/article/43/6/1458/7811852.

3 The Applicant cites a study that demonstrated, in one part of the River, spawning lamprey are
less likely to be found as you move away from the bank of the river. WA EFSEC Draft
Application at 3-58. This does not establish that no lamprey (spawning or not) would be near the
Cable, nor does it rule out that certain sections of the Cable, outside of the study’s limited area,
provide important spawning habitat.

40" Zoe Hutchison et al., Electromagnetic Field (EMF) Impacts on Elasmobranch (shark, rays,
and skates) and American Lobster Movement and Migration from Direct Current Cables, OCS
Study No. BOEM 2018-003 (Mar. 2018), https://espis.boem.gov/final%20reports/5659.pdf.
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As noted in Section III(D), EFSEC must require several additional categories of
information and study from the Applicant to fully understand how the Power Line will impact
actual Columbia River-specific habitat conditions and species. First, EFSEC must require the
Applicant to conduct location-specific modeling of projected EMF levels and evaluate those
projections in relation to habitats and species known to occur along the corridor, as well as the
existing EMF environment.*' Second, EFSEC must require the Applicant to address all aquatic
species with sensitivity to EMFs, in detail. Third, EFSEC must require the Applicant to provide
documentation of fish movement patterns along the Cable’s route to determine how frequently,
and during which life stages, various species may be exposed to elevated EMFs or altered habitat
conditions. To the extent that the Applicant cannot or will not provide this information, EFSEC
should reject the Application for Site Certification.

The proposed route traverses 78.9 miles of critical habitat for multiple species of fish, yet
the potential effects of a project of this scale in such a setting remain poorly studied. Without
additional information, EFSEC cannot reasonably evaluate the magnitude or likelihood of
EMF-related impacts. Thus, to aid in a thorough impacts analysis, EFSEC must require
site-specific and species-specific studies to determine EMF impacts on sensitive, protected, and
culturally significant aquatic and benthic species.

4. Impacts of Expanding Data Center Growth

WAC 197-11-060(d) requires consideration of “those effects resulting from growth
caused by a proposal, as well as the likelihood that the present proposal will serve as a precedent
for future actions.” It is highly likely that a significant portion of the energy transported by this
Power Line would go to support new large-load customer (i.e., data center) growth, given this
sector’s contribution to growing energy demands.* Given this connection, EFSEC must also
evaluate the foreseeable impacts of data centers growth from this project.

*I' A study that found significant behavior changes in skates and lobsters in relation to a subsea
power cable concluded that there is a need to “integrate an understanding of the natural and
anthropogenic EMF environment together with the responses of sensitive animals when planning
future cable deployments and predicting their environmental effects.” Zoe Hutchison er al.,
Anthropogenic Electromagnetic Fields (EMF) Influence the Behaviour of Bottom-Dwelling
Marine Species, Sci Rep., (Mar. 6, 2020), https://pmc.ncbinlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7060209/.
2 Surging demand in the state for energy is being led by a growth in data centers. Mike
Rogoway, ‘4 9-gigawatt problem’: Northwest's soaring energy demand, supply constraints,
could spark new power crisis, Oregon Live (Jan. 23, 2026),
https://www.oregonlive.com/business/2026/01/a-9-gigawatt
-problem-northwests-soaring-energy-demand-supply-constraints-could-spark-new-power-crisis.h
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Recently, regional transmission projects comparable to the Power Line have sold their
energy entirely to individual large-load customers, rather than to utilities serving the public.* If
the energy transported by the Power Line follows this path, it could support a large growth in
data centers in the Portland metro area and beyond. With these facts, EFSEC must consider the
indirect and cumulative impacts of this potential growth in data centers.

Thus far, the Applicant lacks details or guarantees about this transmission being used to
serve big technological customers rather than the general public. If this project’s purpose is to
serve large-load customers, EFSEC must require the Applicant to be transparent about that end
use and fully disclose that in writing.

5. Impacts from Rock Berms and Concrete Mattresses

Installing concrete mattresses and rock berms can lead to habitat degradation and
permanent impairment to shorelines and the riverbed. In this EIS, EFSEC must analyze the
Applicant’s use of concrete mattresses and rock berm for areas where the Power Line cannot be
buried in the sediment. Additionally, EFSEC must require the Applicant to explicitly disclose 1)
where it would install the concrete mattresses and/or rock berm along the proposed route and 2)
the number of concrete mattresses and the amount of rock berm the Applicant would install.
Thus far, across multiple applications, including both the 404 Permit Application and the
Washington Energy Facility Site Evaluation Council Draft Application for Site Certification, the
Applicant repeatedly failed to provide this information. Without it, EFSEC cannot meaningfully
determine or analyze the environmental impact of this aspect of the project.

6. Impacts from Natural Disasters, Geologic Hazards, and Vessel Strikes

The Pacific Northwest sits adjacent to the Cascadia Subduction Zone, a 700-mile fault
line off the Pacific coast shoreline that runs from Northern California to British Columbia.
Scientists currently predict a 37 percent chance that a 7.1 or greater magnitude earthquake will
strike in the next 50 years, with impacts felt across the region.* This EIS must disclose and
evaluate the environmental impacts of damage to the Power Line in the event of a major
earthquake or other natural disaster, including the potential impacts to water quality, aquatic
species, fish migration, and river access.

* Gosia Wozniacka, 4 300-mile power line was supposed to serve the public. Now it may serve a
data center, OregonLive (Oct. 31, 2025),
https://www.oregonlive.com/environment/2025/10/a-300-mile
-power-line-was-supposed-to-serve-the-public-now-it-may-serve-a-data-center.html.

# See State of Oregon, Cascadia Subduction Zone,

https://www.oregon.gov/oem/hazardsprep/Pages/Cascadia-Subduction-Zone.aspx (last accessed
Jan. 27, 2026).
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Additionally, EFSEC should evaluate environmental and public health impacts from
unintended vessel strikes. With the line proposed to be buried merely 10 feet in the sediment, and
an undetermined number of times on the riverbed itself, damage could be incurred from vessel
strikes. The exact project path is also unclear at this stage, making the risk evaluation difficult to
assess. EFSEC should evaluate potential scenarios and their impacts including but not limited to
damage incurred from cable ruptures or damaged insulation and threats to aquatic life and the
public.

7. Impacts from Project Maintenance and Repair

The Power Line’s proposed placement in Columbia River sediment creates unique
challenges for any maintenance or repair. During the project’s 40- to 50-year lifespan, some
maintenance or repair is likely to occur. In the event of damage from natural disasters or vessel
strikes, the Power Line would require immediate work. This would likely require access to the
Power Line itself, thus redistributing sediment in the riverbed and exposing the aquatic
environment to additional impacts and dangers. In its cumulative impacts analysis, EFSEC must
also evaluate the impacts that project maintenance and repair would have on water quality,
aquatic species, fish migration, and river access.

8. Impacts from Potential Future In-River Power Lines

SEPA requires analysis of the likelihood that a project would set a precedent for future
similar actions and the resulting impact.*> Here, the Power Line would be the first of its kind in
the Columbia River and the region. The Power Line alone would not satisfy the full need for
power transmission from the east side to the west side of the Cascades. If approved, it would
clear the path for future power lines through the river and other waterways. EFSEC must
consider the long-term impacts that could result from multiple, similar powerlines being sited
through the River, which could amplify the effects discussed above.

C. The Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area

A major purpose of NEPA is to ensure that federal agencies conduct fully informed
environmental decision-making. NEPA promotes its sweeping commitment to “prevent or
eliminate damage to the environment and biosphere” by focusing the attention of federal
decision makers and the public on the environmental and other impacts of proposed agency
action.*® By focusing agency attention on the environmental and socioeconomic impacts of a

% WAC 197-11-060(d).
%42 U.S.C. § 4321.

14



proposed action, NEPA ensures that the agency will not act on incomplete information, only to
regret its decision once finalized.*’

To that end, “[t]he sweep of NEPA is extraordinarily broad, compelling consideration of
any and all types of environmental impacts of federal action.”*® An agency must “take the
initiative of considering environmental values at every distinctive and comprehensive stage of
the process.”® This includes resources protected by the Columbia River Gorge National Scenic
Area Act, 16 U.S.C. §§ 544-544p (National Scenic Area Act or Act).

In 1986 Congress recognized the national significance of the Gorge and created the
Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area to protect and enhance the aesthetic, biological,
ecological, historic, and recreational values in the Gorge. The Gorge, under the protection of the
National Scenic Area Act, offers a stunning array of sensitive resources.

The Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area is particularly rich in natural resources
due to a diverse collection of ecosystems and micro-habitats. The Gorge has 44 species of fish,
including several species of salmon listed under the federal Endangered Species Act, and 200
species of birds. As discussed above, these species must be considered in the EIS.

Additionally, the Gorge offers unique recreational opportunities in the Columbia River
itself. Kayaking, boating, fishing, kiteboarding, windsurfing, paragliding, and birdwatching. The
Columbia River itself is a world-renowned windsurfing and kiteboarding destination. These
activities could be adversely affected and should be taken into account by the EIS.

D. Additional Studies Needed

In order to address the impacts discussed above, the EIS must include additional studies
beyond what the Applicant has currently proposed. We believe each of these studies are
“essential to adequate appraisal of the site” and, thus, that EFSEC must use its authority under
RCW 80.50.071 to “commission its own independent consultant study” at the Applicant’s
expense. Without third-party analysis of the key impacts of the Project, EFSEC cannot accurately
evaluate this novel proposal. The additional studies we suggest include:

1. Agquatic surveys of fish and habitat. EFSEC’s rules require an application to include
“detailed descriptions” of fish and wildlife habitats and species present, including fish

and wildlife surveys that are conducted during “all seasons” of the year. WAC

47 See Robertson v. Methow Valley Citizens Council, 490 U.S. 332, 349 (1989).

* Calvert Cliffs’ Coordinating Comm. v. United States Atomic Energy Comm’n, 449 F.2d 1109,
1122 (D.C. Cir. 1971).

“Id. at 1111.
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2.

463-60-332(1)(a); WAC 463-62-040(f). These surveys are also necessary to understand
the potential impacts of the Power Line in the EIS. However, to date, the Applicant has
only conducted a single habitat survey on some of the terrestrial portions of the Power
Line, and does not propose to conduct any aquatic surveys. EFSEC must require these
surveys be conducted to better understand the presence of fish in the project area.

More detailed analysis of thermal impacts of the Power Line. The Applicant’s analyses of
the thermal impacts of the Power Line, so far, have focused narrowly on discrete impacts

to surrounding sediment when the Power Line is buried. These analyses have not
included analysis of how these impacts to sediment temperature would interplay with the
dynamics of the river—for instance, in sections above the dam with slow moving
water—nor have they examined the effect of the unburied portions of the Power Line. To
fully understand the potential thermal impacts of the Power Line, the EIS must include a
study that estimates the cumulative heating effect on the river along the Power Line’s
entire length.

Soil bores along the Power Line’s length, with emphasis on potentially contaminated
sites. The Applicant has not publicly provided a map of the locations where they have

conducted soil bores. To better understand potential sediment impacts, these bores must
be done along the Project’s entire length at short intervals, for example every 100 meters.
In areas with a history of industrial development, as described above, soil bores must be
taken even more frequently.

Sediment plume modeling for hydroplow disturbance. To understand the impacts of the
massive amount of suspended sediment this project would create, EFSEC must require

modeling that demonstrates where the sediment plume would spread and how long it
would last, along the Power Line’s length. There are important spawning habitats in the
river, all along the Power Line’s proposed route. Sediment plumes in these areas could
cause significant disturbance to salmon, lamprey, and sturgeon.

Analysis of data from monitoring on the Applicant’s other cables. We understand that the
Applicant has built other underwater power lines. Because of the novelty of this kind of

project and its impacts, the Applicant should be required to submit any available
monitoring data, especially with regards to impacts on aquatic life, it has from those other
projects for independent analysis.

Analysis of potential EMF impacts that looks at empirical studies of similar power lines.
So far, the Applicant’s analysis of potential EMF impacts has focused only on narrow

lab-based studies, and has avoided some of the real-world studies showing that
underwater power lines have a real impact on aquatic life. This issue is discussed in more
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detail in Columbia Riverkeeper’s comment to EFSEC submitted on December 5, 2025, at
pages 13 to 15. To fully understand the scope and meaning of available research, EFSEC
should commission an independent analysis of these available studies that also looks to
how they might apply to the specific species and habitat conditions in the River.

CONCLUSION

A broadly scoped and thorough review of the project’s impacts will demonstrate that the
Power Line threatens the Columbia River’s water quality and the species and communities that
rely upon it. EFSEC must also consider a wide range of alternatives that consider alternatives
outside the river.

This proposed project is a detriment to the irreplaceable resource that is the Columbia
River. The River is the lifeblood of the Pacific Northwest, and its health has already been
stretched thin by energy development in the form of dams. Many Columbia River fish species
are struggling to maintain existence. This novel and experimental project could further hamper
decades of fish recovery efforts and negatively impact Tribal treaty and fishing rights.

Sincerely,

Teryn Yazdani, Staff Attorney,
Columbia Riverkeeper

Steve McCoy, Staff Attorney
Friends of the Columbia Gorge
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