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A fleet of five dredges is scouring the Columbia 

River bottom in the biggest deployment of 

manpower since Congress authorized the long-

sought project to deepen the river's channel for 
bigger, modern ships. 

"There are more dredges on the river than at any time 
we can remember in our history," said Col. Thomas 

O'Donovan, commander of the Portland district of the 
Army Corps of Engineers. 

Corps officials said the $163 million project will be two-

thirds complete by July of next year, at least in terms of 
river miles deepened from 40 to 43 feet, with full 

completion expected by 2010. But some of the most 
difficult work is still ahead. For example, contractors will 
have to use underwater explosives to cut into basalt 
near the Columbia's confluence with the Lewis and 
Cowlitz rivers. 

Close to Vancouver, a one-mile stretch of river bottom is already proving troublesome. 

While much of the Columbia River bottom is composed of relatively easy-to-move sandy material, 
O'Donovan said the shipping channel near Vancouver includes a mixture of sand, clay and 
cobblestones. 

"The kind of stuff my ancestors in Ireland dug up," O'Donovan said. "They called it damn poor soil." 

The contractor is using a barge-mounted backhoe to scrape up the rocky material, compared with the 
suction and clamshell dredges used in more accommodating areas of the river bottom. Laura Hicks, 
the corps' project manager, said contractor J.E. McAmis Inc. anticipates its backhoe has another six to 
eight months of work in the one-mile stretch near Vancouver. 

On Monday, the corps awarded a $49.3 million contract to Great Lakes Dredge & Dock Co. of Oak 

Brook, Ill. Hicks said the company will complete the third phase of dredging by July, at which point 
roughly 66 miles of the river's 103-mile channel will be 43 feet deep. 

Environmental groups fought the project, citing the concern of federal fisheries officials that scouring a 

deeper channel would amount to an "incremental insult" to an already-degraded river. Those concerns 
remain, despite a federal judge's ruling that the project could proceed without violating federal law. 

O'Donovan said he's gratified that the dredges have minimized the amount of mud stirred up. 

"We're meeting all (state) water quality certifications," he said. 

 

 

 
 

 
 
A barge-mounted crane scoops “damn poor 

soil” from the river bottom near Vancouver 
last week. A project to deepen the 
Columbia River’s shipping channel from 40 
to 43 feet is expected to be two-thirds 
complete by July. (STEVEN LANE/The 
Columbian)  
 

 
 

 

  



Meanwhile, O'Donovan and other corps officials said the partially completed project is already reaping 
economic benefits because deeply loaded ships are able to take advantage of high tides to motor 
across shallow stretches. In addition, sponsoring ports say they believe the promise of a deeper river 
has already attracted business. 

A $453 million vehicle distribution center will locate at the Port of Vancouver partly because of the 
deeper channel, port spokesman Nelson Holmberg said. 

The corps calculates that two-thirds of the project's benefits accrue to high-value merchandise hauled 
within 40-foot-long shipping containers. Most of those containers come through the Port of Portland, 

where huge cranes pluck them off ships for subsequent loading onto rail cars or semi trucks. Yet 
container shipping has been notoriously iffy in Portland, which has seen container lines come and go in 
recent years. 

Ships must travel 103 miles inland from the Pacific Ocean atop a river that - even when deepened to 
43 feet - won't be deep enough to accommodate ships capable of drafting as much as 50 feet when 
fully loaded. Even so, officials with the corps and the sponsoring ports believe the deeper channel is 
already deep enough to start benefitting upriver shippers. 

River pilots can effectively ride the tides to keep from scraping river bottom. 

"Especially on the lower river, it has increased the size of sailing windows," said Josh Thomas, 
spokesman for the Port of Portland. "That's helped reduce delays for ships with deeper drafts. But the 
real benefits will come when the channel-deepening is at completion." 

  

Did you know? 

The rocky shores of the Columbia's mouth funnel the river into the ocean with tremendous force, 

something like a firehose, unlike other major rivers whose power dissipates in deltas. This "rockiness" 
dates back millions of years. 

H.M.S. Chatham, an armed tender of the British Royal Navy, almost became the first recorded victim 
of the Graveyard of the Pacific. Lt. William Broughton had been dispatched by Capt. George Vancouver 
to follow up on American Capt. Robert Gray's report of a great river. After exploring the Columbia, and 

naming present-day Vancouver in honor of his captain, Broughton briefly ran aground on what would 
be called Peacock Spit on the north side of the mouth. 

Portland businessmen petitioned Congress in the early 1880s to do more about the hazards of the 
mouth of the Columbia. Congress appropriated funds for a jetty to extend out from Clatsop Spit on the 
south side of the mouth to be built by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. 

-Sources: Washington State Department of Archeology and Historic Preservation; U.S. Geological 
Survey. 

  

 


