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Statement of Need

STUDY GOALS  

ï Prioritize the safest, shortest, most accessible 

route.

ï Design for peak use and users.

ï Minimize impacts to and enhance habitat for 

" ora and fauna.

ï Complement proposed Willamette Falls 

Riverwalk and future redevelopment efforts.

ï Recognize the unique character, history and 

physical challenges of the falls and the Blue 

Heron site.

ï Coordinate portage project with PGE dam 

facilities and operations.

With a grant from Clackamas County Tourism & 

Cultural Affairs, We Love Clean Rivers is working 

with Fortrose Group, Mayer/Reed, and Flowing 

Solutions to develop a Willamette Falls Portage Trail. 

This Willamette Falls Portage Trail Concept Study 

(ìStudyî) researches and provides alternatives 

for portage trail routes and access points around 

Willamette Falls for light watercraft, including 

kayaks, canoes, paddle boards, and other human-

powered vessels.

ABOUT WE LOVE CLEAN RIVERS, INC.   

We Love Clean Rivers, Inc. (WLCR) is a 501(c)

(3) non-pro! t organization dedicated to cleaning 

high use rivers by mobilizing the river recreation 

community in partnership with local environmental, 

recreation and educational organizations. By 

coordinating with kayakers, rafters, anglers, scuba 

divers and tubers to clean up waterways, WLCR 

broadens engagement with river restoration 

activities, increases the recreation communityís 

understanding of threats to watershed health and 

provides unique opportunities (drizzled with fun) 

for the community to give back to the incredible 

resources we use year-round. WLCRís motto is 

ìTurning Restoration in to Recreation.î
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HISTORIC CONTEXT  

It is clear that Native Americans had a very active 

life in the area with canoes both above and 

below the Falls before the European traders and 

settlers arrived. Historic photos depict much of 

the indigenous peoplesí lives centered on canoes, 

including burials, houses, ! shing, and transport 

both individually and in groups.  

Native American villages were located both east 

and west of the Falls when European-American 

traders ! rst visited in 1806-1830, with evidence 

of human settlement in the region dating back 

thousands of years. During that early contact 

period, the largest settlements of Native Americans 

were concentrated downstream around the 

Clackamas River downstream of Willamette Falls 

and at Canemah on the southeast side above the 

falls. 

As local experts, Native Americans were often 

employed by the early European-Americans for 

river transport.  A typical canoe was fashioned from 

a single cedar log, which could haul hundreds of 

pounds of produce or a dozen people.

Portages are referenced in early European-

American diaries of the 1800s, speci! cally on 

the east side of Willamette Falls. Canemah, in 

particular, afforded a sandy beach haul-out and 

natural cove above the falls. During low water, 

canoes would have been ëlinedí up and down the 

tail races on the east side or simply hauled over a 

relatively short path; later, a mule track between 

Canemah and Oregon City helped portage larger 

boats and much of the goods travelling between the 

upriver communities and the wider world. 

Native American and Voyager canoe traf! c up 

and down the falls (via portage) diminished after 

settlement of European-American traders in the 

region and the advent of the steamship. The 

steamship era required people and goods to be 

shuttled between Canemah and Oregon City (one 

mile) on land, moving goods by mule train and later 

a steam train.  They either embarked on another 

boat on the other side of the falls (upstream or 

downstream) or continued over land to other 

destinations. Cnce Willamette Locks opened in 

1873 on the west side of the river, the need for a 

portage disappeared, and Canemah declined. It 

was annexed by Oregon City in 1928. 

Statement of Need (contíd)

Image by Museum of the Oregon Territory, 1847.

See ìCultural Landscape Report: Willamette Falls Legacy Project - 2017î for more details on the historic context of the area.
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CURRENT CONTEXT  

The 217-mile long Willamette River Water Trail 
winds through forests, farms, parks, and urban 
landscapes across the Willamette Valley, offering 
year-round access for novice and experienced 
paddlers seeking short trips, or multi-day 
adventures on the Willamette River. 

The water trail is interrupted only by the need 
to portage the Willamette Falls, the Paci! c 
Northwest’s largest waterfall by volume and one of 
Oregon’s most spectacular natural features. The 
40-ft high, 1500-ft wide waterfall and its surrounds 
is a signi! cant historic and cultural treasure that 
also functions as Oregon’s ! rst hydroelectric dam, 
but has been closed to the public for the past 150 
years due to industrialization.

It should be noted that this study covers access 
points that serve small watercraft. Portaging the 
falls currently requires paddlers to travel by car over 

four miles between Willamette Park in West Linn 
and the SportCraft Landing in Oregon City, the two 
closest boat access points to the falls. WLCR hopes 
to complement the Willamette Falls Riverwalk effort 
and shorten the portage distance for paddlers 
by identifying potential portage trail alignments 
and access points across the former Blue Heron 
property.

In 2014, a private land owner, Falls Legacy LLC, 
purchased the 22-acre Blue Heron Paper Company 
site and granted the Willamette Falls Legacy 
Project an easement to build a public riverwalk 
on the site. Oregon City, Clackamas County, Metro 
and the State of Oregon began working with the 
private owner, stakeholders, and thousands of 
interested community members to make the 
riverwalk a reality, laying the groundwork for future 
development and a vibrant downtown.  Design of 
the Phase I riverwalk is currently underway.

Statement of Need (cont’d)

Conceptual drawing of The Yard and Woolen Mill Alcove segment of the Willamette Falls Riverwalk with proposed informal water 
access.  Image by Metro and Snøhetta.
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The Public Yard and Woolen Mill Alcove


