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As the Multnomah County Commissioner for 
District One, my jurisdiction includes the County 
bridges that span the Willamette River - from 
the Sauvie Island Bridge to the Sellwood. It is my 
pleasure to be a part of this effort to keep you 
informed and take part in the public process as we 
move forward with addressing the rehabilitation or 
replacement of the Sellwood Bridge and the needs 
of the surrounding community. 

As we begin the work on the future of the 
Sellwood Bridge, I am confident we will find a 
solution. This will be a long process and every 
step of the way I am committed to keeping the 

community connected and up-to-date. It is 
only through community involvement and the 
commitment to find the best solution for Sellwood 
and the Portland metro area that this project will 
be successful. 

Thank you for your interest in this important effort.

Sincerely,

Maria Rojo de Steffey

“I am confident we will find a 
solution...”

MULTNOMAH COUNTY COMMISSIONER  Maria Rojo de Steffey

Ross Island

MarquamLike many of Portland’s early bridges, the 
Sellwood Bridge replaced a ferry that shuttled 
passengers across the Willamette River. The 
Sellwood Bridge was constructed in 1925 
to replace the Spokane Street Ferry, which 
was the only transportation link between 
Sellwood and West Portland. 

A Frugal Design
 The bridge was designed by Gustav 
Lindenthal, a noted bridge engineer of the 
time, and–like the Ross Island and Burnside 
bridges–was built with funds from a $4.5 
million local bond measure. In response 
to public outcry at budget overruns on the 
Burnside Bridge, the Sellwood Bridge design 
and construction budget was scaled back 
(the bridge was built for just $541,000). This 
fateful decision resulted in a number of 

limitations that have implications today. The 
bridge is extremely narrow: two lanes, no 
shoulders or median, and one 4-foot-wide 
sidewalk that must accommodate light poles, 
pedestrians, and bicyclists. 

The Sellwood Bridge is the only four-span 
continuous truss highway bridge in Oregon 
and possibly in the nation. (A continuous 
truss requires fewer parts and is cheaper 
to construct than other bridge types.) It 
was also Portland’s first “fixed span” bridge 
across the Willamette (meaning it was high 
enough to avoid the need to “open” for river 
traffic). It also was Portland’s first Willamette 
bridge without trolley tracks. Because it 
was not designed for the additional weight 
of streetcars, the structure itself is not as 
substantial as the city’s other river crossings. 

Geological Challenges & 
Temporary Fixes
In addition to these design limitations, the 
bridge also has topographical challenges. 
The west end of the bridge was constructed 
on fill material and is located in an area 
that is geologically unstable. The hillside 
above the bridge is slowly sliding toward 
the river, exerting pressure on the west end 
of the bridge. A section of the bridge had to 
be removed and re-built in 1960 after the 
hillside slid several feet toward the bridge. 
The west end interchange with Highway 
43 was completely re-built in 1980. Since 
then, ground movement has caused the west 
end approach girders to crack. The bridge is 
also not designed to withstand a significant 
earthquake.

Multnomah County continues to take 
steps to prolong the safe use of the bridge 
until a long-term solution can be found. In 
June 2004 cracks in both the east and west 
concrete approaches were restrained with 
steel clamps and the weight limit for vehicles 
traveling across the bridge was reduced from 
32 tons to 10 tons. This limit has caused 
the diversion of 94 daily TriMet bus trips 
(a loaded bus weighs about 19 tons) and 
hundreds of trucks, which formerly crossed 
the bridge. 

A 2005 engineering study recommended 
short-term safety improvements for the 
bridge. Cracks in the girders and columns 
will be injected with epoxy in 2007. The 
county is also inspecting the Sellwood Bridge 
every 3  months to monitor the cracks and 
slope to ensure the bridge is safe to use. 

The project homepage 
contains a link to an 
online survey designed to 
gather your input on your 
use of the bridge as well 
as community values and 
issues that are important 
to you. 

This survey is the first of 
several that will be offered 
during the course of the 
study. At this time, we 
want you to tell us which 
issues we should consider 
before we develop 
alternatives. 

This survey period ends 
on Thursday, October 26, 
2006.
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We Are 
Here

The Sellwood Bridge Rehabilitation/
Replacement Project is a 24-month 
planning effort to develop a locally-
supported alternative to address the long-

term transportation deficiencies posed by 
deterioration of the bridge. Much of the 
intensive work will take place throughout 
2007.

A structured decision-making process has 
been established for the project. The aim is 
to create a logical path with major decision 
points along the 2-year project schedule.

The Decision-Making Process

Bridge’s Current  
Problems are Linked to the Past

Public input will be gathered throughout the study and focused on 
the key project milestones. Planned outreach activities will include: 
newsletters, public open houses and workshops, an interactive project 

website, online surveys, and a speakers’  bureau. The Community 
Task Force will actively consider public input before making 
recommendations at each decision point.

GOVERNMENT AGENCIES 
Working Together

COMMUNITY TASK FORCE
Representing the Stakeholders

Multnomah County is leading a multi-
agency project team that includes 
jurisdictions with an interest in the 
Sellwood Project.  The team includes 
staff from the City of Portland, Metro, the 
Oregon Department of Transportation and 
several consultants.   State legislators and 
staff from TriMet, Clackamas County, City 
of Milwaukie and the Federal Highway 
Administration are also involved.

A key part of the decision-making 
structure for the Sellwood Bridge Project 
is the Community Task Force (CTF).  Task 
force members represent a broad cross-
section of interests: from freight users 
to pedestrians, and from neighborhood 
residents to large employers.   Seventy 
citizens volunteered for the task force and 
20 were appointed by Multnomah County’s 
Board of Commissioners. CTF members 
represent and communicate with their 
constituents, participate in all of the CTF 
meetings, attend public events, and work 
to develop consensus recommendations at 
each step in the planning process. The final 
decision for the CTF will be to recommend 
a preferred alternative to the Policy 
Advisory Group.   

Task force meetings are open to the public.  
To sign up for meeting notices, call  
503-988-6804.

POLICY ADVISORY GROUP 
Confirming the Decisions 

The Policy Advisory Group (PAG) includes 
elected and appointed officials of local 
agencies and jurisdictions with regulatory 
responsibility for, or who have a strong 
interest in, the project. Responsibilities 
of the PAG include setting the policy 
framework for the project, communicating 
project progress to fellow elected or 
appointed officials, as well as constituents, 
reviewing recommendations from the 
Community Task Force and making final 
decisions at the six decision points

Members of the PAG will represent their 
organizations in making the first five 
decisions. For the sixth decision, the PAG 
will recommend a preferred alternative to 
the Multnomah County Board, Portland 
City Council, and Metro’s Joint  
Policy Advisory Committee  
for Transportation. 

Community task force members discuss traffic on 
the Sellwood Bridge with project staff at a recent 
meeting.  For a complete list of task force members, 
see the project Web site.

Community Teamwork

Take an 
Online 
Survey!

www.sellwoodbridge.org


