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Portland-Vancouver Passenger Water Taxi Service
Frog= Shwah-kuk in the Chinookan Tribal Language, Art: Adam McIssac
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Canoes and Frog
Mythology on
the Columbia &
Willamette Rivers
The ability to travel the waters of the Columbia and Willamette
rivers has allowed people to become intertwined through trade
and commerce for centuries by canoe. The journal entries of
Lewis and Clark in 1805 described the shores of the Columbia
River as being lined with canoes elaborately carved from cedar
trees. The ability to navigate these waterways gave the Chinook
people control over vast reaches of the Columbia River basin for
hundreds of years.
The area surrounding the Columbia and Willamette rivers is
steeped in a rich mythology told to us through early ethnographers
who traveled the river documenting Native American inhabitants
and their culture. According to Chinookan mythology, Frog
(Shwekheyk in Chinook language), was given the basics of
weavable fiber by his relatives, Snake and omnipotent Coyote.
With this fiber, Frog was given the task of creating the cordage
for the weaving of the first fishing net. With this net, made from
fibers of nettle plants, Frog had made it possible for the new
human beings to catch their first salmon. Coyote tested the net,
with the guidance and wisdom of his three sisters, thereby
establishing the complex set of taboos associated with the
catching of the first salmon of the season.
The Chinook people would never eat or harm Frog for his
association to them would always protect him. That is why
you should always step around frogs and never over them.
—Adam McIssac, Chinookan Master Artist
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Background
Portland, Oregon has experienced exponential growth, leading the nation
for inbound interstate immigration, increasing by 150 people per day. The
enhanced density, aided by the confines of the urban growth boundary, has
dramatically increased traffic congestion.
Portland has been an innovator for multi-modal transportation, having
installed MAX Light Rail lines beginning in 1986, which now extend east
to west and north to south with splinter systems to include the Portland
Streetcar which operates as a central city circulator, as well as the
Willamette Shore Trolley during summer weekends. Currently the city
and surrounding area are mired in traffic; traffic is a leading conversation
topic every day.
New transportation infrastructure truly transforms communities and is
a vital source of community development. (Note: Statistics pulled from
referenced studies listed in “Research” heading.)
• In 2014 Portland area congestion cost businesses and families
$1.8 billion in wasted time and fuel.
• By 2040, congestion is projected to increase by 30%.
• Oregon Business Plan Transportation Advisory Committee: Reducing
road congestion is the highest priority action item. More than
110,000 autos cross the I-5 Bridge daily; 120,000 cross the I-205
Bridge.
• Passage of $5.3B Oregon Transportation Funding Bill: Focused on
infrastructure improvements over the next 10 years to improve the
economy, quality of life, and reduce congestion. Transportation
comprises 37% of Oregon’s greenhouse gas emissions.

of the definition. Portland Nicknames: City of Bridges, Portlandia, River
City—Portland is iconic in that it sits at the confluence of two rivers with
the city split by the Willamette River (east to west) and the states of
Washington and Oregon (north to south) divided by the Columbia River.

Customers
1. Commuters from Vancouver heading south who work in Portland
for the 1.0 version of the Frog Ferry and later as well as commuters
from the Milwaukie/Oregon City area heading north who work
in Portland for the 2.0 version of the Ferry. These are motorists
willing to leave their cars at home, or to park near the shore by
their home, and commute via watercraft and as well as compatible
modes of transportation such as MAX light rail, bicycle, walking, or
bus. The target is north-south commuters and does not address the
east-west commuters into inner Beaverton or Gresham unless mass
transit options exist.
2. Circulators which are pedestrians in the downtown core who are
transiting during the day across or up or down the river for lunch,
meetings, or errands. Non-home destination on either end; office
to restaurant or appointment.
3. Visitors: Sightseeing during non-commuter hours via an iconic,
fuel-efficient mode of transportation for locals and visitors to see
the city from a new point of view that builds the “City of Bridges”
and “River City” brand of being founded along two mighty rivers.
This service would connect most river-front amenities as well as
provide a link to other mass transit options.
4. Citizens in Distress: Provide as an emergency response option in
the event of Cascadia Subduction Zone catastrophic earthquake event.

Portland has a distinctive personality, and locals are supportive of using
multiple modes of transportation in effort to preserve the environment.
Bicycle lanes are a cultural norm, with 15,000 cyclists crossing five bicycle
friendly bridges each day. Portland is a walking-friendly city with short
blocks, and use of Uber and Lyft is skyrocketing (gained 35% of Portland
International Airport market within first two years of launch)—all in effort
to avoid the congestion and high downtown parking fees.
Portlanders are proud of their choice to call Portland “home,” leave their
recyclables at the curb, enjoy their trails and parks, and protect the natural
resource-based environment in general. If anything, Portland has become
loved too much—with small tech and sports and apparel companies flocking
to the area in search of a work-life balance that provides a special quality
of life for young families who honor “diversity”—across many dimensions
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Goals

Citizens are mired in gridlock, and traffic has become the gripe of
the hour. Providing new means of moving large groups of people, is
largely beyond the financial capability of individual municipalities
and even regional public entities. Yet the community is hungry for
this type of innovation. There is an opportunity to integrate our
light rail, pedestrian bridges and corridors, bicycle-way system, roadways, and maximize the river highway that runs through the Portland
metro region and was its historical transportation back bone.

• Safety: above all else.
• Customer Satisfaction: Seamless customer experience from parking to destination and back; beat or match travel time by car.
• Connect people and the city using the river corridor to provide
an instrumental means of unifying the transportation infrastructure
network of bus, light rail, pedestrian, bicycle, and auto.
• Operational Efficiency: Strategic equipment, timing, ramp access,
partnerships with municipalities, and operational best practices.
“Green” practices to ‘do no harm’ to the river. Reduce CO2 emissions.
• Public-Private Partnership: This would be a watershed publicprivate partnership that would benefit road users throughout the
region and minimize the burden through partnership and start-up
cost share.
• Profitability: There have been models developed in the past that
haven’t penciled out. We must prove there is demand and scale the
operations for profitability.
Fundamental attributes of successful Mixed use Travel Profiles:
(Credit: Rick Gustafson, Portland Streetcar)
Vision + Land use + Mobility/Transportation
				
= Successful high density, mixed use living

Competitive Advantages
a. Timing/Demand: The demand is high with few other alternatives
to address the traffic issues. This city that draws educated Generation X and Ys searching for jobs, young families searching for
an affordable sense of community, leading-edge research doctors,
global apparel designers, and tech innovators. At its heart, the Portland metropolitan area is approachable, a small town with a big-city
sense of culture, and a demand for sophisticated cuisine, outdoor
travel experiences and transportation infrastructure (Port, aerial
tram, preserving waterfront park and Forest Park in proximity to
the water and downtown as the highest use of the space.) Portland
recently adopted a transportation funding bill to help alleviate the
congestion—however accessibility remains problematic.

b. Cost and Ease: Vancouver drivers are currently averaging more
than an hour to commute each way every day. The aggravation,
time, and fuel costs are frustrating commuters who don’t have an
alternative way to make a living unless their employer allows them
to work from home. There is the ease, romance, and mystique of
driving 10 to 15 minutes to park, boarding a watercraft to enjoy
a leisurely trip in to work while catching up on emails and news
(while enjoying a quality beverage), and then deboarding to walk,
take MAX or bicycle to the office.
c.

Lack of Competition: At present there are few alternatives to
address this issue, especially given constraints of state funding, the
failure of the Columbia River Crossing (I-5 Bridge failed expansion),
and no other organized water taxi service for large numbers of passengers. Currently there is the Portland Spirit company, a tour boat
traveling at 8 knots for noon hour scenic tours and a Jet Boat tour
operator for thrill-seekers who cruise up the river at 40 knots to
see the sights and enjoy 360 degree spins. Both operators may be
potential partners to have for back up needs.

d. Partnerships: The leadership of Frog Ferry has a 30 year career
of working with a variety of municipalities to create new ways of
doing business better. We have the capability to coalesce multiple
disciplines to aggregate resources and the collective need to improve
the traffic situation. If every vested entity participates, and we
are able to leverage civic relationships, coalesce knowledge of the
communities along the route, and put the customer experience first,
we can significantly improve the livability of residents and address
one pivotal aspect of commute-time congestion. This would be a
watershed public-private partnership that would benefit nearly all
citizens and minimize the burden through partnership and start-up
cost share.
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Full Route: 7 Stops

OMSI Dock
Owned and maintained by OMSI

1.0 Version: Start with round trip Vancouver, Washington to downtown
Portland, Salmon Springs core service.

Rose Quarter East bank Esplanade/Duckworth Dock
Owned and maintained by the Portland Office of Transportation

2.0 When we are successful with the initial launch and route, we can
add watercraft and service from Lake Oswego/Milwaukie to downtown
Portland. Eventually partner with three of seven jurisdictions for parking
facilities and boat access.

OHSU Dock
Owned and maintained by unknown.

• Vancouver West-Parking

North/South
VANC-PORTLAND
1.0 Vancouver to Portland Downtown Core at Salmon Springs
Fountain, no parking

• Vancouver West-Parking
••
•
•

Esplanade/
Convention Center
Salmon Springs
OMSI Max Line
South Waterfront

Milwaukie/
•Oregon
City-Parking
• Lake Oswego-Parking
Esplanade/

Salmon Springs Dock/Waterfront Park Seawall
Owned and managed by Portland Parks and Recreation, note: Salmon
Springs dock leased to American Waterways (Portland Spirit)

Convention Center
•Salmon
Springs
•
• OMSI Max Line
• South Waterfront
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South/North Milwaukie/
Oregon City & Lake Oswego
to Portland Downtown Core
2.0 From a Milwaukie or Oregon City location with parking facilities
to Lake Oswego (parking facilities) to OHSU (stop only, no parking)
to OMSI stop (no parking, stop only) to Salmon Springs Fountain
(stop only, no parking.)

• Esplanade/Convention Center
• Salmon Springs
• OMSI Max Line
• South Waterfront

East/West Portland
3.0 To help alleviate traffic and provide a new mode of transport for river
crossings from the downtown core on the west side at Salmon Springs
Fountain to key venues such as the Rose Quarter Arena and Oregon
Convention Center on the east side.

• Esplanade/Convention Center
• Salmon Springs
• OMSI Max Line
• South Waterfront

Milwaukie/
•Oregon
City-Parking

• Lake Oswego-Parking
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Transit Times
Armada Transit Times From Vancouver
10 KTS

15 KTS

20 KTS

30 KTS

Minutes (Leg)
Minutes (Cum)

Minutes (Leg)
Minutes (Cum)

Minutes (Leg)
Minutes (Cum)

Minutes (Leg)
Minutes (Cum)

12.38
12.38

74
74

50
50

37
37

25
25

0.66
13.04

4
78

3
53

2
39

2
27

0.48
13.52

3
81

2
55

2
41

1
28

0.67
14.19

4
85

3
58

2
43

2
30

3.33
17.52

20
105

13
71

10
53

7
37

NM Dist
(1) Vancouver Origin
(2) Rose Quarter/Convention Center
Subtotal Transit

0

Holdover
(3) Salmon Springs
Subtotal Transit
Holdover
(4) OMSI - Max
Subtotal Transit
Holdover
(5) OHSU / South Waterfront
Subtotal Transit
Holdover
(6) Milwaukie
Subtotal Transit
Holdover
(7) Lake Oswego

Total Transit

1.77

11

7

6

4

19.29

116

78

59

41
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Research

Challenges

Willamette River Ferry Feasibility Study (2006)
https://www.portlandoregon.gov/bps/article/292730

River Obstacles:

Summary of Recommendations:
• Obstacles: lack of useable docks and terminal facilities.
• 2006 operational cost of a 100-passenger catamaran vessel would
be approximately $210 an hour, and $3.4M annually. Total cost per
passenger approximately $18.

• Channel right of way
• High and low water variance
• Wake
• Speed/range of boat
• Bridge clearance

• Successful funding strategy would rely on receipt of federal operating funds, passenger fares and likely require other non-traditional
sources of local funding.

• Dock access/erosion concerns

• Differences in passenger demographic for commuter vs.
circulator service.

• Riverway is unlike any other

• Need for debris clearing from the river.
Willamette River Recreation Strategy (2012)
https://www.portlandoregon.gov/bps/article/384686

• Logs (deadheads) and debris in the water

Funding/Municipality Support
• Lack of support for past river ferry systems

Link to Willamette River background documents
https://www.portlandoregon.gov/bps/38962

• Willingness to subsidize like TriMet or other municipal water taxi
services

Link to Central City 2035 Plan
https://www.portlandoregon.gov/bps/47907

• In the past, the river has been treated as an “obstacle” or hurdle
rather than an asset

Link to Columbia River Crossing Plan:
https://www.portlandoregon.gov/bps/article/501261

• Lack of maritime knowledge within the municipalities

Link to Portland TSP Plan:
https://www.portlandoregon.gov/transportation/article/651817
METRO Southwest Corridor Plan
http://www.oregonmetro.gov/public-projects/southwest-corridor-plan

• Demand for commuter vs. downtown circulator service
• Finance plan: which agencies will take the lead?
• Operational cost: Log-incident inspection down time, unionization,
insurance, and municipalities appetite to provide docks and access.

Modeling of Commuter Travel Patterns to Prove Demand:
Look to the future, rather than the past, for modeling. Use analogies such
as commuter rail from Wilsonville.
2017 Portland survey for Water Taxi Service in Portland
Credit: Rhonda Spencer
http://sunstoneoregon.com/gem/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Ferry_
Survey_2017.pdf
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Approach Principles:
• Put the customer experience and safety first

Leadership/Management

• Stay focused. Avoid rabbit holes and scope creep.
• Early engagement with potential partners
• Create Stakeholder group;
-

Public Sector Municipalities

-

Private Sector Investors

-

Private Sector Property owners/managers

-

Transportation experts

• Gather research and conduct focus groups and studies
• Media Outreach
• Lobbying
• Engage Electeds
• Must be unified, with some compromises made
• We won’t “fix” the I-5 traffic problem, but will improve it
• There will be competing issues and budgets: we must become a
priority
• One route to start; follow where there is demand and a civic will
• Create and adopt operational plan, with recommended vessels that
will work effectively on the Columbia and Willamette rivers while
being clean and quiet to match expectations of the community.

Founder/President: Susan Bladholm is a transportation enthusiast, who
learned to work with multiple jurisdictions as a co-founder and first executive director of Cycle Oregon, a 30-year old bike ride that gained recognition as a top ride in the nation within the first three years of operations.
She has staffed five governors, served the Oregon Economic Development
Department (dba Business Oregon) for 10 years, spent 10 years with
the Port of Portland (airports, seaports, industrial lands) as director of
Corporate Marketing, and currently serves as the Senior Director of Marketing and Strategy for a global aviation services company that conducts
business across six continents. She is a student pilot and enjoys flying in
the region with her husband, an accomplished pilot.
Contact: Susan Bladholm, bladholmsusan@gmail.com, 503.319.2164
webpage: TBD

• Create a public-private partnership and financial plan that leverages early private-sector investment for vessels and allows time for
public-sector entities to commit budget to subsidize the service. All
municipal water taxi services researched around the world are subsidized. Base the start up on the Portland Streetcar public-private
model.
• Other Support Documents: Operations Plan, Stakeholders, Vessel
competitive analysis, Financial Plan
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Company Manifesto

Timeline

Imagine living in a place that values the environment as much as the
individual. A place where locals flock to the beach, mountains, waterways, and deserts to play as they work to preserve. A place where new
ideas, new ways of thinking, new ways of connecting are honored. A
place where rivers harbor the secrets of the native peoples who heralded
the confluence of the two rivers as the perfect place to call home, raise families, establish trade centers, and enjoy a bountiful cornucopia of foods.

(abbreviated. See full Operations plan for full time table)

We live in that place, and are fortunate to call it home. More and more
people now call it home and compete to make a living and commute within traditional means of single occupancy autos. Let’s use the waterway
Mother Nature gave us as a natural highway to move about the region.
Let’s use this mode wisely, safely and consciously so we can both protect
the resource and help preserve air quality as we entice our neighbors to
leave their cars at home and improve our road-way usage.
The Frog Ferry is a company based on a need and a commonsensical
approach to problem solving. Our neighbors in Seattle, Vancouver B.C.,
San Francisco and multiple river cities around the world maximize the
advantage of river transit, while Portland has barely scratched the
opportunity. Now that demand for alternative means of commuting to
downtown Portland is at an all-time high, let’s put operations in work
that are a win-win for the local municipalities, commuters, and downtown employers.
This is an ambitious and complex initiative to address a complex and
vexing issue. However, the Portland-Vancouver region is known for a
spirit of cooperation and willingness to address transportation challenges
in an entrepreneurial and enterprising manner. Together we are capable
of bringing a new way of navigating the River City.

2017 Q3: Outline premise. Outreach to stakeholders to assess interest
and support.
Q4: Prove a viable business model and outline operational cost
and finance model.
2018: Q1: Commitments from public and private sector; first round
of funding
Q2: RFP for taxi service operator. RFP for watercraft.
Q3: Planning, approvals, build out for docks and ramps
by public sector partners
Q4: Finalize on-line synched software
2019 Q1: Funds Secured and Revenue begins to be realized via
initial investments
Q2: Communications blitz: beta test
Q3: Watercraft arrive and are configured for safety, paint,
inspections
Q4: Hiring, beta test, docks installed
2020: Q2: Launch Service
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