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IBR‘s “Tunnel Concept Assessment”  
 
“I skate to where the puck is going, not where it has been”.  Wayne Gretzky 
 
The Interstate Bridge Replacement (IBR) authority has wasted hundreds of thousands of dollars 
evaluating where the puck has been, not where it is going. Namely, it has made an outdated assumption 
about where the Columbia’s barge channel would be located.  It is this channel that an Immersed Tube 
Tunnel (ITT) must be submerged beneath as part of planning a new Columbia crossing. The IBR report 
lists 17 consultants and not one asked this most basic question! 
 
Mistakenly, the IBR’s ITT assessment evaluates the use of the existing Primary Channel under the 
current I-5 bridge lift span. But this channel is 200 yards closer to the river bank on the Vancouver side 
than it needs to be.  A design based on this location necessitates a tunnel diving at an unusually steep 
grade from the Vancouver side.  Thus, the IBR’s use of such a mistaken location leads to its greatly 
inaccurate prediction of extra cost.   
 
An ITT designed for a New Primary Channel nearer to the center of the river would be one third shorter 
portal to portal, have half the total grade, and require two-thirds less cut & cover construction. The IBR’s 
ITT design is estimated to cost a whopping $3 billion. A more realistic estimate of an ITT at the right 
location would be $1 billion. 
 
In fact, when planners designed a new bridge for a Columbia River Crossing, they used exactly this New 
Primary Channel location 200 yards closer to the center of the river.  
 
Thus, IBR has wasted money evaluating an ITT at the wrong site. The IBR should invest a few more 
thousand evaluating where the tunnel (puck) is going.  The IBR staff and consultants should avoid the 
trap of being prisoners of their experience, decades of bridge-building. Vancouver, Canada, hired 
international ITT experts to evaluate a new Fraser River ITT.  The IBR should hold to world-class design 
competition between teams of bridge engineers and ITT engineers.  Let the best solution win. 
 
As a background to my role, I am a concerned citizen with a lengthy career in engineering and cost 
accounting.  I have sought to give input to planners in a transparent process.  I was encouraged when 
Greg Johnson, IBR administrator, asked for a meeting recently to discuss a Columbia River ITT.  However, 
I was informed that IBR was simply to give me a 35-minute presentation of why an ITT will not 
work.   The IBR administrator, his assistant, and six consulting engineers would then take my questions, 
but I would have no time allotted for my presentation.   The IBR team also refused my request to include 
on my side an international ITT expert and environmental attorney to add to the discussion.  
    
In my solo role during the actual meeting, I questioned the IBR presentation findings.  However, I was 
told categorically that IBR would make no further evaluation of an ITT!  Participants explained that IBR 
had “spent hundreds of thousands of dollars on experts” and the decision against an ITT was firm. This 
step appears to be an attempt to choke off any further discussion.  However, the IBR administrator, 
Greg Johnson, did agree to meet in any public forum to defend this decision.  I welcome this further 
opportunity for a fair, public debate. 



  
Bob Ortblad MSCE, MBA 
 
Please review the attachment. 
 
 



1	-	Citizen	
6	-	WSP	Consultants	
2	-	IBR	Administrator	&	Assistant	
3	–	WSTC,	two	Staff,	one	Commissioner		
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https://www.interstatebridge.org/media/4ivnpz3n/2021-03-03-final-itt-v2-48-_remediated.pdf	
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