“Audrey McCall” Beach
Where is “Audrey McCall” Beach?
Audrey McCall Beach is the informal name for a small beach on the east side of the Willamette River, underneath and
just south of the Hawthorne Bridge. A community group called the Human Access Project named the beach after
clearing several tons of concrete, boulders and rocks from this area, to create a downtown location where people can
access the River. At the same time, Portland General Electric has been working with the Oregon Department of
Environmental Quality (DEQ) to assess the beach and the surrounding area (see map on next page), and a cleanup is
planned for the summer of 2016.

How did Oregon Public Health become involved here?
Oregon Health Authority, Environmental Health Assessment Program (EHAP) was asked to review environmental data
at locations where people recreate in downtown Portland, along the Willamette River. Recreational activities include
sunbathing, swimming, sitting and playing on the beach, walking dogs, bird watching, boating, etc. Since downtown
Portland was an industrial hub for many decades, concerns were raised about the possibility of leftover
contamination and whether there are health risks to those who are using certain areas for recreation.

What are the findings?
There are not very many environmental samples for the downtown Portland area beaches. An exception to this is the
area formally called “River Mile (RM) 13.1”. Audrey McCall Beach is located within RM 13.1 (see map on next page).
The reason there is information on Audrey McCall Beach is because RM 13.1 is in the process of getting cleaned up.
By analyzing the environmental data from the RM 13.1 remedial investigation, we determined the following:
1) Chemical contamination at Audrey McCall Beach from past industrial practices is low enough that it will not
pose health risks to recreational users in the time between now and when it will be cleaned up. Cleanup is set
to occur in the summer of 2016.
2) There are physical hazards on the shore and in the water near the shore that could cause physical injury if
people are not careful.
3) Cleanup efforts are necessary to protect long-term public health.

Recommendations:
In looking over the data, we recommend that:
1) DEQ and PGE continue their efforts to remediate (clean up) River Mile 13.1 in the summer of 2016; and that
2) People use common sense precautions when using this and any other downtown Portland beach area.
Precautions include things like wearing shoes to protect against broken glass, sharp objects or submerged

debris that can’t be seen from the shore, being aware of and staying clear of nearby boat traffic, knowing your
personal limits when swimming, and avoiding swallowing river water.

A word on water quality The levels of chemical contamination in the Willamette River water are too low to be considered harmful to the health of the
public, even for sensitive groups like children and pregnant and nursing women. The contamination associated with the Portland
Harbor Superfund Site (downstream from Audrey McCall Beach) is concentrated in the sediment (mud) at the bottom of the
river and not in the water itself. From a chemical standpoint, swimming and recreating in the downtown stretch of the
Willamette River is not a health concern.
Since the City of Portland completed the East and West Side Big Pipe projects in late 2011, sewage overflows into the river are
now very rare - occurring only after prolonged, heavy rains. From May to October, the City collects weekly samples from
five Willamette River public access points to give recreational users more frequent information about bacteria levels. Results
can be found online at: https://www.portlandoregon.gov/bes/waterquality/results.cfm
Harmful Algae Blooms (HABS)have been known to occur in the lower Willametter River. For information on current HABS
advisories and how to recognize a harmful algae bloom, visit: www.healthoregon.org/hab

Other resources:



To see a listing of Oregon fish advisories, visit www.healthoregon.org/fishadv.
For information about disease-related hazards associated with swimming in any outdoor water, see OHA’s waterrelated illnesses website: https://public.health.oregon.gov/DiseasesConditions/CommunicableDisease/Pages/fs-waterrelated-illness.aspx
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Approximate location of Audrey McCall Beach, (Figure courtesy of the Human Access Project)

To see the full Audrey McCall Beach report, contact:
Environmental Health Assessment Program (EHAP):
1-877-290-6767, or by email: ehap.info@state.or.us
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