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Standing up for 
communities
Courtney Johnson, Executive Director

These days, spending time together with friends and 
co-workers is more important to me than ever. When 
there are so many crises happening at once, leaning on 
each other helps us get through these challenges. That’s 
why it meant so much to me to see so many folks out at 
our supporter appreciation party last month. Knowing 
that we are supported by so many wonderful people in 
our community helps fuel us for the fights ahead. 

While we continue to track and respond to the 
Trump administration’s attempts to roll back federal 
environmental protections, we are also helping to 
advance so much positive change at the local and state 
levels. In this newsletter, you’ll read about some of the 
communities we are working with who are making 
important changes locally. From coastal residents 
fighting for wetlands, neighbors challenging a new 
polluting project, to students and environmental 
organizations advocating for policy change, our  
clients are advancing groundbreaking work. 

Many of these groups face challenges against 
well-funded corporations that can afford to hire 
big law firms. Our team of lawyers adds critical 
strategic capacity to support those who are 
fighting every day for our shared future. With 
the support of our community, we have built a 
team with the skills and expertise to work across 
campaigns, and the flexibility to respond to the 
most pressing issues facing our communities. In 
this moment of uncertainty brought on by the 
Trump administration, this nimbleness is our 
strength. And it’s thanks to the many years we’ve 
spent developing relationships and trust with you, 
our community, and our clients, who know they 
can count on us to be there when they need us 
most. I hope you feel as uplifted as I do when you 
read about some of the changemaking work we 
are doing with our clients.
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Over the past several months, fellow Crag 
attorney, Eric Wriston, and I have been working 
alongside Oregon Shores Conservation Coalition 
and dedicated community members to prevent 
the completion of a 30-unit housing subdivision 
in a protected wetland in Rockaway Beach. After 
the Rockaway Beach City Council approved the 
development despite extensive opposition, we 
filed an appeal with the Oregon Land Use Board 
of Appeals (LUBA) to challenge the decision.

A Powerful Moment at the Hearing
Attending the hearing on behalf of Oregon 
Shores was both inspiring and deeply meaningful. 
It was a powerful experience to be in a room 
filled with community members who shared a 
common goal: protecting these vital wetlands. 
Time and time again, people stood up to voice 
their concerns, sharing personal stories about 
their connection to the land and their fears about 
the risks this development poses to wildlife,  
water quality, and emergency preparedness.

The overwhelming public opposition to the 
project was a reminder of why we do this work. 
The passion and dedication of Rockaway Beach 
residents reinforced our arguments against 
the permissibility of the development, and 
our commitment to seeing this fight through. 
Numerous community members found the 
courage to address the City Council and  
explain just how much this place means to  
them, and Crag is proud to continue supporting 
these community efforts through available  
legal pathways. 

Seeing the Wetland We Are  
Fighting to Protect
Before the hearing, Eric and I were able to visit 
the proposed development site to see firsthand 
what was at stake. We saw the dense, marshy 
terrain that would be permanently altered if 
construction were to proceed. The site is home 

to a variety of plants and animals, and it serves 
as an important natural buffer against flooding. 
Standing there, it was clear just how irrevocably 
new development would reshape the landscape, 
and why the community has expressed concern. 

The Bigger Picture:  
Protecting Wetlands Across Oregon
Wetlands provide critical ecological services, 
from filtering pollutants and storing carbon to 
reducing flood risks and supporting biodiversity. 
Yet, these ecosystems are constantly under 
threat from development. If this development 
project moves forward, it could set a dangerous 
precedent for weakening protections on sensitive 
lands in Rockaway Beach and elsewhere in the 
state where zoning laws have been adopted to 
protect special area wetlands.

By challenging this decision, we are not only 
standing up for Rockaway Beach but also other 
communities across the state facing similar 
battles. Land use laws exist for a reason, and 
it is essential that we uphold them to prevent 
short-term profits from overriding long-term 
environmental and public safety concerns.

What Comes Next?
As we await LUBA’s review of our appeal, Crag 
Law Center and Oregon Shores will continue 
working to support the community in this effort. 
It is important for all of us to stay engaged, use 
our platforms, and support efforts to protect 
Oregon’s irreplaceable coastal ecosystems. 

Thank you to everyone who has spoken out, 
attended hearings, and stood up for the wetlands 
of Rockaway Beach and elsewhere throughout 
Oregon. We will keep you updated as the case 
progresses, and together, we will continue to fight 
for the protection of our state’s natural treasures.

Standing up for Oregon’s wetlands:  
a community effort to protect Rockaway Beach
Alexandria Dolezal, Legal Fellow
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Aerial view of beachside houses in Rockaway Beach. Photo by DLCD.

There are so many reasons to love Oregon’s coast.

Here I am preparing to file the appeal to LUBA this January.  
Photo by Megan Gleason.

Nedonna Marsh, near the Nedonna Beach neighborhood that is threatened 
by development. Bottom: Together, we can fight to protect our iconic coastal 
ecosystems for everyone! Photo courtesy of Oregon Shores.



As a new attorney, it was exciting to see how our 
legal tools and expertise could be leveraged to 
give community members the legal backing and 
platform to be heard. While the appeal we filed 
laid the foundation for the City to reconsider 
its original decision, it was entirely community 
efforts and organizing that kept the City 
accountable to its land use laws. 

In denying the permit, the City determined after 
further investigation that the site is zoned for 
I-3 Heavy Industrial use, and that the proposed 
facility is a “regional distribution center,” which 
is not a permitted use within that zone. The City’s 
change of course on this critical part of the zone 
verification decision is a reflection of how legal 

pressure can lead to better decision-making in 
alignment with local laws and community needs. 

That said, this experience reinforced the fact 
that communities should not have to go to such 
great lengths to have their voices heard. “This 
was the quintessential David and Goliath fight,” 
said Lisa Arkin, Executive Director of Beyond 
Toxics. “The fuel transfer project proposed by a 
huge Texas fuels company for a tiny community 
in Eugene was unfair from the start. Although the 
City’s reversal of their original approval was the 
right outcome, the process of the appeal revealed 
a plethora of weak land use policies that fail to 
recognize public health and safety impacts on the 
people of Eugene.”

Reflecting on my first six months at Crag, I feel 
grateful to have the support and the opportunity 
to jump right into the work that is central to 
Crag’s mission: protecting our environment, 
climate, and communities by responding to 
client needs based on their ongoing grassroots 
efforts. But this story isn’t over yet! The company 
has filed its own appeal before the Land Use 
Board of Appeals challenging the City’s recent 
denial of its zone verification request. We will 
continue to represent Beyond Toxics to defend 
the permit denial alongside the City and ensure 
the community’s voice remains central to the 
decision making. 

When I joined Crag as a legal fellow last 
September, I did not expect to be filing my first 
case within just a few weeks of starting. But that’s 
exactly where I found myself when our longtime 
clients Beyond Toxics alerted us to a proposed 
biofuel transfer station in West Eugene. 

Residents in the West Eugene neighborhood of 
Trainsong learned about the fuel transfer facility 
late in the summer, and were concerned about 
the project’s environmental, health, and safety 
impacts. Trainsong is an environmental justice 
community, and already bears the burden of 32 
existing industrial sites in its zip code. Highly 
flammable ethanol, renewable diesel, biodiesel, 
and sustainable aviation fuel would be delivered 
to the Eugene railyard by train, then transferred 
to tanker trucks for distribution. The proposed 
plan had 40 one-way tanker trucks rumble down 
the street alongside school bus stops and families’ 
front yards between 6 p.m. to 6 a.m. Community 
members were understandably worried.

“There are a lot of noise concerns,” shared one 
community member, Dharmika Henschel.  
“Extra trains, braking and train cars banging  

into each other… We’d like to sleep. But it’s not 
just the noise. We have the potential for air, land, 
and water pollution, and explosions.”

Before the community had a chance to weigh 
in, the City of Eugene determined that the 
facility was allowed in unzoned railyard land. 
We quickly reviewed the situation and filed a 
challenge with the Oregon Land Use Board of 
Appeals on behalf of Beyond Toxics. Beyond 
Toxics held a community meeting, with city 
councilors in attendance, where residents shared 
their concerns about traffic, air pollution, and fire 
hazards adding to their already environmentally-
overburdened neighborhood. Faced with this 
community outcry, the city withdrew its permit 
for reconsideration. During reconsideration, the 
City held a public comment period and received 
over 200 pieces of written testimony. In January 
2025, the City denied the zone verification 
request, preventing the proposed facility from 
moving forward. 

Photo by Rick Obst. License bit.ly/3qtvpkH.
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David vs. Goliath:  
community victory for Eugene neighbors
Kelsey Dunn, Legal Fellow

Thanks to Eugene neighbors’ community organizing, the City withdrew its 
approval for the proposed plan. Photo by Visitor7 via WikiMedia Commons. 
License bit.ly/4ieqB86.

Forty one-way tanker trucks would’ve rumbled down the street alongside 
school bus stops and families’ front yards. Photo by Jim Allen, FreightWaves.

I filed my first case supporting West Eugene neighbors after only a couple 
weeks at Crag! Photo by Megan Gleason.



The heart of Crag’s environmental justice (EJ) 
program is balancing the scales of justice. In 
theory, our environmental laws are meant to 
protect everyone–regardless of race, color, ability, 
or income, but in practice these environmental 
laws often fall short. Although the current federal 
administration has been relentlessly rescinding 
EJ funding and support, this is not the first time 
that EJ advocates have faced an exceptionally 
uphill battle. Fighting for equal protection under 
our laws, be it environmental or otherwise, is 
a tale as old as this country. Our clients have 
been advocating for environmental justice 
for decades, even when environmental justice 
was not a priority for government agencies or 
environmental groups. But EJ should always be 
a priority, even when it’s not “easy.” That’s why 
we’re working with our clients to pass better 
environmental justice laws here in Oregon. 

As you are reading this, Oregon’s 2025 Legislative 
Session is underway. Crag has been supporting 
our EJ clients with the development of policy, 
and the years and months of work that goes into 
preparing for each legislative session. While we 
do not lobby, we add critical capacity for our 
clients seeking to balance the scales of justice 
in our environmental laws. With Crag’s help, 
our clients are able to participate in this crucial 

work feeling empowered with knowledge and 
support, and with the added capacity to see their 
bills over the legislative finish line and into our 
environmental laws. 

There are three environmental justice policy 
packages Crag has been proud to work with  
our clients on this session: 

•	 Planning for Healthy Communities: 
BIPOC and low-income communities are 
oftentimes exposed to inequitable zoning 
of industrial or heavy polluting industries 
near where they live, work, study, and play. 
We’re proud to support a broad coalition of 
organizations including Neighbors for Clean 
Air, Verde, Beyond Toxics and 1000 Friends 
of Oregon to advance a bill that, if passed, 
would create a public health impact analysis 
for zoning decisions to ensure that industrial 
uses are not sited near sensitive uses such as 
schools, parks, care facilities, and hospitals. 
This stemmed from the lawsuit we worked on 
with NE Portland neighbors to challenge a 
244,000 square foot warehouse that was sited 
near homes and schools in one of Portland’s 
most diverse neighborhoods. This issue is 
by no means unique to Portland, and only 
further exacerbated the need for proactive, 
community involved zoning practices that 
protect those most vulnerable to the harmful 
effects of industrial pollution. 

•	 Funding Equitable Transportation: 
There is a $1.7 billion package that is being 
recommended to the Oregon Department 
of Transportation for its 2025-2027 budget. 
Our client Verde is working within a broad 
public interest coalition to ensure that this 
money goes to investing in safety, emissions 
reduction, diverse transportation options,  
and governance that involves diverse voices  
to ensure that all Oregonians are represented 
in this historic package. 

•	 Advancing Water Justice:  
Addressing Oregonian’s right to safe and 
reliable drinking water is another priority of 
the 2025 legislation. We’re supporting our 
client Verde in navigating bills relating to 
renters’ right-to-know in water quality testing, 
well water testing, low-income ratepayer 
assistance, and technical assistance for small-
community water systems that need updating. 

Our work doesn’t stop after the legislative session 
ends. Sometimes, industry groups try to delay, 
flout, or challenge the policies we help our 
clients pass because they don’t want to be held 
accountable. So even after bills are signed into 
law, we continue to support our clients to ensure 
the laws are meaningfully implemented and 
enforced, and defended against industry attacks. 
Throughout these processes, our clients remain 
in the lead, and we provide advice and support to 
ensure that they remain empowered, no matter 
the political climate.  

Last year, Courtney and I met with our clients to brainstorm the goals of the Healthy Communities bill. Photo by Neighbors for Clean Air.

I spoke with students before they met with legislators about how the Healthy 
Communities bill would help protect clean air. Photo by Megan Gleason.

Kelsey, Megan, and I went to the Capitol in February to talk to high school 
students about environmental justice bills we’re working on.

Parkrose and McDaniel High School students came to the Capitol to 
advocate for clean air. Photo by Neighbors for Clean Air.
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Fighting for environmental justice laws, 
outside of the courtroom
Rebeka Dawit, Environmental Justice Staff Attorney



Spring 2025Spring 2025 109



WE ARE LEGAL AID 
FOR THE ENVIRONMENT.

WE ARE LEGAL AID 
FOR THE ENVIRONMENT.

Join the fight at crag.org

Crag Law Center is an environmental nonprofit that supports people fighting to protect 
ecosystems, climate, and communities across the Pacific Northwest. We provide  
strategic, free legal services to help communities win lasting environmental protections. 
We are legal aid for the environment.

Learn how to get involved: craglawcenter            craglaw            crag.org

Crag Law Center
3141 E. Burnside Street
Portland, OR 97214

NONPROFIT ORG
US POSTAGE

PAID
PORTLAND, OR

PERMIT NO. 1816


