
Frequently Asked Questions About NEXT Energy

This FAQ addresses basic questions about NEXT Energy, a proposal to build a renewable
diesel refinery in the Columbia River estuary at an industrial site known as Port Westward.
Columbia Riverkeeper does not support siting of NEXT Energy at Port Westward based on the
development’s significant impacts to local residents, water resources, air quality, and the
troubling track record of the company.

What is proposed?

At a critical bend in the Columbia River estuary, a company called NEXT Renewable Fuels, Inc.,
wants to build a renewable diesel refinery. Renewable diesel requires more refining than
biodiesel, and the proposed refinery at Port Westward would be one of the largest producers of
renewable diesel on the West Coast. Renewable diesel is a form of biofuel that is more easily
used to replace diesel than conventional biodiesel. The process of converting feedstocks into a
diesel fuel will demand power, fracked gas, and water.

The Port Westward project would rely on transportation by water, railroad, and road to receive
materials used in production (feedstock oils, tallows, bleaching earth) and to ship renewable
diesel produced from the facility. Through an energy-intensive process—using a significant
amount of fracked gas—the project would produce 50,000 barrels per day of renewable diesel
and other fuels.

NEXT would impact over 137 acres of wetlands, and its proposed mitigation plan has received
sharp criticism from the local drainage district and farmers. The process of constructing the
NEXT facility and its pipelines for liquid fuel and gas, as well as other supporting infrastructure,
will involve grading, filling, and altering wetlands and sensitive drainages at Port Westward.
Construction of the NEXT project would impact neighbors, as well.

What does the area look like where NEXT proposes its refinery?

The area known as Port Westward, Oregon, is located closest to the town of Clatskanie at a
deep bend in the Columbia River.

The area is diked, and large areas of agricultural land are maintained through a system of
sensitive drainage infrastructure. Local farmers in the diking district do not support NEXT or its
mitigation proposal because of concerns about natural resource and water impacts.

https://www.oregon.gov/deq/Programs/Pages/NEXT-Renewable-Fuels.aspx
https://www.oregon.gov/energy/facilities-safety/facilities/Pages/PWB.aspx


Left: Port Westward area viewed by plane. Right: Location of NEXT facility.

Is the NEXT project the only industrial project at Port Westward?

No. Industrial developments at Port Westward include PGE’s gas-fired power plants and Global
Partners, which receives ethanol and renewable diesel trains. The Port of Columbia County
wants to rezone 837 acres of high-value farmland adjacent to Port Westward to heavy industrial
zoning. If the rezone moves forward, Northwest Innovation Works (NWIW) proposes to build a
fracked gas-to-methanol refinery at the expanded Port Westward site.

Who lives at or near Port Westward, and who depends on it?

Port Westward is located in the midst of abundant berry fields, world-class mint production,
forestry, salmon habitat, sensitive drainages, dikes, liquefiable soils, and current and historic
fishing grounds. NEXT’s proposed developments are close to people’s homes, businesses, and
rural, natural public gathering places.

Here are some additional notes about the area:

● Port Westward is a critical bend in the Columbia River for Tribes, salmon, farmers, and
the entire Columbia River system. The area is home to local farmers, residents, a
monastery, and visited frequently by agricultural and other workers.

● Nearby, Crims Island is a jewel of the Columbia River estuary restoration efforts. Homes
are perched on the hillside on the bluff on the Washington side of the river.

● Air and water pollution from the area has the potential to impact a large and sensitive
area of the Columbia River estuary. The Columbia River estuary is a critical area for
salmon survival and recovery, and Port Westward continues to be used for fishing,
boating and other uses. The area is very important for wildlife.

● Port Westward faces significant flooding and earthquake risks, and the area’s peat soils
are prone to liquefaction.



● Local farmers have opposed the NEXT facility and its mitigation site outright: you can
find more about their concerns at protectoregonfarms.com.

How does renewable diesel compare to diesel or biodiesel?

The lifecycle carbon content of biodiesel and renewable diesel are similar to one another. The
lifecycle carbon content of renewable diesel is lower than conventional diesel. Renewable diesel
may produce less forms of certain pollution, such as particulate emissions, than other forms of
diesel. Burning any of these forms of diesel releases air pollutants that are harmful to vulnerable
populations. Vehicle electrification is an agreed-upon critical path to limiting global warming and
avoiding the worst impacts of climate change.

Would local residents’ health and safety be impacted by NEXT?

Yes, the NEXT project would impose significant construction and operation-related impacts on
people in the area and downstream or downwind from the Port Westward site.

Rail traffic is a serious concern. Although NEXT contends that it hopes to cap its rail traffic at
current levels, there is no firm guarantee. Although NEXT hopes to receive its feedstock (seed
oil or tallow/waste products) and export its product (renewable diesel) via marine vessel, the
company acknowledges that long trains will be used “on a limited basis” for feedstock receipts
and product shipments. NEXT also plans to truck renewable diesel away from the site.

NEXT’s proposal opens the door to more long train traffic and other transportation impacts for
Port Westward and Columbia County. The troubling history of Global Partners’ terminal, once an
ethanol refinery, offers a compelling example for why the public should ask for more details
about the NEXT project. For example, NEXT’s potential neighbor, Global Partners, once a
biofuels refinery, became a significant oil train terminal almost overnight in 2013-2014.

There are already significant risks for people living in the area due to unstable soils, a high
water table, and sensitive drainage systems. The Port Westward area is prone to soil
liquefaction, landslides, flooding, and other hazards that could exacerbate any public health or
safety issues that arise with NEXT.

Have impacted Tribal Nations weighed in on this proposal?

Given the relatively few opportunities to comment directly on NEXT thus far, not many
governments or people are on the record supporting or opposing this project directly. There are
major questions about the NEXT project, its design, impact, and its mitigation project. We urge
key agencies to give adequate information and time for tribes to engage and to seek input from
tribal entities before proceeding with decision-making on the NEXT project.



How much pollution will come from the facility?

DEQ is in the process of reviewing this issue, but refers to the NEXT project as a “large,
complex” source. Until DEQ puts NEXT’s proposed permits out for public comment, we won’t
know for sure what the expected environmental impacts will be. A lot will depend on the overall
fracked gas combustion and use of the facility, which originally planned to use up to 30 million
cubic feet of gas per day for the refinery as a whole.1

What we do know, however, is that the project will demand a large quantity of power and
fracked gas to upgrade the feedstocks into diesel. DEQ expects that the combustion of fracked
gas will be the major driver for pollution from the NEXT site. Burning fracked gas both provides
energy for converting the fuel, as well as potential energy for producing hydrogen used in the
refining process. Burning and using fracked gas often contributes to smog-forming pollution and
other air emissions. Other facilities of this size are major sources of air pollution. DEQ expects
the NEXT facility to emit over 70 tons of VOCs per year, for instance.

The project will also discharge wastewater into the Port’s wastewater system, combining with
other area facilities to create more water pollution that would have to be treated on a regular
basis.

The pollution will combine with other existing and potential sources of air and water pollution,
including PGE’s nearby fracked gas power plants, the Global Partners’ ethanol refinery and train
terminal, and a lurking proposal for a new, massive, fracked gas-to-methanol refinery.

Who decides the future of NEXT?

The key decision-makers for this project are:

● Local - The Columbia County Commission will decide on the land use
applications for the project. This process will kick off in earnest on January
19, 2022 at 10AM, the date of NEXT’s first hearing in front of the Board of
Commissioners. See details below for how to participate!

● State - Oregon Department of State Lands (DSL), Oregon DEQ, and other state
agencies will review air, water, removal-fill, mitigation, and other permitting
aspects of the project. They will decide whether NEXT’s proposal complies with
Oregon’s environmental laws. Oregon’s Energy Facility Siting Council (EFSC) will
also have a decision to make, as NEXT has asked EFSC to exempt the facility
entirely from Oregon’s siting review standards.

1 NEXT’s application to the Oregon Department of Energy for an exemption from Oregon’s siting rules may only
acknowledge a portion of the refinery’s overall fracked gas use.



● Federal - The Army Corps of Engineers will review the removal-fill aspects of
NEXT refinery project and its mitigation project, and NOAA Fisheries and other
agencies may review other aspects of the project’s impacts on fish and wildlife.
They will determine whether the project meets these agencies’ requirements for
the Clean Water Act, Endangered Species Act, and National Environmental
Policy Act (NEPA). We expect federal agencies to release an environmental
analysis in 2022. The federal government should conduct a full Environmental
Impact Statement (EIS) for the large NEXT project, rather than short-cutting the
review with an Environmental Assessment. The impacts are significant and
warrant an EIS.

What can I do to learn more and to take action?
(Information for January 19 hearing.)

Through 2022, there will be a number of permitting comment periods for the different agencies
listed above.

1. Right now, the Columbia County Board of Commissioners is accepting public comments
regarding the NEXT Renewables LLC proposal to construct and operate a new, large
renewable diesel refinery at Port Westward.

2. The public hearing will be held on January 19th at 10 AM. Details will be here:
https://www.columbiacountyor.gov/events/64550/ . The Columbia County Commission
should be considering the compatibility of the project—which would have major impacts
in and near the Beaver Drainage District—with neighboring farms, residences, and
natural habitat.

3. You can send written comments to planning@columbiacountyor.gov before the
January 19th hearing. Comments are best if they are focused on whether the NEXT
project, both the refinery and rail spur, are consistent with the adjacent uses. The
impacts of rail traffic, water pollution, air pollution, and gas flare emissions all impact the
health and safety of neighbors.

Here are some of the key issues to raise with the County Commission, according to
1000 Friends of Oregon.

● The Planning Commission should hear the issue first, before the County
Commission. Skipping the Planning Commission hearing prevents a body that
specializes in land use from exercising its expertise and providing valuable input
on the applications. Skipping the Planning Commission gives the public
significantly less time and opportunity to understand and comment on the project.

https://www.columbiacountyor.gov/events/64550/
mailto:planning@columbiacountyor.gov


● The Commission cannot accept NEXT’s mitigation plan as adequate, because it
conflicts with uses in the area. NEXT's wetland mitigation plan will prevent the
Beaver Drainage District from controlling flows of water to a significant number of
farms that contribute to the character of the area and that provide valuable
contributions to the local and state agricultural economy.

● Individuals associated with NEXT have a history of leaving communities with
environmental contamination. The Transmessis Columbia Plateau failure and
cleanup site in Odessa, WA, raises questions about NEXT’s trustworthiness.

● Additionally, the County should reject the application because:
○ Using this site for a biodiesel fuel plant is a poor decision, given that the

soils allow for successful agricultural operations and that the area
contains ecologically valuable wetlands.

○ Long, slow-moving trains on the proposed rail line could prevent local
mint or berry farmers from harvesting and transporting crops before they
spoil.

○ Proposed use is not water-related or water-dependent and thus, locating
the use in the riparian corridor is not permitted. The impacts of the project
in wetland and riparian areas are unnecessary and significant.

○ The characteristics of the site (successful agricultural operations and
sensitive wetland areas) are not suitable for a rail line used to transport
fuels on an industrial scale.

○ The proposed use will alter the character of the surrounding area in a
manner that substantially impairs use of surrounding properties by
introducing long, slow-moving trains preventing timely harvest and
transport of crops, and industrial processes such as a gas flare that could
create air, water, noise, and vibrational pollution in the area.

○ As a result, the proposed use does not satisfy goals and policies of the
Comprehensive Plan related to protecting and preserving agricultural
lands because an industrial-scale biodiesel fuel plant and rail line serving
the plant conflict with use of surrounding agricultural lands.

○ Potential flaring, leaks/spills, fires, air pollution, water pollution, noise, and
vibrations do not complement nearby agricultural operations, ecological
functions, and wildlife habitat.

More Information:
Contact Dan Serres, dan@columbiariverkeeper.org

Resources

1. Public notices for the Army Corps and Oregon DEQ Clean Water Act comment period ending on
December 4, 2021.
https://www.nwp.usace.army.mil/Missions/Regulatory/Notices/Article/2835083/nwp-2020-383/

mailto:dan@columbiariverkeeper.org
https://www.nwp.usace.army.mil/Missions/Regulatory/Notices/Article/2835083/nwp-2020-383/


2. State of Oregon’s pages here:
○ DEQ Web Page -

https://www.oregon.gov/deq/Programs/Pages/NEXT-Renewable-Fuels.aspx
○ DEQ overview presentation -

https://www.oregon.gov/deq/Programs/Documents/NEXTPublicInfoMpres.pdf
○ EFSC Web Page -

https://www.oregon.gov/energy/facilities-safety/facilities/Pages/PWB.aspx
○ DEQ denial of NEXT’s 401 certification (without prejudice)

3. CRK comments to DSL on NEXT’s dredge/fill permit application.

4. Contact dan@columbiariverkeeper.org for more information on past comments to the Port and
County regarding land use or Port decision-making.

COMING UP How to Comment

1/19/2022 - 10 AM Columbia County Board of Commissioners expected to conduct an initial
hearing on NEXT’s land use applications. Agenda available soon.

Public Notice:
https://www.columbiacountyor.gov/media/Board/NEXT%20Renewable/NR%2
0Property%20owner%20Hearing%20Notice.pdf

https://global.gotomeeting.com/join/357054141
United States (Toll Free): 1 866 899 4679
Access Code: 357-054-141

You may submit written comments by email to
planning@columbiacountyor.gov or by U.S. Mail to Columbia County,
Department of Land Development Services, 230 Strand Street, St. Helens, OR
97051.

February 2022 Comment to Oregon DEQ regarding NEXT air permit, timing TBD

TBD Columbia County Board of Commissioners expected to make decision on NEXT’s land use
applications

2022 outlook Key state and federal permitting processes will continue through 2022.

PAST/History

3/30/2021 EFSC provided an initial evaluation of NEXT’s exemption request and deemed
the application incomplete until NEXT submits the necessary land use
approvals.

7/12/2021 NEXT submitted revised / additional information to Columbia County in relation
to its land use approval applications

https://www.oregon.gov/deq/Programs/Pages/NEXT-Renewable-Fuels.aspx
https://www.oregon.gov/deq/Programs/Documents/NEXTPublicInfoMpres.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/energy/facilities-safety/facilities/Pages/PWB.aspx
https://www.oregon.gov/deq/Programs/Documents/nextUSACEletter090121.pdf
https://www.columbiariverkeeper.org/sites/default/files/2021-11/2021.09.30-NEXT-DSL-RF-comment.pdf
mailto:dan@columbiariverkeeper.org
https://www.columbiacountyor.gov/media/Board/NEXT%20Renewable/NR%20Property%20owner%20Hearing%20Notice.pdf
https://www.columbiacountyor.gov/media/Board/NEXT%20Renewable/NR%20Property%20owner%20Hearing%20Notice.pdf
https://global.gotomeeting.com/join/357054141
mailto:planning@columbiacountyor.gov


7/28/2021 NEXT applied to the Army Corps & DSL for an individual dredge / fill permit

7/30/2021 NEXT submitted a revised 401 cert. application to DEQ

9/1/2021 DEQ denied NEXT’s 401 certification (without prejudice)

9/7/2021 DEQ held a public information session on NEXT’s permit requests

9/30/2021 CRK submitted comments to DSL on NEXT’s dredge/fill permit application

9/2021 Mike Seely and a coalition of farmers, residents, and other opponents of NEXT
start protectoregonfarms.org.

12/4/2021 Oregon DEQ and the Army Corps of Engineers conclude public comment on
Clean Water Act applications from NEXT.

https://docs.dsl.state.or.us/PublicReview/ElectronicFile.aspx?docid=3772191&dbid=0
https://www.oregon.gov/deq/Programs/Documents/nextUSACEletter090121.pdf
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1oQHgTtF7xS8HAGrXdZBZXQAqMph_RgZmU5wwoOn7Mds/edit?usp=sharing

