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I. Introduction: The Cascadia Ecolopolis

imagine boarding a high-speed train in downtown portland.  your cof-
fee steams while you sit down to open your laptop.  as the train’s speed 
increases, rivers and snowy volcanic peaks come in and out of view.  the 
city vanishes into a mossy haze of temperate rainforest.  

this is cascadia.  it encompasses two states (oregon and Washington), 
one province (British columbia) and an international border (Usa/
canada).  after just over two hours, the train pulls up amidst the sleek 
high-rise towers of vancouver.  roundtrip your travel tops 600 miles, but 
high-speed rail will allow you to return to portland after your meeting in 
time for dinner.  

Fact or fiction?  For this tale to become true, the fundamental under-
pinnings of cascadia, and the identity of the region as a place, would 
need to become much stronger and more carefully articulated.  From 
the outside, we are one region.  From the inside, it’s difficult to get the 
citizens of the portland metropolitan region today to embrace the issues 
(let alone the professional sports teams) of the seattle and vancouver, 
Bc metropolitan areas as their own.
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A MEGALOPOLIS IN OUR FUTURE?

Jean Gottman’s “megalopolis,” first described in 1964 as the continuous-
ly urbanized area stretching from Boston to Washington, dc, has inspired 
the contemporary use of the term “megapolitan” to describe networked 
metropolitan areas and the micropolitan areas between them.   Between 
now and 2050, 70% of the nation’s population growth and 80% of its eco-
nomic growth is expected to occur in ten proposed megapolitan areas in 
the continental Us (america 2050, 2006).   one of those proposed mega-
politan areas is cascadia, the subject of this report.

However, does the East coast’s 
“megalopolis” provide a model for 
Cascadia?   Is there a megalopolis 
in Cascadia’s future?  The heavily 
urbanized nature of megalopolis 
immediately seems to clash with 
cascadian sensibilities.  after 
all, access to the outdoors, open 
space and preservation of agricul-
tural land provide many residents 
here with a strong sense of place 
and pride. people are attracted 
to the quality of life in our cit-
ies.  their proximity to pristine 
mountains, rivers and forests is 
a top draw for skilled workers 
and young people.  cascadia’s 
competitive advantage lies in the 
fact that it is not a continuously 
urbanized region yet still provides 
cosmopolitan amenities like arts 

and culture, fine food, shopping and a diverse economy.    

the plans of city, state and provincial governments in the northwest are 
proof cascadians strive to curb urban sprawl.  Washington, oregon and 
British columbia have all made cutting edge commitments to growth 
management.  oregon and Washington have established urban growth 
boundaries around cities and towns.  portland and vancouver are cel-
ebrated as two of north america’s most successful examples of smart 
Growth. the human scale of relationships in the built environment is 
celebrated here.  

if we compare populations of the primary global cities with their casca-
dian counterparts, the contrasts are stark (table below).  the combined 
population of portland, vancouver and seattle does not even equal half 

Polyurban megalopolises are emerging and growing across the 
United States and the world.
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the population of the list’s smallest global city – los angeles.  While the 
metropolitan regions of cascadia each encompass about 2-4 million resi-
dents, adding an additional �-5 million people to each metropolis would 
exert a monumental strain on our landscape.  

ask your typical cascadian if they would like portland to be as dense as 
tokyo, or vancouver to sprawl to the size of los angeles, and they will 
most likely cringe.

Global City Population

los angeles   �,694,820

london   7,�72,09�

new york   8,008,278

paris   9,6�8,000

tokyo �2,��8,000

Average   8,130,238

Population of Global Cities and Cascadian Cities by city limit.   
Sources: US Census 2000, UK Census 2001, UN Population Division 2000, Japan Ministry                                                                    
of Internal Affairs and Communications 2001.

Cascadian City Population

portland 529,�2�

seattle     56�,�74

vancouver     545,674

Total 1,638,169
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WELCOME TO ECOLOPOLIS 

What kind of Pacific Northwest do we want to live in? Can celebrating 
our uniqueness be our strategy to boost our competitiveness? How can 
we prosper, accommodate a growing population and remain livable?  The 
answer lies in the commitment of decision makers, landowners, develop-
ers, investors, and citizens to develop the region in a different way.

In this paper we suggest that Cascadia could find its future in the form 
of what we’ve come to call an “ecolopolis.”  We define an ecolopolis as 
a region of networked metropolitan areas found within a common biore-
gion, where the individual metropolitan areas are separated by working 
and wild landscapes.  

in this case, an ecolopolis differs from its older cousin, the megalopolis, 
by the fact that it is not characterized by continuous urbanization.  like 
a megalopolis, the ecolopolis, too, is a region of networked metropolitan 
and micropolitan areas.  However, it attains its megapolitan status not 
merely through size, but through strategic efforts to link metropolitan 
areas via infrastructure, landscape, and culture. 

a rationale for cascadia-scale planning can be found at global, national, 
and regional scales.

Global Issues

around the world, “mega-cities” are the newest phenomena in the 
worldwide urbanization process, and their prominence makes it increas-
ingly difficult for smaller cities, like those in Cascadia, to gain visibility 
and a competitive niche.  Mega-cities are the result of globalization and 
are generators of global ecological, socio-economic and political change.  
competitiveness in the global market for labor, investment and goods 
requires a certain level of visibility, typically achieved through an excep-
tional level of population, innovation, productivity, or wealth.  

some nations or groups of nations are already recognizing the strategic 
value of a megapolitan framework, in the European Union, the Euro-
pean spatial development perspective attempts to intervene in growth 
patterns to balance competition and disparities among the regions of 
Europe through greater cooperation. this plan is intended to create a 
balanced and sustainable development scheme that will further Europe’s 
ability to participate in the global economy (Kou, n.d.).

china’s program of urban system planning has similar goals, including 
fostering the emergence of new metropolitan clusters, coordinating 
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urban and rural development, and supporting the operation of existing 
megapolitan regions centered on Beijing, shanghai and the pearl river 
delta.  Each of these megapolitan regions has a plan for regional spatial 
development, emphasizing regional cooperation, and focusing on indus-
tries with local comparative advantages, environmental protection and 
natural resource management (Kou, n.d.).

Further, in addition to eco-
nomic significance, megapolitan 
regions and mega-cities are 
having a tremendous impact on 
ecological systems and natural 
resources.  as rural popula-
tions increasingly move to 
cities in search of employment 
and other opportunities, urban 
development in response to this 
migration is creating environ-
mental impacts of a magnitude 
previously unknown to the 
planet’s ecosystem.  pollution 
from mega-cities impacts hu-
man health locally, and contrib-
utes to climate change at the 
global scale.  While the debate 
on how best to address the en-
vironmental impacts of human 
settlements is far from over, 

the solution will inevitably require coordination at a megapolitan level, 
as well as a united effort among megapolitan regions (chow et al, 2004).

cascadia, with its desire for environmental stewardship and growth man-
agement, may have a unique opportunity to take a leadership role in the 
increasingly vital global environmental movement.  Megapolitan-scale 
cooperation directed at marketing cascadia as a global green capital 
could overcome the global market’s tendency to largely overlook casca-
dia’s component cities.

Cascadian cities may have trouble competing with “global cities” 
like New York and London.  They will have to develop new strate-
gies to find a place in the global economy.
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National Roles

currently, few structures exist to facilitate megapolitan decision-mak-
ing with any enforceable authority.  the federal government is the only 
body with the ability to oversee the coordination of infrastructure plans, 
development and sustainability strategies at a megapolitan scale, like 
cascadia.  cascadia’s status as an international border region requires 
the coordination of american and canadian federal governments.

Understanding and advancing the prospects for megapolitan regions 
provides Federal decision makers with a solid rationale for the strategic 
distribution of Federal resources.  current Us practice directs appro-
priations to projects and programs in states and districts with well-posi-
tioned congressional delegations rather than overarching national im-
portance. Prioritizing appropriations based on megapolitan significance 
and to serve global competitiveness, rather than on lobbying power, is 
essential for enabling the Us national economy to effectively compete in 
a global economy.

interstates have played an important role in the emergence of mega-
politan regions, and many of those megapolitan areas identified by in 
the literature are easily identifiable by their unifying highway.  This is 
certainly the case in cascadia, where i-5 passes through all three major 
metropolises.  Growth patterns around i-5 have not reached the level 
that they have on the Eastern seaboard, but they do create interesting 
and sensitive dynamics of development and economic growth among the 
macro- and micropolitan settlements in the corridor.

reducing the inequalities between highly developed, growing urban 
areas and slowly declining cities and towns requires sensitive planning 
from a broad perspective that many state governments alone cannot ac-
complish.  Identifying megapolitan clusters of influence among urban and 
non-urban areas under conditions of growth and decline will be a critical 
component of the government’s response to these trends. 

in cascadia, many cities and towns are experiencing rapid growth, but 
the priorities of urban and non-urban citizens do not always coincide.  
Balancing the demands of urbanites and rural citizens is an enormous 
challenge in any jurisdiction, and federal policy toward polyurban re-
gions will be instrumental in shaping the future of that balance.
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Regional Opportunities

at a regional level, cascadian cities have unique incentives to engage in 
a corridor-wide planning process.  compared to other north american 
cities, vancouver, seattle, and portland are progressive in their urban 
growth management policies, emphasizing infill development over ex-
urban expansion.  the cascadian region is characterized by its love for 
scenic open spaces within easy reach of its cities.  Much of its appeal as 
a place to live, work and visit is derived from that quality.  

However, even in cascadia, growth management policies across state 
and municipal boundaries are not always compatible, and may under-
mine each other.  Megapolitan scale planning could make the effort to 
keep urban areas from overrunning the landscape much more effective.

the cascadian region also has the opportunity to better integrate its 
economies through megapolitan level planning—both among major cities 
and between those cities and their smaller neighbors and surrounding ru-
ral areas.  if transportation and communication infrastructure can make 
markets for labor, goods and services throughout the region more acces-
sible, the potential economic benefits could be significant.  

For example, better access to the region’s farm products could reduce 
regional dependence on comparable imported products, and help keep 
money circulating locally.  this kind of integration can also reduce the 
need for the local duplication of services that are more efficiently pro-
vided elsewhere in the region, allowing for greater exploitation of com-
parative advantages.  an integrated cascadian economy can be stronger 
than its component economies can be separately.

High-speed transportation between urban centers in cascadia and else-
where can have the additional benefit of creating new connections 
between a greater variety of working and housing locations.  as robert 
lang puts it, “it’s in your interest to redistribute housing opportunities” 
(El nasser, 2005).  the modern job market allows for an increasingly 
diverse set of commuting patterns, while the breakneck pace at which 
workers change positions and careers often makes it difficult to find a 
housing situation that will allow a quick commute to every job location.  

integrated megapolitan transportation infrastructure can, for example, 
enable mobile workers based in seattle to compete for work in portland, 
vancouver and everywhere in between.  at the same time, it offers a 
city like portland the opportunity to consider a strategic alliance with 
seattle as a means for creating global links for its people and industries.  
By joining together at a megapolitan scale, portland, for example, can 
choose to piggyback its aspirations on seattle’s global “brand”, a real 
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strategic choice that is available only in a megapolitan framework.   

to be sure, the cascadia ecolopolis faces many of the same challenges 
faced by every other proposed megapolitan region in america.  in 2000, 
about 55% of the population in cascadia was found in its three major 
metropolitan areas.  By 20�0, about 60% of cascadia’s population will be 
found in the portland, seattle, and vancouver, Bc metropolitan areas.  
How that growth occurs will have a lot do with the sustainability of these 
places, and the ways in which they retain global recognition for growing 
“smart and green”.

in addition, the economic transition in the rural areas surrounding these 
metropolitan areas continues.  rural resource economies have changed 
substantially in the last �0 years, with more change on the way.  an 
uncertain future for rural economies creates further uncertainty for the 
communities between the metropolitan regions, for the landscape, and 
for the future of the cascadian urban/rural relationship.  it wasn’t long 
ago that portland was the service center for the resource-based econo-
mies of the columbia basin.  Whether it will serve that purpose and 
retain those relationships in the future remains to be seen.

Finally, “Mainstreet i-5” is under tremendous stress.  the ability to move 
goods and people through utilizing the  system is a hot topic of debate 
and discussion throughout cascadia.  the next investments made in 
corridor-wide infrastructure will be crucially important to the future of 

Greater  
Vancouver

(BC)

Puget Sound
(WA)

Portland 5-coun-
ty

(OR) Cascadia

2000
2,04�,�99 

(4,0�9,200)
�,275,809

(5,894,�2�)
�,874,500

(�,42�,�99)
7,�04,284

(��,�54,720)

2030
(2025)

2,856,554
(5,�50,800)

4,5�5,087
(7,975,47�)

2,955,�00
(4,626,0�5)

�0,�46,94�
(�7,952,286)

# 702,579 �,259,278 �,080,800 �,042,657

Percent Increase
40%

(�2%)
�8%

(�5%)
58%

(�5%)
42%

(�4%)

Population growth in its cities is forecasted to occur at a fast clip:
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cascadia, and whether it emerges as an ecolopolis in the years ahead.

certainly, pursuing cascadia as an ecolopolis is no panacea for these 
challenges.  Further, cascadia is not alone in confronting them.  these 
are issues among those at the forefront of metropolitan and megapolitan 
discussions nationwide.  nonetheless, we believe that there is value to 
each of the places in cascadia and to cascadia as a whole to seek a bet-
ter understanding of what might be our shared destiny in this ecolopo-
lis.  to do less would be to prematurely, in our assessment, give up on a 
response to globalization and national trends of real strategic promise.  

it is in this sense of promise, of strategic value to a better future, that 
we have prepared this paper.  We begin by reviewing the origin and 
definition of “Cascadia” as a named place.  We then move to a descrip-
tion of the cascadian landscape, and the issues and conditions in both its 
metropolitan and nonmetropolitan areas.  We then present four strate-
gies for growing, stewarding, and sustaining cascadia along “ecolopoli-
tan” lines.  We conclude with the next steps for this project. 



�2

Ecolopolis 2.0 portland statE UnivErsity

II. Cascadia, Urban and Rural

THE ORIGINS OF CASACADIA

Early Use of the Term Cascadia 

the term “cascadia,” like its borders, has an imprecise history.  an obvi-
ous origin of the word derives from the name of the mountain range run-
ning the length of the region.  Geologically, western north america has 
been known as the cascadian orogeny.  the term “orogeny” translates 
simply to “mountain building” (McKee, 1972).  Reflecting the area sur-
rounding the cascade Mountains, cascadia encompasses approximately 
�50 miles east and west of the range.

this mountain chain was explored by scottish naturalist david douglas in 
�825.  douglas experienced the breadth of the mountains and witnessed 

the numerous waterfalls in the area.  
He spent a great amount of time at the 
“Grand rapids” or “cascade rapids” of the 
columbia river, which is known historically 
as celilo Falls.  it is gathered that from 
these experiences that douglas named the 
adjacent mountain range “the cascades.”  
Historians find only a small reference in 
Douglas’ journals, but it is the first record-
ed use of the name (oldham, 2005).

surprisingly, lewis and clark, who ex-
plored the area 20 years earlier, did not 
register a name for the mountain range.  
likewise, British mariner George vancou-
ver, who named the tallest peaks in the 
cascade range during his explorations in 
�792, did not document a name for the 
range itself.

during geologic investigations in the early 

Celilo Falls was a popular fishing spot for Native 
Americans before the construction of The Dalles Dam 
flooded the falls in 1957 (Bonneville Power Adminis-
tration, 2001).
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�900s, “cascadia” was the name given to a mythical landmass located 
in the northeastern corner of the Pacific Ocean, just beyond the exist-
ing shoreline (McKee, �972).  this landmass was thought to have eroded, 
depositing sediment upon what is now oregon, Washington and British 
columbia.  While geologists and historians continue to debate the origin 
of cascadia’s soils, the name has remained a permanent descriptor of 
the region.

While the term “cascadia” may have been used by scientists, locals or 
historians since the early �800s, it was not until �970 that the term was 

used by david Mccloskey, a seattle University professor, to describe or 
name a region.  Mccloskey describes cascadia as “a land of falling wa-
ters.”  He notes the blending of the natural integrity and the sociocul-
tural unity that gives Cascadia its definition (McCloskey, 1998).  During 
the course of his research, Mccloskey also formed the cascadia institute, 
a grassroots organization dedicated to preserving all that is cascadian 
(luk, 2006). 

scenes of the northwest, circa 1869 (Union Pacific, n.d.) highlights artistic renderings of 
the bountiful Northwest for rail riders.
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railroad advertising for the northwest, circa 1946 (Ad* Access, n.d.)
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A more commonly understood name for the region is “Pacific North-
west”.  this term has direct roots in a marketing effort produced by the 
transcontinental railroads, headquartered on the east coast (Findlay, 
�998).  as the rail lines to the region were completed in the later de-
cades of the �800s, publicists launched campaigns to bring americans to 
oregon, Washington and idaho.  they called this place the “Great north-
west” or the “Great Pacific Northwest”.

research by professor John Findlay at the University of Washington 
found that the publicists explicitly meant “to introduce the word ‘Pacific 
Northwest’ into the popular vocabulary – to make it convey a definite, 
clean-cut meaning.  to make it stand for an idea.”  Even in the absence 
of national borders, the Pacific Northwest was intended to describe an 

impression, laying the foundation for 
a regional identity.  

Using the natural environment as a 
foundation, cascadia can be further 
defined as a bioregion.  Planet Drum 
defines this region as the watershed 
of the columbia river, substituting 
the term ‘columbiana’ for ‘casca-
dia’ (columbiana, 200�).  this group 
defines a “bioregion” as follows:

Bioregions are geographic areas hav-
ing common characteristics of soil, 
watershed, climate, native plants 
and animals that exist within the 
whole planetary biosphere as unique 
and contributive parts.

a bioregion refers both to geographi-
cal terrain and a terrain of con-
sciousness - to a place and the ideas 
that have developed about how to 
live in that place.

a bioregion can be determined ini-
tially by use of climatology, physi-

ography, animal and plant geography, natural history and other 
descriptive resonance among living things and the factors that 
influence them which occurs specifically within each separate part 
of the planet.

discovering and describing that resonance is a way to describe a 

Flags created for a hypothetical independent Cascadia



�6

Ecolopolis 2.0 portland statE UnivErsity

bioregion.”

peter Berg & raymond dasmann
reinhabiting a separate country, planet drum Foundation, �978 
(columbiana, 200�)

A strong identification with the “Great River of the 
West, the columbia river and its tributaries,” the co-
lumbia river Bioregional Education project strives to 
bring about a reunification of humans with nature to 
build harmony (columbiana, 200�).  
a map of the “columbiana Bioregion” is shown at left.  
the boundaries match those found on several colum-
bia river watershed maps, as well as Bonneville power 
administration service maps, coincidentally.

Earlier, in the mid-�970s, author Ernest callenbach 
wrote Ecotopia, a book that weaves a tale of the seces-
sion of cascadia from the Union to build a sustainable 
state.  this reorganized state used technology in con-
cert with natural resources to increase quality of life, 
decrease reliance on automobiles and ultimately to cre-
ate an environmental utopia. 

in the subsequently published prequel, Ecotopia Emerg-
ing, callenbach tells the story which leads up to Ecoto-

pia’s secession from the United states.  among the many shared regional 
values he cites, alternate methods of commuting, anti-nuclear senti-
ments, recycling, abundant natural resources and similarity of climate 
top the list.  In Callenbach’s case, the boundary for his fictitious country 
“Ecotopia” is not by chance.  He stated in a recent interview:

“Ecotopia is a kind of bioregion.  at the time i was writing Ecotopia, the 
term ‘bioregion’ had not yet been invented, although it followed very 
soon after.  But we now see that the cascadia bioregion, as the zoolo-
gists and botanists now call it, stretches north from the tehachapi Moun-
tains in southern california all the way up through British columbia and 
into the Alaskan panhandle.  And this is an area that’s defined by a fairly 
uniform climate; and the animals are pretty much consistent through-
out—meaning animals of all kinds including insects and so on—as well as 
the plants.  so there’s a certain geographical unity to the area.  and my 
contention, as well as that of a lot of professional geographers, is that in 
the long run the characteristics of your bioregion help to determine what 
you might call your regional character.”
(parrish, 2005)

Columbiana Bioregion, (Columbiana, 
2001)
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a decade later, Joel Garreau in nine nations of north america further 
discusses this idea.  While introducing his regional method for under-
standing north america he says, “consider, instead the way north amer-
ica really works.  it is nine nations.  Each has its capital and its distinc-
tive web of power and influence” (Garreau, 1981).  Garreau speaks to 
the way his vision of the Pacific Northwest (for which he borrows the 

name “Ecotopia”) is characterized.  “the forests 
of the Pacific Northwest are sufficiently blessed 
with resources to inspire thoughts of husbanding 
what exists, where it exists, in order to make it 
last forever” (Garreau, �98�). 

throughout Garreau’s description of Ecotopia, 
he focuses on people’s commitment to the out-
doors, sustainability, dedication to alternative 
lifestyles such as holistic medicine, new age reli-
gions and disdain of dams.  Garreau’s boundaries 
for this empire differ only slightly from others. 
in this case, he considers the region to follow 
the coast, stretching to the coastal range as the 
eastern boundary from northern california to the 
southern portion of alaska.  

the political views of the region have generally 
developed to reflect and act upon quality of life, 
a major attraction for the regional economy.  in 
the late �970s, a new scientist article noted 
that oregonians “are an outdoor people, and are 
willing to follow their love of nature to its politi-
cal conclusions,” (Garreau, �98�).  natural re-
sources have always been a strong driver of the 
politics of the region, dating back to the middle 
of the century and even earlier.  

as a region where extraction of natural resourc-
es was the original economic driver, the land 
was viewed as an opportunity partially due to 
its distance from the nation’s capital.  the area 
was viewed as “boasting the highest standard 
of living in the nation or for that matter, in the 
world,” but the difficulty of travel might “afford 
an excellent example of the dangers of section-
alism if too large a number of states should be 
merged into the proposed regional government” 
(odum, �9�8).
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The Modern Cascadian Brand

though it may not have clear boundaries to draw on a map, cascadia 
remains a part of the West coast psyche.  it is a quixotic concept that 
bonds the areas of the Pacific Northwest together, transcending a con-
ventional geographic definition (Luk, 2006).  In 1999, Seattle mayor Paul 
schell told american planning association members, “cascadia repre-
sents better than states, countries and cities the cultural and geographi-
cal realities of the corridor from Eugene, [oregon] to vancouver, B.c.” 
(Goldsmith, �999). 

What exactly does the world envision when they think of “Cascadia”?  
one method for determining how cascadia is marketed to the world is 
to examine guidebooks for the region.  according to Excellent-romantic-
Vacations.com, in the Pacific Northwest “the air is fresh, the people are 
interesting, and the outdoors are accessible and perfect … Pacific North-
west travel offers a really good balance of interesting cities to explore 
and fantastic outdoor adventures” (original emphasis, 2004).  

The introduction to The Rough Guide to the Pacific Northwest (Jepson 
and lee, 200�) begins with:

The stunningly verdant terrain of the Pacific Northwest is one of North 
america’s scenic gems, a highly varied realm of striking forests, beaches, 
and mountains, where the outdoors in all its rugged glory is always close 
at hand. Nestled between the Pacific Ocean and a lengthy line of craggy 
peaks, the region’s isolated geography preserved within it abundant flora 
and fauna- from wolves to whales and wildflowers to Western hemlocks—
and a formidable landscape of active volcanoes, sheer cliffs, towering 
waterfalls and untouched wilderness. 
(emphasis added, p.iii.)

Travel Smart: Pacific Northwest (MacPherson, 2001) warns, “Here Nature 
rules.  strictures of weather and terrain are part of the trade-off for a 
vast, masterful blueprint that melds forests, waters, mountains, deserts, 
volcanoes, and creatures—from eagles to orcas—in a vital, awe-inspiring 
way” (emphasis added, p.�).  the author also advises that “if you don’t 
bring your hiking boots to hit a trail, or plan to paddle a boat, or explore 
the backcountry of the region, you’re missing the true personality of the 
northwest” (emphasis added, p.9).  these three examples show that the 
natural environment is marketed as the very essence of the region.  the 
marketed image is of a landscape almost savage in its beauty in which 
humanity’s footprint is minimal. 

there have been attempts to unite cascadia in a joint tourism effort.  in 
�996 the discovery institute’s cascadia center sponsored a conference to 
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promote the “two-nation vacation” concept. the excitement generated 
by the conference did not last long however, primarily because public 
agencies in British columbia, Washington, and oregon had invested heav-
ily in promoting their own regional, state and provincial marketing plans.  

the notion of adopting a common marketing plan was felt to 
undercut these individual efforts.

consequently, the initiative was put on hold except for the 
publication of a photographic tour of seattle and vancouver 
(see Figure 2) and the development of cultural cascades, an 
initiative that coordinates cultural activities in five Cascadian 
cities by way of the amtrak cascades passenger train route.  
recently, however, enthusiasm for the two-nation vacation 
was renewed with the announcement of the 20�0 olympic 
Winter Games in vancouver, resulting in discussions of more 
two-nation vacation maps and guidebooks (cascadia center/
discovery institute, 2006).

there are several observed effects of promoting the image 
of the “awe-inspiring” Cascadian environment.  The first is 
the benefit to regional economies in ways other than tourism 
generation: “a high quality of life, including… recreational and 
cultural activities and a healthy environment, attracts ‘high 
quality people’, who will want to live, work, and stay in a par-

ticular region, thereby contributing to its continued economic develop-
ment” (Moll, n.d.). 

a second effect of promoting the environmental image is the attraction 
of other environmentally conscious people to the region.  the natural 
environment is important to current cascadian residents.  Marketing the 
cascadian environment, especially through job recruitment, can result 
in the immigration to the region of people with similar values.  a healthy 
cascadian environment and environmentally friendly culture can form a 
positive feedback loop drawing in more environmentally friendly people 
who will likely support policies and programs that maintain and improve 
the environment.

In concept and in name, “Cascadia” is defined by the natural glory of its 
terrain, from its beginnings to its contemporary marketing.  this value 
is expressed in the region’s rural economic activities as well as its urban 
land use policies.  the next two sections will explore both of those con-
nections.
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RURAL CASCADIA: WORKING AND WILD

What exists in the landscape of over �8 million acres that lies outside 
and between the bustling, growing metropolitan areas of vancouver, 
British Columbia; Seattle, Washington; and Portland, Oregon?  The an-
swer is a rich and complex pattern of small towns and cities, rural 
communities, federal and state lands, farms and forests, and indian 
reservations.  It is a landscape that is continually changing, filled with 
communities that are adapting to that change and often striving to pre-
serve their landscape and sense of place. 

Rich soils contribute to productive agricultural lands.  Timber and fish-
eries products support local economies.  natural landscapes provide a 
diverse playground for outdoor recreation.  Whether valued for its pro-
ductive potential or pristine natural features, the land provides a unify-
ing connection for residents of the cascadian region.

rural cascadia is currently experiencing a period of transition and con-
flict in its relationship with the landscape.  Urbanization is threatening 
natural resources.  shifting markets for resource-based industries threat-
en the vitality of many communities.  Farmers are struggling to remain 
viable in a changing agricultural setting. 

Timber

after the depression, conservation movements worked to mitigate un-
sustainable timber harvests and destructive farming practices.  conser-
vation was seen as a method of tourism promotion.  Fishing and hunting 
enthusiasts chimed in with mixed environmental results.  in the �950s 
richard White noted, “northwesterners have frequently acted as if the 
natural world exists largely as something to buy and sell and as if the 
regional ecology were infinitely malleable” (Robbins, et al., 1983).  This 
practice, he also notes, is dangerous for an area which relies on its 
landscape for symbols of unique character, especially as the environment 
grows increasingly unstable and maintenance costs increase, most of 
which are borne publicly (robbins et. al., �98�).

cascadia is rich in natural resources, including millions of acres of pri-
vate and public forests.  vast timber resources in the region have histori-
cally been a source of economic vitality for residents, but since the early 
�990s this livelihood has been threatened by a variety of factors.  Mark 
Mcdonald, manager of the sweet Home, oregon thriftway grocery store 
comments that in the �980s “you could never be out front [of the store] 
without seeing seven or ten logging trucks go by.”  in the �990s the only 
crowds he saw were those coming to get moving boxes (Mcclure, 2000).
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in the western portions of Washington, oregon and northern california, 
more than �0% of the total workforce was employed in the timber indus-
try in the early �970s, totaling �50,000 to �60,000 workers (tuchmann, 
�996).  annual timber harvest levels for western oregon and Washington 
were consistently above twelve billion board feet in the �960s and �970s 
(phillips, 2006).  However, the timber industry lost �0,000 jobs in the 
�990’s with employment falling to �% of the total workforce, and har-
vests dropped below eight billion board feet annually (tuchmann, �996).

Factors contributing to the sharp declines in the �990s include decreased 
demand related to national recessions, employment reductions due 
to increasing technological improvements, shifts to products requir-

ing less labor, and decreased timber supplies 
due in part to federal forest policies relating 
to endangered species protection.  changes 
in world timber markets also contributed to 
declines.  

cascadian costs of timber production are 
substantially higher than those in alberta and 
the south central United states.  increasing 
competition from south american and russian 
timber sources also threatened the viability 
of the cascadian timber industry.  projected 
industry trends show the decline continuing 
for several years, but then stabilizing and 
potentially increasing in 20�0 due to forest 
management policies enacted in the �960s 
(tuchmann, �996).

although cascadia has experienced declines in 
the timber industry in recent years, regional 
residents and economies remain closely tied 
to the forests as both a working landscape 
and valued natural resource.  Businesses, 
policymakers, community organizations and 
residents alike have been working to help the 
region transition to new forest practices and 
economies that can support the residents of 
rural cascadia.

sustainable forestry practices are gaining 
ground in cascadia as a strategy to combat shrinking timber supplies 
and capitalize on environmentally conscious consumers.  Under pressure 
from consumers and the environmentally minded investment firm, Cal-

A history of timber harvesting has been fundamen-
tal in shaping Cascadia’s landscape and recovering 
from over-logging has helped the region develop as 
a center of environmentally sustainable practices.
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vert Group, Home depot recently stopped selling products obtained from 
old-growth forests (little, 2004).  staples has also moved toward sup-
porting sustainable forestry by only selling paper processed from forests 
certified under the American Forest and Paper Association’s Sustainable 
Forest initiative (little, 2004). 

longtime oregon loggers participating in retraining also see the value of 
sustainable forestry and ecological practices, as they hope it will pro-
vide new jobs in forest and watershed restoration (Knickerbocker, �995).  
supporters of sustainable forestry hope that these new practices will 
allow timber workers to continue utilizing their skills and help revitalize 
rural communities despite declines in timber harvests.

the 2005 cascadia scorecard issued by northwest Environment Watch 
reported that clear-cutting of cascadian forests, which slowed in the 
�990s has sped up again in recent years.  they state, “tracking clearcuts 
provides a rough gauge for how extensively humans have altered the 
forests of the northwest—and for how effectively northwesterners are 
safeguarding their distinctive natural heritage.”  nonetheless, the score-
card reports some positive news as well: the number of acres of forests 
managed in compliance with the demanding standards of the Forest 
Stewardship Council, the organization that certifies sustainable forestry 
practices, is increasing.

cascadian communities are also turning to the natural value of forests 
and the landscape for revitalization.  natural resources located near dis-
tressed communities, such as mountains, streams and the Pacific Ocean, 
support a wide variety of outdoor recreation activities.  increasing num-
bers of tourists are drawn to rural areas to fish, hike, ski, hunt and surf.  
new hotels and destination resorts are being developed to support the 
increasing tourism.

However, critics worry that increasing use will deteriorate pristine wil-
derness areas, and low paying service sector jobs associated with the 
tourism industry are often unable to support families.  additionally, rural 
communities must be easily accessible in order to take advantage of the 
economic benefits of tourism.  Nevertheless, Cascadian communities are 
increasingly preserving the very resources that have been historically 
extracted for economic gain, in order to support a transition to at tour-
ism-based economy.
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Agriculture

When one thinks of a region or a country, its foods frequently come to 
mind.  The regions of France have very specific associations with wines: 
champagne, Bordeaux, etc.  in the United states, several regions have 
well-recognized food traditions: louisiana, new Mexico, etc.  though its 
cuisine is perhaps still in its formative stages, cascadia is no exception 
and has the added benefit of the many fresh ingredients at its fingertips.

For cascadia, evocative foods include salmon, berries, hazelnuts, oys-
ters, dungeness crabs, wines, microbrews (and hops), apples, pears, and 
dairy products (tillamook cheese and smaller, artisanal producers).  the 
promotion of a cascadian cuisine and its raw ingredients holds the possi-
bility of bolstering the region’s identity and providing urban/rural link-
ages.  

Bessière (�998) suggests that these 
linkages may be achieved through “heri-
tage” foods and farm-fresh products 
which are appealing not only for their 
wholesomeness, but because of the 
“…short-lived appropriation of a rural 
identity” that accompanies their con-
sumption.  this appropriation serves to 
“produce and reproduce identity and 
unity” in a region.  More tangibly, the 
promotion of specialty crops and a re-
gional cuisine may serve to increase the 
profitability of small-scale agriculture, 
thereby providing a compelling reason 
to preserve the region’s farmlands and 
fisheries.

there are a number of different ways of 
measuring the economic importance of various agricultural products in 
cascadia.  different agencies have applied different methods, making a 
summarization of oregon, Washington, and British columbia’s agriculture 
somewhat difficult.  However, sales figures are particularly important 
when one considers that many of the products are sold out of state and 
country, creating a multiplier effect.  For instance, 80% of oregon’s agri-
culture products are shipped out of state and 40% of that is exported out 
of country.

cascadia produces a tremendous variety of crops and foods.  oregon is 
second only to california in diversity of agricultural commodities grown.  
Many of the specialty crops are being grown on a smaller scale than 

Rural Cascadia is covered with lush working landscapes, 
yielding a wide variety of fresh, healthy produce.
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some of the aforementioned commodities, but are still of great econom-
ic and symbolic importance.  in describing the region’s agriculture and 
foods, it is perhaps more useful to look at the products that are unique 
to the region rather than focusing on those grown in large quantities.

Oregon ranks first in the U.S.A for a number of these specialty foods 
including blackberries, loganberries, black raspberries, dried herbs, 
pears, hazelnuts, and Dungeness crab.  Washington ranks first in the 
nation for production of �2 commodities, including red raspberries, 
hops, spearmint oil, apples, wrinkled seed peas, sweet cherries, lentils, 
pears, concord grapes, dry edible peas, processing carrots, and process-
ing sweet corn.  British Columbia ranks first in Canada for production of 
blueberries, apples, raspberries, and greenhouse peppers and tomatoes.  
B.c. ranks second for cranberries, grapes, and nursery products (British 
columbia Ministry of agriculture and lands, 2006).  Many of these foods 
are primarily grown in cascadia and are the foods that are most evoca-
tive of the region.

Hazelnuts are one such crop.  the hazelnut industry farm gate (the total 
value growers received for their crops) has averaged $�0,000,000 during 
the last five years.  Using a conservative multiplier, this translates into a 
total economic impact of $75 million in Oregon (over the last five years) 
(Brand oregon, 2006).

Wine is also gaining importance in cascadia’s agricultural economy.  
Grapes are noteworthy because they are frequently grown in areas that 
are otherwise marginally productive for agriculture.  thus, the wine in-
dustry provides a profitable use of lands that may otherwise face devel-
opment pressure.  

oregon is second in the United states in number 
of wineries, and fourth in the country for gallons 
of wine produced.  the total value of oregon wine 
grapes harvested in 2004 was $�2.2 million.  the 
total annual economic impact (including support-
ing industries) to the state from the oregon wine 
industry is approximately $� billion.  there are over 
700 vineyards in oregon, planted on over ��,700 
acres, and growing over 40 varietals of grapes.  in 
2004, there were �9,400 tons of wine grapes har-
vested, and nearly �.2 million cases of wine made 
(oregon department of agriculture, 2006).
 
Washington is second in the country in wine produc-
tion.  the state has over 400 vineyards, planted on 
over �0,000 acres, and growing over 20 varietals of 

Wine grapes
Photo from Columbia Cascade Winery Assn.
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grapes.  While most of the state’s nine appellations are outside of the 
cascadia region, the puget sound appellation is home to �5 wineries.  
the state’s total annual wine production totals approximately �8 million 
gallons with a 2004 retail value of $684.9 million and a total annual eco-
nomic impact of over $� billion (Washington Wine council, 2006).

British columbia’s wine industry, though smaller than oregon and Wash-
ington’s, is noteworthy.  With five appellations, there are 32 wineries 
that occupy 5,462 acres of land and make $��� million in annual sales.  
While these numbers are considerably smaller than those for oregon and 
Washington, it should be noted that there were only �� wineries in �984 
and sales have doubled in the last six years products (British columbia 
Ministry of agriculture and lands, 2006).

Determining agricultural employment numbers for Cascadia is difficult.  
However, such numbers are available by state and province.  agriculture 
plays an important role in the employment of oregonians with 50,000 
on-farm employees and �50,000 employees in agriculture-related indus-
tries (including processing).  oregon is also notable for the character of 
its farms.  89% of oregon farms are owned or operated by families and 
less than 2% of farms are operated by non-family corporations.  in Wash-
ington, with over �75,000 jobs, agriculture is the top employer (Washing-
ton state department of agriculture, 2006). in B.c., �0,�00 people were 
employed in agriculture and related services in 2002.  

one of the primary threats to cascadian agriculture is sprawl.  though 
not the only measure of sprawl, the amount of land converted from 

rural to urban uses is one metric.  
Washington had a 49% increase in 
urban land between �982 and �997.  
oregon has witnessed a �2.��% 
increase in urban lands from �982 
until �997.  population density is 
a good measure of the efficiency 
of the conversion of rural land to 
urban use.  Unfortunately, oregon 
has seen a decrease, albeit small 
at -2.02%, in population densities 
during the years �982 to �997 (an-
thony, 2004). 

in addition to converting land from 
agricultural to urban uses, urban 
growth presents conflicts with agri-
cultural land uses.  the smells and 
noises of agriculture are frequently 

Suburban sprawl eats up the supply of available farmland. 
Photo from plannersweb.com
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at odds with the bucolic ideal of farming held by suburban and exurban 
pioneers.  Furthermore, like many industries, agriculture benefits from 
agglomeration economies, whereby the presence of many farms creates 
the need for supporting industries such as the transportation of agri-
cultural goods or sale of farming equipment.  absent a critical mass of 
farms, such supporting industries disappear, thereby making agriculture 
yet more vulnerable.

Within the next decade, 25% of oregon’s farmers will retire and 70% of 
oregon’s agricultural land will change ownership (oregon department of 
agriculture, 2006).  though much of this agricultural land is protected by 
the statewide planning system, such protection is not necessarily perma-
nent as it relies on zoning and UGBs that can be amended.  Furthermore, 
the expected change in ownership of oregon’s agricultural lands presents 
the possibility of fewer family-owned and run farms.

on Washington’s puget sound, agriculture is facing similar pressures.  
during the period of �982 through �997, more than 20% of puget sound’s 
farmland, amounting to more than �00,000 acres, was converted to 
other uses.  King and snohomish counties have witnessed some of the 
greatest losses of farmland with �0% being converted to other uses in 
the same time period.  this loss amounts to �2,000 acres in snohomish 
county alone (canty, 2004).

in addition to losses measured in acres of farmland, puget sound has 
seen a substantial decrease in its number of farms, amounting to a 25% 
decrease over the period of �982 through �997.  as with the loss of farm 
acreage, the decrease in farm numbers is particularly stunning in the 
central puget sound area, losing between ��% and �6% of farms (varying 
by county).  it is also noteworthy small farms have faced the greatest 
losses.  contrastingly, there has been a �9% increase in the number of 
farms that are over 1000 acres.  This figure should, however, be kept in 
perspective given that the total number of these large farms is relatively 
small (�8 farms of �000+ acres in �997) (canty, 2004).

the demise of small farms and the accompanying rise in numbers of 
large farms is likely related to the consolidation of food retailing.  ac-
cording to canty and Wiley (2004), Wal-Mart is currently the number one 
food retailer in the United states and over 40% of the retail grocery busi-
ness is conducted by just five firms.  This consolidation has given retail-
ers considerable control over the prices that agricultural commodities 
command.  Given the need to compete on price alone, farms with econ-
omies of scale have prevailed.  Beyond the argument that larger farms 
are more efficient (which is contested by some), large retailers such as 
Wal-Mart are inclined to do business with large-scale farms that produce 
one crop, thereby avoiding reliance on many small suppliers.
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Many challenges face cascadia’s working and wild rural landscape in the 
coming decades.  planning on a cascadian scale can help to ensure that 
the region’s unique relationship between its urban and rural populations 
and economies continues to enable the quality of life that the region has 
grown famous for.  We have explored a few major issues facing rural cas-
cadia, but what are the corresponding trends in metropolitan Cascadia?  
Read on to find out how the largest cities in the region are responding to 
the pressures of population growth and economic development while at 
the same time defending the continued prosperity and health of its rural 
territories.
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METROPOLITAN CASCADIA

in July 2000, the Greater vancouver regional district, portland Metro, 
and puget sound regional council participated in the cascadia Metropoli-
tan Forum.  the purpose of the forum was to establish an understanding 
of the cascadia region within its “main street” corridor. From north to 
south, it covers areas along U.s. interstate Highway 5 from the southern 
part of vancouver island in British columbia, canada to lane county in 
oregon (discovery institute, 2000).  demographic statistics are provided 
in the table below.

the Greater vancouver regional district (Gvrd) is a district located in 
the southwestern corner of the canadian province of British columbia, 
with a board of directors made up of elected representatives.  Gvrd 

is centered on the metropolitan 
core of vancouver, with eight town 
centers surrounding it.  the area is 
bounded by the strait of Georgia to 
the West, the coast Mountains to 
the north, the Fraser valley re-
gional district to the East, and the 
United states border to the south, 
spanning approximately �,089 
square miles.  the designated urban 
area makes up approximately �0% 
of the metropolitan area and houses 
half of its population of about 2 
million people (Greater vancouver 
regional district, �996). the func-
tions of the Gvrd include provid-
ing services such as regional parks, 
water supply and distribution, air 
quality management, industrial 
wastewater control, administra-

tion of 9�� emergency phone system, solid waste management/recycling 
coordination, wastewater collection/treatment/disposal, strategic plan-
ning for growth management, regional social housing, and labor relations 
for municipalities (discovery institute, 2000).  the Gvrd 2006 budgeted 
expenditures are $448.6 million, primarily recovered through user fees 
and property taxes.

regional planning in the Gvrd dates back to approximately �967, but in 
�990, the Greater vancouver regional district Board adopted a creating 
our Future vision to protect the natural environment and provide ac-
cess to all basic necessities.  in �996, after a four-year public and in-

Vancouver, British Columbia
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vancouver regional 
district

central puget sound 
region portland Metro area

size Metropolitan area 
(square miles)

�,�2� 
(2005) 6,290 46� 

(2005)

size of Metropolitan 
Urban area (square 

miles)

��8 
(�0%) 
(2005)

�,�70 
(�7%) 
(�995)

�98 
(86%) 
(2005)

population of Metro-
politan area 4,0�9,�98 �,275,847 �,444,2�9

population in Metro-
politan Urban area

2,04�,�99 
(50%)

2,784,470 
(85%)

�,�05,574 
(90%)

population density in 
Metropolitan Urban 
area (persons/ acre)

2.7 
(2005) 0.8� 0.74

dwelling Units in Met-
ropolitan Urban area 

(units)

758,�90 
(200�) �,�48,�46 705,2�8

dwelling Unit density 
in Metropolitan Urban 

area                          
 (dwelling units / acre)

�.06 
(200�) 0.�� 0.��

net Migration (in Met-
ropolitan area) (from 

previous year)

27,402 
(200�)

26,000 
(200�) 9,�77

Hispanic or latino 
population (in Metro-

politan area)
- �72,062 ��6,086

Minority population 
(in Metropolitan area) 

(non-white race)

�,494,50� 
(200�) 599,077 290,928

Median household in-
come (in Metropolitan 

area)

$6�,00� 
(200�) $5�,�86 $48,4�4

Median age (in Metro-
politan area)

�7.4 
(200�) �5.8 �5.6

Metropolitan Cascadian Demographics (2000 data except where noted)
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tergovernmental consultation process, the livable region strategic plan 
was created to help realize this vision through the Greater vancouver 
region’s land use and transportation development (Greater vancouver 
regional district, �996).

Early in the process, the public rejected a business-as-usual approach 
to regional growth that would spread population throughout the Fraser 
valley because it would put development pressure on farmland, increase 
the distance between jobs and housing, cost too much for public services 
and utilities, and result in worsening air pollution from increased auto-
mobile use. the strategic plan provides a clear alternative that is more 
in keeping with the values of creating our Future.

the central puget sound region encompasses snohomish, King, pierce, 
and Kitsap counties in the state of Washington, for a total of 6,290 

square miles.  it is set in 
a basin between the cas-
cade and olympic mountain 
ranges, and is bisected by 
the salt-water inlets of the 
puget sound and numer-
ous rivers and lakes.  Major 
cities in the region include 
seattle, Bellevue, Everett, 
tacoma, and Bremerton. 
the central puget sound 
region is described as an 
area of “mountains and wa-
terways, abundant natural 
resources, and economic 
opportunities” (puget 
sound regional council, 
�995:6).  the puget sound 
regional council is “an as-
sociation of cities, towns, 
counties, ports, and state 

agencies that serves as a forum for developing policies and making deci-
sions about regional growth and transportation issues in the four-county 
central puget sound region” (puget sound regional council, 2006).  the 
regional council reviews policies and plans to ensure coordinated and 
consistent planning among jurisdictions, acts as the regional transpor-
tation planning organization (rtpo) and develops the transportation 
improvement program, collects regional data, and monitors regional 
action. the annual budget is about $20.� million from federal and state 
grants. in addition, it gets about $�60 million dollars a year from the 
Federal Highway administration and Federal transit administration for 

Seattle, Washington
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transportation projects (puget sound regional council, 2005).

vision 2020 is the long-range growth management, economic and trans-
portation strategy policy plan for local and regional planning for the 
central puget sound region.  the vision calls for “diverse, economi-
cally and environmentally healthy communities framed by open space 
and connected by a high-quality, multimodal transportation system that 
provides effective mobility for people and goods” (puget sound regional 
council, �995:2). it aims to preserve communities, conserve natural and 
financial resources, and maintain the quality of life within the Central 
puget sound region. 

the planning process for vision 2020 started in �987. Efforts included an 
analysis of alternative growth and mobility scenarios and involved public 
participation. policy implementation occurs through local comprehensive 
plans and other regional and state plans.  the eight components of the 
Vision 2020 strategy include the identification of urban growth areas, 
contiguous and orderly development of urban growth areas, locating 
regional capital facilities, providing housing, preserving rural areas, pro-
tecting open space, natural resources and critical areas, retaining and 
expanding the metropolitan area’s economy, and managing a multimodal 
transportation system. 

the portland metropolitan area primarily encompasses clackamas, 
Multnomah, and Washington counties. this area is approximately 400 

square miles (Metro, 2000).  it is adjacent 
to Washington state, separated from it by 
the columbia river.  the portland area is 
bisected East and West by the Willamette 
river. it is approximately equidistant to 
the Pacific Ocean and Mt. Hood, Oregon’s 
tallest peak.  its regional planning body and 
elected regional government, Metro, is led 
by six councilors that represent the entire 
portland metropolitan area.  the Metro re-
gion includes � counties and 24 cities, and 
oversees the Urban Growth Boundary.  Met-
ro has the ability to enforce rules regarding 
local jurisdictions’ development patterns.  
the portland area is known nationally for 
its high levels of citizen participation, and 
many attribute this to its political structure 
(Johnson, 2004).
the Metro charter was adopted in �992 
and established Metro’s primary function 

as “planning and policy making to preserve and enhance the quality of 

Portland, OR
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life and the environment for ourselves and future generations” (Metro, 
�992). it also established the need for the regional Framework plan. the 
Urban Growth Management Functional plan lists the legal statutes which 
are designed to implement the regional Framework plan. 
the regional Framework plan includes eight chapters outlining strategies 
for land use, 
transportation, open space preservation, water quality, and relationships 
with neighboring areas. these include policies on the built environment, 
affordable housing, consistency between land use and transportation 
planning, protection of open areas, maintenance of water quality and 
supply, hazard mitigation, coordination with clark county, and manage-
ment and implementation of the plan. 

We found three major features shared by the planning processes within 
the three metropolitan areas: �) growth management strategies, (2) 
preservation of open space, agriculture, and rural lands, and (�) trans-
portation planning. 
Each of the three major metropolitan areas within the cascadia study 
area (vancouver, seattle, and portland) has adopted growth management 
strategies in response to its booming population.  While the strategies 
are not identical, they speak the same language, promoting alternatives 
to automobile travel, promoting compact growth and infill development, 
minimizing urban sprawl, and creating complete communities through 
multiple town or regional centers within the metropolitan urban area.  

The slight difference in strategies reflects the higher levels of govern-
ment that drive the political process.  the states of oregon and Washing-

ton adopted growth management goals and regulations at 
different times while the province of British columbia relies 
on its Growth strategies act and agricultural land reserve 
act.  in oregon, the state planning goals developed in the 
�970’s paved the way to the current use of urban growth 
boundaries (UGBs) while Washington’s Growth Manage-
ment act prescribed slightly different methods of managing 
growth, though essentially seeking the same compact urban 
form. 

the emphasis on denser and richer urban life through urban 
planning is also an effort to preserve the abundant open 
space characteristic of the Metropolitan cascadia region.  
this desire to protect natural resources and open space 
reflects the abundance of scenic and recreational opportuni-
ties that surround these places, including streams, rivers, 
snowy mountains, hiking, and fishing.  Without this strong 

The urban areas of Cascadia place 
a heavy emphasis on careful urban 
planning.
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human-nature connection, the urban areas might grow laterally without 
regard for the loss of pristine land.  despite the myriad of land conserva-
tion practices employed by each metropolitan area, they each anticipate 
and welcome new growth in the hopes of developing a denser but richer 
quality of life through urban planning. 

the preservation of open space and agricul-
tural land is an important mission in the goals 
and visions of the three metropolitan area 
plans.  Although the specific focus of their 
efforts vary, they all share a common ethic 
recognizing the importance of planning for 
preservation in rapidly growing metropolitan 
areas.  all plans strive to protect and enhance 
quality of life, all connect good quality of life 
with healthy open space, and all are doing so 
despite significant population growth projec-
tions.  

the plans and visions are being successfully 
implemented in varying degrees in the four 
metropolitan areas; however that is a gover-
nance issue.  seattle’s actual efforts towards 
preservation have been weaker than vancou-
ver’s and portland’s.  the important point in 
terms of arguing for a Metropolitan cascadian 

region is how closely aligned the visions of the metros are.  if all three 
metropolitan areas were able to implement their visions, the areas 
would look similar in terms of preservation of open space. 
Meeting the demands created by population growth is a concern each of 
the four metropolitan areas share.  the growing population is expected 
to create traffic problems.  It is therefore the mindset of each metro-
politan area to implement a transportation system to provide adequate 
accessibility and mobility to all residents.  the common strategy shared 
is the provision of multimodal transportation options.  transportation 
issues as a result of growth within each metropolitan area can be ad-
dressed at the metropolitan level.  However, travel between metropoli-
tan areas is a concern.  transportation behavioral data already shows 
that as the ability to purchase a car and incomes increase, people will 
travel more for recreational purposes.  Businesses will also increase sales 
between metropolitan areas.

the three metropolitan areas in cascadia have much in common.  Each 
area has created a comprehensive regional planning strategy that focus-
es on growth management, preservation of open space, and innovative 
transportation solutions.  Each seeks to preserve and enhance its quality 

Because Cascadia is endowed with such gener-
ous natural beauty, Cascadian cities have a strong 
incentive to promote infill development and pre-
serve open and wild spaces.
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of life, and doing so on a mega-regional scale can ensure that communi-
ties across the region can work together to enjoy the same benefits of 
regional planning. Because all three metropolitan areas have already 
created their own plans, it is clear that they all value large-scale, long-
term planning.  it is, therefore, a logical step from planning at the met-
ropolitan level to planning at the mega-regional level.
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III. Strategies for the Ecolopolis and a Regional 
Identity 

the cascadian region faces the challenges of unprecedented population 
growth, an uncertain economic future for rural areas, and an already 
stressed interstate transportation system that very well may not be able 
to move the people and goods necessary to compete in a global econo-
my. However, these challenges are primarily defined and approached at a 
local scale, and local concerns trump cascadian points of view. 

Residents of Portland don’t care much about traffic congestion in Seat-
tle, or the opportunities afforded by the dynamic relationships between 
vancouver, Bc and asia.  But, addressing regional challenges at the local 
level may not get us where we want to go. 

this section outlines a few strategies that could enable cascadia to ap-
proach these challenges as an ecolopolis, in order to avoid becoming a 
megalopolis. these strategies could strengthen a regional identity, which 
in turn could allow cascadia to tackle regional challenges at a regional 
scale. the roots of these strategies already exist and provide what could 
become cascadia-scale initiatives directed at managing growth, strategi-
cally building the economy, and improving regional accessibility. to move 
the Ecolopolis ahead, we propose that cascadia-scale initiatives  should 
seek to:

�. Build on the region’s strong track record for planning and make 
cascadia’s growth management a model for the world;
2. Utilize the cascadia brand and build on the region’s emerging 
clusters to strategically position the economy at an ecolopolitan scale; 
and
�. increase accessibility throughout cascadia with high-speed rail.
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1. MAKE GROWTH MANAGEMENT A MODEL

as outlined in section i, cascadia will face unprecedented population 
growth over the next 20 years. Housing, jobs, transportation, and environ-
mental issues, among others, will increase with the pressures of increased 
growth. Without managed growth, the working landscape, open space, 
and natural areas that are the hallmark of cascadia will disappear. 

addressing the challenges associated with growth at the regional level 
provides cascadia the opportunity to create an ecolopolitan-scale learning 
community associated with the issues, processes, and methods of sus-
tainable development and growth management. cascadia could become 
known as the place where the fundamental ideas about sustainable urban-
ism in the 2�st century are being worked out. 

What would an ecolopolis learning model provide?   Cascadia has long 
been described as clean, green, wet, wild, and majestic.  With effec-
tive growth management carried out in at an ecopolitan scale, cascadia 
is poised to add “urban” to that list. in this case, the hallmarks of urban 
cascadia could and should be sustainable, innovative, accessible, partici-
patory, socially just, and livable. 

the seeds for ecopolitan growth management and ecopolitan style plan-
ning already exist in cascadia. planners from around the world already 
travel to this region to learn how we protect the working landscape, revi-
talize city centers, and increase the use of mass transit. Each of the major 
metropolitan areas in cascadia is already engaged in growth management 
on a scale rarely attempted in the United states. 

individually, each of these regions is recognized internationally as models 
for sustainable development. cascadian growth management efforts are 
anchored by concern for the environment; urban containment and the 
preservation of greenspace and the working landscape; the desire to cre-
ate multimodal and balanced transportation systems and sustaining and 
enhancing the function of mixed-use centers of various scales.  

Efforts such as Greenheart planning in Washington, the cascadia scorecard 
of the sightline institute in seattle, and the salmon nation effort spon-
sored by Ecotrust all explore the link between growth management and 
the landscape in a manner consistent with the notion of an ecolopolis. 

To advance this strategy, public agencies, nonprofits, and private industry 
associated with planning, architecture, and green building need to be con-
vened and supported at a cascadian scale to raise the bar on the discus-
sion, development, and implementation of ideas associated with creating 
cascadian urbanism. 
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2. STRATEGICALLY POSITION THE ECONOMY: BRANDING AND 
CLUSTERS

cascadia faces many economic challenges. rural areas with predomi-
nately resource based industries such as farming and timber have been 
in a period of economic decline and transition, while urban areas face 
increasing global competition in attracting trade, specialized labor, new 
markets, and new industries. 

However, just as it is a forerunner in growth management, cascadia 
also holds the makings for an economic strategy that could encourage a 
regional identity and foster green, sustainable industries. the strategy 
here is to promote and build on the uniqueness of cascadia using the 
cascadia brand for agricultural products, and through the support of 
existing industry clusters in the region, such as green building and the 
high-tech industries. 

Saving Agriculture with the Cascadian Brand

agriculture in cascadia is facing pressures from urban development and 
global competitiveness. Building on the cascadia brand could be part 
of an economic strategy that would strengthen a regional identity and 
profit from the uniqueness of the region. Foods imbued with regional 
identity, such as the French appellation d’origine controlee, the Euro-
pean Union’s protected designation of origin and protected Geographical 
indication (pGo), and italy’s denominazione origine controllata, offer 
a number of benefits including added value, increased small-scale agri-
culture profitability, and the construction or reinforcement of a regional 
identity. 

Specific places, processes, and products define the most successful 
regional foods. The adoption of labeling schemes, or branding, specific 
to the csacadian region could be used to develop a sense of product and 
place, and could help to create or reinforce a regional identity and assist 
in preserving farm lands through greater profitability. 

as section ii illustrated, the cascadia brand of salmon, tall mountains, 
and waterfalls is already well recognized. Many of the existing north 
american food labeling and marketing campaigns call cascadia home, 
including oregon tilth, salmon safe, Buy B.c., oregon Bounty, oregon 
seafood, Buy B.c., and Heart of Washington. it would seem that cascadi-
ans have begun taking steps in the direction of strengthening a regional 
geographical association with its foods.
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in cascadia geographical associations with food have been most clearly 
expressed in the production of wine and oysters. cascadian wines are 
organized by appellation, or growing region.  oysters, though typically 
represented by three common species, are known variously according to 
their place of origin.  Aficionados claim subtle flavor variations attribut-
able to environmental conditions.  oyster names such as Willapa Bay, 
Westcott Bay, Umpqua, Yaquina Bay and Quilcenes reflect not only the 
origin of the oyster, but also the particular flavors associated with that 
place.

aside from developing strong place-bound identities, cascadian farms 
may realize increased profitability through direct sales to consumers.  
the growth in farmers markets, community supported agriculture, and 
direct sales to retailers and restaurants bode well for cascadian farmers.  
according to canty and Wiley, Washington’s farmers market sales have 
grown from approximately $�8 million to $80 million between �997 and 
200�.

restaurants throughout the region have 
taken note of the opportunity to create a 
unique cuisine from cascadian ingredients 
and frequently make a point of dealing 
directly with farmers.  in portland, a num-
ber of restaurants such as Higgins, paley’s 
place, Wildwood, Hot lips pizza, and capri-
al’s Bistro have built reputations on re-
gional ingredients and their support for the 
farmers that grow them.  seattle has taken 
it a step further with cascadia restaurant 
that makes explicit references to the cas-
cadia region on its website.  

it should be noted that any assertion of a 
cascadian cuisine should be tempered by 

the reality that a unified and long-standing tradition does not exist at 
this point.  What we do have is unique, high quality ingredients.  this 
uniqueness has, however, found unlikely expression at times, as in the 
Douglas fir eau-de-vie made by Portland’s Clear Creek Distillery or the 
Douglas fir sorbet at Seattle’s Cascadia Restaurant.

this uniqueness may be strategic; if farms on the puget sound are an 
indication, cascadian farmers are, instead of solely competing in large 
agricultural commodity markets, becoming increasingly reliant on spe-
cialty crops such as raspberries and nursery stock.  puget sound’s nursery 
stock sales have increased by 2�2% over the �982 to �997 time period.  
similarly, sales of organic foods have had a 24% growth rate from �997 to 
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200� (canty and Wiley, 2004).

Develop Cascadian Style Clusters

the recent emergence of regions as the new competitive unit in the 
global economy has sparked increasing interest in the capacity of re-
gions to foster clusters, similar groups of companies and institutions that 
provide a related group of products and/or services, as a way to increase 
competitive advantage. 

as distinct metropolitan areas committed to compact growth manage-
ment, portland, seattle, and vancouver are too small, alone, to maintain 
economic competitiveness with the megapolitan economies emerging 
around the globe.  the challenge is to increase the connections between 
people so that cascadia can function as a “virtual” ecopolitan economy, 
one economic unit large enough to be recognized in the global economy.  
industry clusters by themselves do not form the basis for regional iden-
tity.  However, the presence of specialized industry clusters, and the 
implied relationships and networks within the industry members do have 
the potential to provide a physical and economic cohesion that would 
provide regional identity to a place such as cascadia.  

in addition to the competitive advantage conferred on the region by 
their presence, some clusters, especially those tied to other elements 
of the region such as the natural resources, or those in which the cluster 
is unique or an industry leader, also provide an opportunity for regional 
branding.  an example of this for cascadia might be the opportunity to 
use green industries as a way to brand cascadia that builds on the syn-
ergy of the cluster, the region’s natural resources and its lifestyle repu-
tation.  

For cascadia to be viewed as a region that is competitive in the global 
economy based on the cluster model, it would need to have several 
identifiable industry clusters that possess the key elements of clusters:  
geographic proximity, interactions or relationships, and the innovations 
that result from shared knowledge. two possible industry clusters are 
the green building industry and the high tech industry. For example, 
cascadia has distinguished itself as the most robust region for green 
building.  at the end of 2004, oregon, idaho, Washington and British co-
lumbia were home to nearly 195 certified projects, about 14 percent of 
the total registrations in the Us and canada, compared with less than 5 
percent of the Us/canadian population (yudelson, 2004).
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3. INCREASE ACCESSIBILITY THROUGHOUT CASCADIA

increasing transportation accessibility is a strategy that could strengthen 
a regional identity as people and goods are able to move with greater 
ease throughout cascadia. it is evident that cascadian’s travel frequent-
ly and widely throughout the reason for pleasure and business. Goods 
and services utilize cascadia’s transportation systems. data indicates 
that people travel between municipalities in the cascadian region more 
than they travel from cascadia to other places (airport activity report 
2004). However cascadia’s transportation infrastructure, especially i-5, 
is under tremendous stress and is reaching or has reached capacity. 

Just as in most metropolitan regions nationwide, safety concerns and 
congestion on cascadia’s highways and in airports require resolution; 
extra lanes and runways are the usual prescriptions.  But highway lanes, 
runways, and terminals cost billions of dollars, are often nearly impos-
sible to fit in existing urbanized environments, pose environmental prob-
lems, and are routinely opposed by citizen and environmental groups. 

High-speed rail holds the promise of a fast, efficient, comfortable, and 
environmentally friendly form of intercity transportation that is highly 
competitive with cars and planes for trips from Eugene to vancouver, Bc, 
and points between.  High-speed rail (Hsr), with trains routinely running 

in excess of �80 miles per hour, is 
a reality throughout Europe, Ja-
pan and china.  other countries 
like Korea, canada, and Mexico 
are seriously evaluating new lines 
and systems. travel statistics from 
airports, the Federal aviation ad-
ministration, and the international 
Mobility & trade corridor project 
(iMtc) strongly demonstrate that 
demand for high-speed rail travel 
exists in the cascadian region.  

How fast does it go? The short 
answer is that Hsr could get a pas-

senger from downtown portland to downtown seattle in less than � hour 
and 45 minutes. Express trains that do not stop at any of the cities in 
between could be expected to make the trip in less time—perhaps near-
ing one hour.  

Currently, flight time between Seattle and Vancouver, BC is approxi-
mately 55 minutes, though total air-travel time, including check-in and 
security checks, can take much longer.
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the �992 High speed Ground transportation 
study illustrates approximate travel times 
based on a top speed of 185 mph. These fig-
ures are accompanied by uncongested highway 
travel times to further exhibit impacts through 
comparative travel times (see figure 2). 

Based on the above approximations of travel 
time reductions, high-speed rail could effec-
tively shrink the distance between portland, 
seattle, and vancouver, thus integrating and 
creating distinct markets while further unifying 
the economic region. such dramatic changes 
may result in a virtual reconfiguration of the 
region’s spatial dynamics. travel time and ac-
cess are key determinants to residential, com-
mercial, and retail markets.  For instance, the 
57 minute reduction in travel time from thur-
ston county to sea-tac will increase the area’s 
attractiveness for development as Hsr expands 
the market to those now within traveling dis-
tance.

Much like tod (transit oriented development) 
strategy, Hsr stations offer surrounding areas 
opportunities to concentrate development 

based on new interconnectivity. 

it takes far less energy to move �,000 people from portland to vancou-
ver, B.c. via high speed rail than by car or airplane. a high speed train 
system can be built to use low or no-carbon emitting energy sources, like 
natural gas or hydropower, while airplanes are likely to continue to burn 
tons of jet fuel during each flight. 

Hsr offers market tendencies that support smart growth/new urban-
ism land use and growth management strategies. in taking these factors 
into consideration, Hsr in essence provides fundamental infrastructure 
necessary to creating a sustainable interconnected regional economy 
that can compete in an ever-increasing global context. locally, Hsr of-
fers a plethora of opportunities to enrich and bolster an urban fabric 
and system. Hsr is an effective, ecologically-friendly way to transport 
people in keeping with the values of cascadians, and can provide con-
nections between cities to bolster economic development and open new 
markets.  High speed rail has the potential to transform the three cities 
of portland, seattle and vancouver, Bc into a cohesive region, cascadia, 

HSR times based on a maximum speed of 185 mph
(High Speed Ground Transportation Study pg. III-
23, Table III-7)
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an Ecolopolis.  

There is already a significant amount of travel and migration between 
the cascadia metros that suggest the basis for supporting investments in 
high(er) speed rail in the i-5 corridor.  the distances are right for a range 
of technologies that work with both the nature of the travel and, again, 
the brand image of this region.
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Conclusion

For a united cascadia to emerge, public and private efforts at the lo-
cal, metropolitan, state, and national scales need to be aligned.  this 
is clearly a daunting task and it swims upstream against the history 
of sustained, multistate/binational regional efforts in north america.  
nonetheless, in the face of global competition for talent, and strategic 
efforts to organize Europe, china, and other key competitors into mega-
politan aggolomerations, this may be the time to carefully craft a strat-
egy for building cascadia from the inside and from the grassroots.

We need to know more about the dynamics within presumed clusters, 
and about the global prospects for those industries.  We need to collect 
truly comparable data across national and state boundaries upon which 
strategies and plans can be based.  We need better and more compelling 
information regarding the nature of the challenge posed by regionaliza-
tion efforts outside of north america.  Finally, we need to carefully de-
velop a true cascadian vision for cascadia: models developed elsewhere 
may, in fact, undervalue core values essential to our distinctive identity 
and concerns.

Ultimately, regions are described both by their role in the larger national 
and global “whole,” and by their own intrinsic qualities.  regional strat-
egies need to understand and address both. cascadia will succeed, not 
because of its ability to copy Megalopolis, or the European spatial devel-
opment perspective, or the recent developments in china, but because 
of its ability to learn from those regions and to craft a strategy and ap-
proach based on keeping cascadia different and distinct.  High-speed rail 
may be cascadia’s infrastructure of the future, but it might not. it is in 
this ongoing quest for a strategy based on distinctive traits that we look 
forward to the next steps.
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IV. Next Steps

as the megapolitan discussion continues, there will be many questions to 
answer.  simply improving the data available to show megapolitan-scale 
interaction and flows is critical. If megapolitan areas are about more 
than size, then we need to be able to make a more compelling case for 
the importance of proximity.  We also need to better define the audience 
for the megapolitan agenda.  While it obviously concerns the constitu-
ent metropolitan areas within each megapolitan area, ultimately this 
dialogue needs to be directed upwards.  regions, after all, are parts of a 
whole.  In this case, is it the nation?  The globe? 

Within cascadia, however, this work suggests four important challenges 
for version �.0 of this effort.  First, there are already a number of orga-
nizations and efforts occurring at a cascadian scale.  the sightline insti-
tute, Ecotrust and salmon nation, the �5-year-old cascadia Metropolitan 
Forum that emerged from the discovery institute’s earlier efforts, the 
Pacific Northwest Power Planning Council, various salmon and steelhead 
recovery efforts and continuing efforts to plan for high speed rail and 
improved function overall in the i-5 corridor, to name a few, are already 
working to advance what can be described as ecolopolitan principles in 
cascadia.  We need to convene these groups, and others, to begin the 
discussion of how and why we engage the megapolitan discussion as a 
region.

Second, we need to reconfirm the Cascadian “brand”.  Though we have 
good information from local planning processes and other sources to 
suggest that a high value placed on compact cities with healthy relation-
ships with working and wild landscapes form central cascadian concerns, 
we need to further develop and describe the roots for this and its mean-
ing.  not wanting to be megalopolis or la or Houston is one thing.  Being 
able to stand on a solid sense of what we want to be is critical to acting 
on the strategies presented here, and others likely to arise.

third, we need to assess the assets that cascadia currently has for main-
taining and enhancing global competitiveness.  Each of the communities 
in Cascadia has strengths and assets of global significance.  Understand-
ing what those are, and how they are organized, is the next step towards 
providing new choices for every community as it confronts the need to 
distinguish itself in a global economic context.  creating a better under-
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standing of these assets also provides communities with a better under-
standing of what planning and acting as cascadia can mean.

Finally, we need to begin to inventory the strategic choices either be-
fore decision makers, or soon to be before them.  though cascadia as 
an operating idea, much less an institution, may be some way off in the 
future, decisions are being made now that have cascadian implications.  
illustrating the link between today and the future through the actions 
soon to be taken is yet another way of understanding and presenting the 
meaning of cascadia to cascadians.
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