
OAKRIDGE — Three days after a mas-
sive landslide buried train tracks outside of 
Oakridge, choking off a major passenger and 
freight route, railroad crews were “still trying 
to get their hands around” clearing the huge 
cascade of logs and mud, a Union Pacific 
spokeswoman said Tuesday.

Losing the use of the tracks — the main 
connection between Eugene and California 
for both Union Pacific and Amtrak — is the 
railway equivalent of closing Interstate 5 to ve-
hicle traffic, Union Pacific spokeswoman Zoe 
Richmond said.

Fifteen trains, carrying 33 million gross 
tons of freight, use the track daily, she said.

“This is a pretty major thoroughfare,” 
Richmond said. “A main track for a railroad 
company is like a major interstate.”

The area will be closed indefinitely, she 
said.

“This is serious,” she said. “Our crews are 
just starting to barely assess the damage.”

Amtrak has been providing bus service to 
customers on the Coast Starlight — a 1,377-
mile route from Los Angeles to Seattle that 
also uses the Union Pacific line — since the 
slide occurred late Saturday morning.

But the company may cancel the service 
on Thursday because of the cost, shutting 
down train service between Eugene and Sac-
ramento until the tracks are cleared, Amtrak 
spokeswoman Vernae Graham said.

Customers travelling from Eugene to Se-

attle can use the Cascades route, and those 
looking to travel between Southern and 
Northern California also will have rail op-
tions, she said.

Graham did not know the average num-
ber of people who travel between Eugene 
and Sacramento daily, but said it is “relatively 
small.”

“We are often affected by weather, but 
never at this magnitude,” she said.

“We’re being told by Union Pacific that 
this is going to be awhile. We’re just trying 
to do our best to accommodate passengers.”

Union Pacific has rerouted its trains to 
lines operated by Burlington Northern Santa 
Fe Railway near Bend and is expecting deliv-
ery delays of 24 to 48 hours, she said.

The Oakridge line is used by trains carry-
ing everything from lumber to grain to con-
sumer products, Richmond said.

She declined to name specific companies 
that use the tracks.

Union Pacific owns the tracks and is re-
sponsible for clean-up of the debris, which 
spans 3,000 feet and is 20 feet deep in some 
places, she said.

The rail company is slated to release its 
fourth-quarter earnings Thursday and will 
likely discuss the impact of the landslides on 
future profits.

No trains were nearby when the slide, 
about 8 miles southeast of Oakridge, knocked 
out a signal, alerting crews to a potential prob-
lem, Richmond said.  No one was injured in 
the slide.
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Eugene School District Superintendent 
George Russell will lay out three possible 
site options for Eastside Alternative El-
ementary, none of which involves closing a 
neighborhood school, district spokeswom-
an Barb Bellamy confirmed Wednesday.
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Landslide takes out passenger and freight routes, a major connection between Eugene and California for Amtrak
 and Union Pacific.

Part of the landslide blocking a major 
north-south rail traffic route in Oregon began 
in a section of the Willamette National For-
est that was clear-cut in 1993, but government 
and railroad officials say it’s too soon to know 
exactly what caused the earth to give way.

The majority of the slide occurred on For-
est Service land that had not been clear-cut 
or thinned, said Willamette National Forest 
spokeswoman Judy McHugh. But part of the 
slide began in an area that was clear-cut in 
1993 and replanted in 1995, she said.

Forest Service geologists hadn’t yet visited 
the site as of Tuesday afternoon, hamper-
ing any discussion of the slide’s cause, she 
said.

“Our intention is to always manage to pro-
tect people and property,” McHugh said.

Generally, three elements play a role in 
landslides — the steepness of the slope, the 
composition of the ground and the flow of 
water, said Bill Burns, an engineer and geolo-
gist with the Oregon Department of Geol-
ogy.

Based on a photograph of the landslide 
outside Oakridge, Burns guessed it was a 
“translational debris slide” — more ground 
and rock than the wetter slurry associated 
with debris flows that begin at the headwaters 
of streams, he said.

Such slides can be triggered by heavy rain-
fall or snow melt, but a change in vegetation 
can also play a role, he said.

Until geologists visit the site, it would be 
impossible to be certain, he said.

While Bellamy wouldn’t confirm which 
of three options Russell favors, parents, 
some of whom were briefed in a closed 
meeting Wednesday afternoon, said he’ll 
recommend the 146-student school move 
to the Willard Elementary building, 2855 
Lincoln St., which currently houses two 
district-sponsored, K-8 charter schools.

All three options are former elementary 
school buildings that now house other schools 
or programs. The other possibilities are the 
Bailey Hill Elementary building, at 2295 Four 
Oaks Grange, home to the NATIVES Indian 
Education program and the Bailey Hill Instruc-
tional Center; and the Dunn Elementary build-
ing, at 3411 Willamette St., which houses the 
Opportunity Center, an alternative high school, 
and several other non-district programs.

There will be a forum on the options 
Thursday, January 22 at 7:30 at the at the 
Baily Hill Elementary building at 2295 Four 
Oaks Grange.
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Eugene School District’s three possible site 
options for Eastside Alternative Elementary
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