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CERISSA LINDAY | PBJ

Susan Bladholm, who founded Friends 
of Frog Ferry, believes Portland is 
ready for a passenger ferry service.

are more willing to take light rail or 
bus or bicycle. Reliability is the No. 
1 determinant of whether transit is 
successful. Ferries have a very high 
reliability statistic. 

What’s the biggest selling point for 
commuters? There’s the the calming 
effect of the river. All of these stops 
were created by the public transit 
community, which said, “This is where 
there’s the greatest demand and 
connectivity.” We think to start this 
service with two vessels, we will start 
with 1,250 a day. We can have school 
kids out there and talk about Portland’s 
native past.

How confident are you? This is going 
to happen. I left a full-time job, and I’m 
not a wealthy woman. When you look 
at the goals that our public agencies 
have, we meet nearly all of them: 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions 
and connecting communities. When 
you look at it from a cost, economic 
and business development perspective, 
building the Portland brand and for 
tourism and visitors. We’re the river 
city and city of bridges. We’re the only 
major metropolitan river city in the 
nation to not have a water-based transit 
service. When you start looking at all 
the filters, this maps onto it.

— Elizabeth Hayes

usan Bladholm’s first job out 
of college was at the Oregon 
Economic Development 
Department. 

Her assignment: See 
if Oregon could pull off a 
statewide bike ride.

Bladholm co-founded and 
served as the first executive 

ride director of Cycle Oregon, a 
weeklong ride through scenic parts 
of the state that will mark its 32nd 
anniversary this year.

She also spent a decade with the 
Port of Portland, followed by a stint 
at Erickson Inc, a global helicopter 
company.

Now she’s throwing all her energy 
into bringing a commuter ferry service 
to the Willamette River in Portland, 
as founder and president of Friends of 
Frog Ferry. The effort has at least $3 
million in pro bono support behind it.

Several details still need to be 
worked out, but Bladholm is confident 
it will happen. Earlier this month, she 
received $240,000 in grant funding 
from state and local transportation 
agencies for a feasibility and financing 
study.

We asked her about why this 
project means so much to her.

Was Cycle Oregon good preparation 
for your current effort? Looking 
back, I like founding things, creating 

the infrastructure and changing 
the culture. It must be hard to 
comprehend, but back then, we didn’t 
have bike lanes, wide shoulders and 
places to lock bikes up. There was no 
awareness in rural Oregon about, “Who 
are these bicyclists?” We changed the 
culture around it. The first ride had 
1,006 people and Cycle Oregon 3 sold 
out at 3,000, and it was designated the 
No. 1 bike ride in America. 

You got the idea for Frog Ferry from 
the air? Flying to Puget Sound and to 
Vancouver B.C., as far as the eye can 
see, there are ferries. In 2018 I drafted a 
10-page concept plan. I sent that to my 
two former bosses at Business Oregon. 
I sat down with Bill Wyatt at the Port. 
He said it’s a great idea. That’s how we 
got so many supporters behind it. Here 
in Portland, we have all this interest 
from the private sector, and public 
officials are like, “Can it be done?” I 
go to Seattle, and people are falling 
over themselves to help me. Once we 
learned it could be done, it completely 
changed the conversation. Public 
transit officials said, “We’re not going 
to do this, we think you should start it 
up, and we’ll support you.” 

What about parking at the ferry stops? 
The intention is to get people out of 
their cars. This induces demand for 
other transit. For ferry service, they 
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from the University 
of Puget Sound, 
communications 
major, English 
literature minor
FAVORITE 
RESTAURANTS: 
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THE PBJ INTERVIEW

WHY SUSAN BLADHOLM IS CONFIDENT FROG 
FERRY WILL HAPPEN ON THE WILLAMETTE RIVER

BLADHOLM
SUSAN

S

7:45am
In the home office, where she 
averages 2-3 Zoom or WebEx 
meetings in the morning

1:00-4:30pm
Lunch, more 

calls and work

6:30am
Reads a meditation, turns on 

KINK FM. Showers, checks 
urgent emails and news 

highlights

A DAY IN THE LIFE 
We asked Susan Bladholm to break 
down her typical workday: 

 Work
 Sleep

 Personal time
 Commute

12A 6A 12P 6P 12A

4:30-7:15pm
Hike in Forest Park, online yoga 
class, dinner with college-aged 
daughter, who is taking online 
classes due to the coronavirus

9:00pm
Movie or a 
sitcom with 
daughter or 
talks to a friend 
by phone

Friends of Frog Ferry

Blandholm, Susan
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