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Dams:
(The dam removal frenzy.)

The Dam Problem
March 8, 2018, by BU Science Journalism Program, bunewsservice.com

A nationwide trend of dam removal is restoring the private to the commons.
On an overcast October day in East
Bridgewater, Massachusetts, a squad of antlike contractors scurried under a bridge next
to a crumbling dam. In high-visibility yellows
and hardhats, the workers laid plastic pipe to
divert the Satucket River around their
worksite. John Fabroski, president emeritus
of the Plymouth County League of
Sportsman — an advocacy group for
fishermen and hunters — leaned against a
concrete railing, watching with quiet
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satisfaction. The contractors were preparing for the removal of the nearby Carver Cotton Gin Mill
Dam, a relic from 1842. When the dam is gone, the river will be free for the first time in over 100
years. For Fabroski, the start of this work represents the end of a 17-year fight. He’s been
agitating for the dam’s removal since 2000. “It’s not a complicated project,” Fabroski said. “The
problem was political.”
Back in 2000, one of his constituents alerted him to the problem of the Cotton Gin Mill Dam in
East Bridgewater. A local sport fisherman spotted a harbor seal feasting downstream of the dam.
It was spawning season and thousands of herring were flopping at the base of the dam. The seal
had traveled 21 miles inland for a captive buffet. In almost two decades of work, Fabroski has
built a coalition of local activists and environmentalists to have the dam removed. “I went through
five secretaries of environmental affairs,” he said. “We just couldn’t get them to sign the
paperwork.”
Dam removal was unheard of in Massachusetts when Fabroski began organizing. Even with the
Massachusetts Office of Dam Safety declaring the dam a “significant hazard,” it was difficult to
convince owners and state officials to sign off on the removal. But when substantial flooding
caused the Office of Dam Safety to order that the floodgates remain open to prevent a
catastrophic failure, people started paying attention to the dam. “I thought the waters would
recede and the dam problem would be gone. But it was still there,” Fabroski said. Dams were not
always seen as a problem. Since colonization, European settlers built small dams on rivers to
power their mills.
“Any river with a 10-foot fall could be a mill site,” said Kate Veins, research director of the
Massachusetts Historical Society. These dams were used to cut lumber or grind flour. During
King Phillip’s War, Wampanoag Native Americans attacked small mill dams, knowing that
colonists would be unable to feed themselves without them. Industrialization put dam construction
into overdrive. From 1820 to 1860, a flurry of dam-building occurred as industrialists scrambled
for more water power. By the end of this period, New England was the global leader in water
power mills. The Blackstone River, which flows from Worcester, Massachusetts to Providence,
Rhode Island, was repeatedly dammed from 1790 until the 1850s and eventually became the
most densely dammed river on earth. The damming of the fast-flowing Chicopee River in
Springfield helped establish the city as the Silicon Valley of its day. Canals like the Merrimack and
Eerie were constructed with intricate lock-and-dam systems to transport goods. “People forget
that Western Mass was as densely populated as Eastern Mass in those days,” Veins said.
“Almost every town was industrializing.”
The dam boom had an immense impact on the land. What were once free-flowing rivers were
turned into ponds and waterfalls. While the dams were being built, farmers would rush to cut
down forests for lumber before the floodwaters could reach their land. Aside from being physical
barriers to fish and aquatic invertebrate migration, dams also caused water temperatures to rise,
which often killed migrating fish. The Atlantic salmon population declined from nearly a million per
run to less than 400 over the past two centuries. Backed-up floodwaters submerged wetlands.
Silt bound for salt marshes became trapped behind dams, making storm surges worse. Industrial
pollutants mingled with silt and remained in the rivers. By 1990, the Environmental Protection
Agency called the Blackstone the most polluted river in America. Dam building remained the
provenance of private industry until roughly 1889, when a privately-owned dam in western
Pennsylvania gave way. Its collapse unleashed a 30-foot wall of water down the Little
Conemaugh River Valley, sweeping through a rail bridge and a barbed-wire factory through
Johnstown and killing 2,209 people. The disaster was so extensive that it prompted a change in
law. Although the robber baron owners of the dam escaped liability at that time, future owners
were now responsible for the impacts of the dam on land alteration, including flooding.
The aftermath of the Johnstown flood and the development of coal-fired steam power left many
small dams built for canals or factories unused. Viens explained that steam power could run yearround without the fear of ice or drought. Within the generation that built them, water-power mill
dams were obsolete.

2
Copy obtained from the National Performance of Dams Program: http://npdp.stanford.edu

The 1920s ushered in a new era of dam-building when government agencies like the Tennessee
Valley Association, the Works Progress Administration, the Bureau of Water Reclamation and the
Army Corps of Engineers constructed huge concrete dams for electricity, flood control, irrigation
and drinking water. These agencies provided crucial infrastructure and gave meaningful
employment to thousands of citizens during the Great Depression. They weren’t without their own
dangers though. The rush to construct dams often resulted in ecological consequences or unsafe
dams. The Teton Dam collapse of 1976 destroyed 80 percent of the Sugar City, Salem, Rexbrug,
and Hibbard townships in Idaho. The surveyors had ignored that the dam site was full of
permeable volcanic ash soils. The era of congressionally-funded dam building came to an abrupt
halt in 1979 when environmental activist Mark Dubois hid himself in the Stanislaus Canyon of
California, chained himself to a boulder and waited to drown as floodwaters rose from a nearby
dam. The episode brought national attention to dams as a conservation issue for the first time.
There are currently 90,580 dams in the United States. The Infrastructure Report Card, a rating
given by group of concerned engineer-advocates, rates the nation’s dams at a D. This means that
many dams are not maintained and at risk of collapsing. They estimate that $63 billion is needed
to repair them. Such a project would take decades. In Massachusetts, there are approximately
3,000 dams. More than half are over 100 years old and privately-owned – a much higher number
compared to other larger states. Less than 10 percent of local dams actually serve their intended
function. The rest are aging relics of industrialization.
(Oroville fallout.)

CSD must address state dam ratings
March 13, 2018 - ranchomurieta.com

The Community Services District is facing
unexpected bills and a pressing deadline to address
a state classification of three of its dams as “high”
hazards, though there’s no apparent risk for current
Rancho Murieta homes. The CSD is challenging the
classifications, a state reaction to last year’s nearcollapse of Oroville Dam. The state Department of
Safety of Dams classified the Calero, Clementia and
Michigan Bar No. 1 dams as “high” hazards – the
second-worst classification. “If you have a high
Calero Dam & Res.
hazard dam, you have to do an inundation flood
study, and this is not easy work,” Paul Siebensohn, CSD director of field
operations, told last week’s CSD Improvements Committee meeting. “This is complicated and
expensive, and we’re going to have to contract this out.”
The state’s classifications:
•
“Extremely high” – not levied against any CSD dam – anticipates considerable
loss of human life and major impacts to infrastructure or property.
•
“High” anticipates probable loss of human life and economic, environmental and
lifeline losses.
•
“Significant” does not anticipate any loss of human life, but it does envision the
other impacts.
•
“Low” anticipates no loss of human life and damage principally to a dam owner’s
property.
Here are the state classifications for the CSD’s dams, followed by what the CSD believes the
classifications should be:
•
Calero: State classification: High | CSD recommendation: Significant
•
Chesbro: State classification: Significant | CSD recommendation: Significant
•
Clementia: State classification: High | CSD recommendation: Low
•
Granlees: State classification: Low | CSD recommendation: Low
•
Michigan Bar No. 1: State classification: High | CSD recommendation: Low
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•
Michigan Bar No. 2: State classification: Low | CSD recommendation: Low
Assessing the state’s action, Siebensohn said Calero is rated high because there’s a single
home, outside Rancho Murieta, that might be impacted, even though that home didn’t flood in
1997's floods. Michigan Bar No. 1 has no property that would be impacted, he said. Clementia is
rated high because a collapse there could flood the Cosumnes River, he said. Chesbro is rated
“significant” because the water treatment plant is below the dam, he said. Following unanimous
Senate and Assembly approval, Gov. Brown last month signed AB 1270, which requires annual
inspections of dams classified as significant, high or extremely high hazards, and requires
inspections every two years for dams classified as low hazards. After receiving the state
classifications, Siebensohn said he challenged them to the state Department of Safety of Dams.
They sent out a representative, who toured the dams with him, Siebensohn said.
Even if the dam called Michigan Bar No. 1 flooded, Siebensohn said, there are no downstream
structures or properties likely to flood. “I pointed this out and took him on the tour. ‘Yeah, it seems
to make sense,’” Siebensohn quoted the representative as responding, “but they’re hesitant to
change anything, so I’m still waiting on a formal response from them.” He estimated the cost of
studies at an unbudgeted $50,000, and Director Les Clark, a civil engineer by profession, said
that estimate is probably at the low end of the possible range. Siebensohn said his understanding
of the filing rules is that if the dam is classified as a high risk, the study is due by year’s end; a
lower classification would allow an additional year. Siebensohn said there are no grants or
funding available for this work.
(More rumblings on the four Lower Snake River dams.)

Newhouse has a dam blind spot
By Stephen Ralph, March 14, 2018, grandcoulee.com

Congressman Dan Newhouse is one of the sponsors of H.R. 3144,
which would maintain the operational status quo at the four lower Snake
River dams in the Columbia River Basin. These dams are bad-actors for
their negative effects on 13 runs of threatened and endangered salmon
and steelhead. Newhouse says opposing the legislation is putting
politics over science when it comes to improving fish recovery efforts.
He seems concerned, legitimately, about possible impacts to
ratepayers, but it shows he does not understand the historical record of Columbia River dam
operations and the current science behind fish recovery. This is the fifth time in over two decades
that a federal judge has called for an overhaul of the Columbia River hydropower system. This
recent court ruling requires that all options be on the table, including spill and dam breaching of
the four Lower Snake River dams. We’ve seen this movie before. Fifteen years have gone by
since new spill and other operational “fixes” ordered by the federal courts, have been tried at the
four lower Snake River dams. During this time several generations of salmon and steelhead have
gone through the hydropower system yet none have shown any meaningful improvement in
survival to return as adults. This despite hundreds of millions of dollars invested in recovery
efforts.
Newhouse chides our Democratic governor and west-side representatives for their opposition to
his legislation. Could it be that they are willing to face up to the reality that without considering all
alternatives, we stand not a snowball’s chance in hell of saving our Columbia-Snake River
salmon and steelhead from eventual extinction? It’s truly sad that Newhouse rushes to judgement
and fails to inform those who pay his salary of the true costs of maintaining the “do nothing more”
that this bill would promote. Newhouse seems to have a blind spot when it comes to supporting
dams that are a bad idea. In the case of the Enloe Dam on the Similkameen River, Newhouse is
not even supporting the ratepayers. In the Okanogan PUD’s dogged pursuit of renewing the long
defunct Enloe Hydropower project, Newhouse is ignoring the dubious economics of this poorly
conceived hydropower project that could end up saddling PUD ratepayers with decades of debt
on the cost and operation of the dam. Stephen Ralph & DeeAnn Kirkpatrick, Winthrop, WA
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(Bigger and more storage, but a lot of opposition.)

Proposed federal budget includes funds to raise Shasta Dam
By Damon Arthur, March 14, 2018, redding.com

The proposal to raise the height of Shasta Dam is back
on the table, with a 2019 federal budget request of $20
million for pre-construction and design work on the
structure. The U.S. Bureau of Reclamation and several
other water agencies in the state have been interested
in raising the height of the dam for decades. But in 2015
the effort stalled after the bureau said it would need
nonfederal agencies to help pay the cost of the $1.3
billion project. The bureau is interested in getting the
project moving again and requested Congress include
in the budget $20 million to begin design and preconstruction work, said Erin Curtis, a spokeswoman for
the bureau. “Investing in new infrastructure at Shasta will create a needed and significant new
water supply for California’s families, farmers, cities and environmental resources,” Curtis said in
an email. “Pursuant to the Water Infrastructure Improvements for the Nation (WIIN) Act of 2016
and new funding appropriated in 2017, Reclamation recommended to Congress seven diverse
projects for funding, including pre-construction work on Shasta Dam,” Curtis wrote. Funding for
raising the height of the dam 18.5 feet still requires nonfederal partners, but it is clear California
won’t be one of them and state officials do not want the project to go forward.
John Laird, California’s secretary for natural resources, sent a letter to leaders in the House and
Senate on Tuesday opposing raising the dam. Laird pointed out that the McCloud River is a
protected stream under state law and portions of it could be inundated if the dam is raised.
Because the McCloud is a protected river, the state could not help share in the cost of the project,
Laird said. “As such, I ask that you not pursue the Shasta Dam enlargement project, which
disregards California law, and instead work with the state of California to fund water storage
projects consistent with our California Water Action Plan and Proposition 1,” the letter says.
Raising the height of the dam has been studied at least as far back as 1980, but the bureau
began work on a feasibility study and environmental reports in 2010. In 2015 the bureau
concluded raising the dam would be feasible, but the agency wanted state and local agencies to
share in the cost. Read more: http://www.redding.com/story/news/local/2017/02/22/officials-opengates-atop-shasta-dam/98270214/
The San Luis & Delta-Mendota Water Authority, an irrigation agency out of Los Banos, has
expressed interest in helping pay for work on the dam. In a draft letter to the bureau, the
authority’s general manager cited the need to raise the dam as a component of the CALFED
program, a 1990s effort to restore the San Joaquin Delta through several water projects.
“The water authority concurs with the statements that recognize the significance of new storage,”
according to a letter to the bureau from the authority’s Interim Executive and General Counsel
Jon D. Rubin. “For that reason, the water authority is willing to consider becoming a local partner,
entering into an MOU and ultimately a formal agreement for the sharing of costs for the Shasta
Dam and reservoir enlargement,” Rubin said. U.S. Rep. Doug La Malfa could not be reached
Wednesday for comment on the most recent push on the dam. However, a spokesman for La
Malfa said in 2015 that the congressman supports raising the dam, but wants to make sure
property owners living around Lake Shasta will be compensated if their land is inundated by a
higher lake level.
The environmental studies on the proposal say parts of several roads around the lake would be
inundated, as well as some bridges, campgrounds and resorts. The Winnemem Wintu Tribe has
opposed the dam raise because, the tribe says, many of their sacred sites along the McCloud
River would be under water due to the higher lake level. Cal Trout, which advocates for anglers
and stream preservation statewide, sent out a mailer to its members this week urging them to let
their state and federal representatives how they feel about the dam raise proposal.
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Curtis Knight, the group’s executive director, said Cal Trout was against raising the dam. He said
the dam raise would inundate about 3 miles of the McCloud River, a prized trout fishing stream.
The Bureau of Reclamation is also studying whether to re-introduce endangered winter-run
chinook to the McCloud River. The winter-run once spawned in the McCloud, but construction of
Shasta and Keswick dams blocked access to the river. Cal Trout and other environmental groups
have also refuted the bureau’s claims that raising the height of the dam will benefit the
environment, including endangered salmon. Knight said members of Congress and the bureau
may think the time is ripe to move forward with raising the dam because the Trump administration
would be more interested than the previous administration in paying for it. “I think that’s a big part
of it,” Knight said. “They may think that now is the time to strike.”
(They don’t want it so shove it down their throat!)

GOP pushing rider for major Calif. dam project
By Jeremy P. Jacobs and Michael Doyle, E&E News reporters, March 16, 2018, eenews.net

House Republicans are seeking to add a provision
to must-pass spending legislation that would
facilitate a massive water infrastructure project in
California, even though the state has said it
doesn't want it. Congress is rushing to pass a
funding measure to keep the government open by
next Friday. A rider backed by House Majority
Leader Kevin McCarthy (R-Calif.) would allow the
federal government to pay for the early phases of
raising Shasta Dam in Northern California. "If we've learned nothing else from the past years of
catastrophic drought in our state," McCarthy said in a statement, "perhaps we now all agree that
increasing storage capacity to capture water during wet years for use in dry years is absolutely
critical. That is why I strongly support expanding the Shasta Reservoir."
President Trump's budget proposal called for $20 million for the design and pre-construction
costs to raise the more than 600-foot Bureau of Reclamation dam 18.5 feet, adding to its storage
capacity. In total, the project would cost more than $1.3 billion. "This administration is in support
of more storage," Interior Secretary Ryan Zinke said at a House Natural Resources Committee
hearing yesterday. "Shasta is an example of that." McCarthy's office wouldn't comment on the
rider's specifics. According to sources who have seen draft language, it would exempt the project
from a requirement that the federal government not pay more than half the cost of new water
storage facilities. If the rider is successful, the federal government could shoulder all the cost of
the early phases of the project, which would be one of the largest water infrastructure endeavors
in decades. Erin Curtis, a spokeswoman for the Bureau of Reclamation, said the president's
budget request is consistent with provisions in the Water Infrastructure Improvements for the
Nation (WIIN) Act. That bill, signed by President Obama shortly before leaving office, gave the
Interior secretary discretion to spend $600 million on new water storage projects.
Curtis said $67 million of those funds was appropriated to California, and the $20 million for
Shasta would come from that. "Investing in new infrastructure at Shasta will create a needed and
significant new water supply for California's families, farmers, cities and environmental
resources," Curtis said in an email.
Illegal project?
Shasta is one of the largest dams in the country and impounds California's largest reservoir.
Water from Shasta Lake is shuttled south to agricultural and urban areas. Raising the dam has
been debated for two decades as a way to boost the state's water supply. But it has run into
significant opposition. If the Trump administration moves forward with the project, it is sure to
inflame its already tense relationship with California, which told congressional leaders this week
that it opposes the project and considers it illegal under state law. "The letter is to express
opposition to the Department of the Interior's proposal to fund design and pre-construction
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activities associated with the proposed Shasta Dam and Reservoir Enlargement Project,"
California Secretary for Natural Resources John Laird wrote.
If the dam is raised, it would inundate the McCloud River, a tributary of the Sacramento River.
The McCloud is protected under the California Wild and Scenic Rivers Act. Rep. Jared Huffman
(D-Calif.) pressed Zinke on that point yesterday at an oversight hearing. "Are you aware that
enlarging Shasta Dam violates state law?" Huffman asked. "Do you want to be throwing $20
million into studying a project that's illegal?" Zinke responded that California needs more water
supply and that Shasta was originally built so the water level could be "much higher." "We are
looking at it," he said. "We haven't made a determination."
Cronyism?
If the dam is raised, a key beneficiary would be the politically powerful Westlands Water District, a
major agricultural producer in the San Joaquin Valley that gets most of its water from the federal
Central Valley Project. Westlands' former lawyer, David Bernhardt, is now deputy Interior
secretary. Bernhardt has said he will comply with conflict-of-interest rules, but critics of the
administration have not been satisfied. "Can you assure us that this has nothing to do with that?"
Huffman asked Zinke yesterday. Westlands has already purchased about 3,000 acres of land
related to the potential raising of the dam and larger reservoir. Rep. Raúl Grijalva of Arizona, the
ranking Democrat on the Natural Resources Committee, said there is opposition to the rider on
his panel. "They're trying to force something that's been tried before and didn't get anywhere,"
Grijalva said in an interview. "We're monitoring what everybody else is trying to put into this rider
bill." Grijalva suggested "cronyism" might have something to do with the effort on Westlands'
behalf. Environmentalists quickly criticized any effort to revive the Shasta Dam proposal.
"This project has been dead as a doornail for quite some time because it's illegal under California
law," said Ron Stork, senior policy advocate for the group Friends of the River. "It's outrageous."
The nonprofit California Trout Inc. urged its members this week to contact Congress about the
issue. If the rider passed the House, either of California's Democratic senators, Dianne Feinstein
or Kamala Harris, could work to strip it from the measure. Spokesmen for both senators did not
respond to a request for comment.
(Put the lake back.)

Judge orders mill, dam owners to give Maine residents their lake back
By Greg Foster, Lincoln County News • March 14, 2018, bangordailynews.com

JEFFERSON, Maine — A Maine Superior Court
justice’s decision to uphold a Maine Department of
Environmental Protection water-level order
regarding Clary Lake Dam represents a significant
victory for lakefront property owners. AquaFortis
Associates LLC had appealed the order. The DEP
responded to the appellant’s objections, which the
court shot down one by one.
It’s almost too good to be true for Whitefield resident
George Fergusson, of the Clary Lake Association.
“We are quite pleased with the decision,” Fergusson
said in a recent interview. “We waited four years.”
Justice Daniel Billings hammered down the gavel in favor of the respondent, the DEP, in
Wiscasset a couple of weeks ago. The mill owner, AquaFortis Associates LLC, represented by
Richard Smith, of Camden; and the dam owner, Pleasant Pond Mill LLC, represented by Paul
Kelley Jr., of Camden, are responsible for dam operations, but have resisted compliance with the
water-level order. According to Billings’ decision and order, the appellant has until March 19 to
appeal to the Maine Supreme Judicial Court. Otherwise, the DEP will move ahead with its
previous attempts to restore the water level, according to Kathy Howatt, hydropower coordinator
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for the DEP. “We won’t make any move until the appeal period has passed,” she said in a phone
interview this week.
After the deadline, if there is no appeal, “The department will take the necessary action to enforce
the water-level order,” Howatt said. What form enforcement will take remains to be seen. The
DEP had issued a notification of violation of the water-level order, which it has not been able to
enforce while the court battle ensued over the past four years. Howatt has been involved in the
dispute from the start. The possibility of fines for non-compliance exists if the appellant persists in
violation of the water-level order, she said. There are legal complications in the case because of
the current status of Pleasant Pond Mill LLC, which is undergoing bankruptcy proceedings and
has been in the process of dissolution, Howatt said. The town of Whitefield could have foreclosed
on the property for non-payment of town taxes, but selectmen have decided not to on the advice
of legal counsel. Fergusson, who is the secretary of the Clary Lake Association, began a
campaign to raise the water level to its original level seven years ago, evolving into a four-year
court case with AquaFortis, originally with Pleasant Point Mill LLC, as the appellants. “The bottom
line is, I really don’t know how the DEP is going to approach enforcement of the Clary Lake
(water-level order), but I know they’re going (to) take assertive action, and I can’t wait,”
Fergusson said in a post on the Clary Lake Association website.
Clary Lake Association members have long desired the return to the water level set by the
original dam builder and owner, Henry Clary, in 1903. Fish, loons, and other wildlife have made
the lake their home, and property owners have raised families along its shores, sharing many
memories, Fergusson and his wife, Margaret, said. The 680-acre manmade lake makes up part
of the Sheepscot River watershed and has an inlet at the opposite end of the lake from the dam.
The appellants have said the dam gates have a hole, leaving the dam breached, Fergusson said.
A while ago, when the hole was small, Fergusson said the hole could have been filled by stuffing
a pillow in it, but since then, it has become larger, necessitating repair. “A temporary fix could
certainly be done,” he said.
The appellants have left the dam gate wide open, thus leaving many areas previously covered
with water dry. Fergusson does not think AquaFortis is likely to appeal because of the solid case
against all of its objections in the decision. However, Clary Lake Association members like the
Fergusson’s keep wondering what will come next, and whether a resolution would be too good to
be true. Attempts to reach Smith and Kelly for comment were unsuccessful. Many lakefront
property owners on both the Jefferson and Whitefield shoreline may well see the lake raised to
the level they have desired and known in the past. That prospect keeps residents like Fergusson
vigilant and ready to re-enter the fray if necessary.
(Dam removal.)
Brecksville Dam demolition project set to begin in fall after environmental OK
By James F. McCarty, The Plain Dealer, Mar 20, 2018, cleveland.com

BRECKSVILLE, Ohio - The long-awaited demolition
of the Brecksville Dam has cleared its final hurdle
and could be completed by the end of this year, the
Ohio EPA and the National Park Service
announced Tuesday. A newly-released final
environmental assessment determined that the
dam's removal would have no significant impact on
the health of the Cuyahoga River, allowing the
deconstruction work to begin as soon as this fall,
weather permitting. The demolition of the 8-foot tall,
183-foot-long dam is expected to improve water
quality, oxygen levels and river flow, while providing
an inviting habitat for fish species not seen upriver

Fishermen like to cast their lines into the pools at
the bottom of the spillway, but environmentalists
say the removal of the dam will improve the
quality of the water and the health of the
fish.(James F. McCarty/The Plain Dealer)
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in decades, such as walleye, Northern pike, steelhead trout, white bass and potentially even
sturgeon.
By removing the dam, state environmentalists will take a major step toward returning the
Cuyahoga to a fully functioning riparian ecosystem, flowing freely from its source in Geauga
County to its mouth at Lake Erie. Only the 60-foot-tall Gorge Dam, which spreads 420-feet-wide
at the Akron-Cuyahoga Falls border, will remain as an obstacle to a free-flowing, dam-free river
after the Brecksville Dam is brought down. A public hearing on the Gorge project, estimated to
cost $70 million, is scheduled for Thursday at North High School in Akron. The Brecksville Dam
project will include the installation of a pump that will divert as much as 13 million gallons of river
water per day to the adjacent Ohio & Erie Canal, thus preserving the cultural and historic
significance of the canal as a part of Cleveland's Industrial Valley. The Northeast Ohio Regional
Sewer District will operate the system. Bill Zawiski, an environmental supervisor with the Ohio
EPA in Twinsburg, said previously that the demolition project is not expected to be complicated or
expensive. Zawiski previously worked to demolish dams in Cuyahoga Falls, Kent and Munroe
Falls.
(The medical analogy.)

Heberger letter: Dams, salmon
March 21, 2018, dahostatesman.com

Dams, salmon, steelhead and subterfuge:
If one has a medical problem, one asks a medical doctor. If one has a
legal problem, one seeks out an attorney. If one’s house is on fire, one
calls 911 to get the fire department to respond. Why then, when Snake
River wild salmon and steelhead are in peril, would one listen to anyone
other than a biologist, especially a fish biologist, concerning the fish runs?
Certainly one should not listen to a politician, an industry shill or someone from the Bonneville
Power Authority, the Corps of Engineers or the Bureau of Reclamation. Their “facts” are twisted
half-truths. Wild fish are in trouble and dams are the main cause. Period. We need to fix the
problem, and we need to use science to do so. Also, the economics point to dismantling the dams
as well, but I will leave that for an economist to argue. Roy Heberger, Fish & Wildlife Service
(retired), Boise, ID

Hydro:
(They’re after the little guy too.)

Small hydropower a big global issue overlooked by science and policy
By Claire Salisbury, 13 March 2018, news.mongabay.com

•
Brazil recently announced an end to its mega-dam construction policy, a strategy
other nations may embrace as understanding of the massive environmental and social
impacts of big dams grows.
•
However, a trend long neglected by scientists and policymakers ¬ the rapid
growth of small dams – has been spotlighted in a new study.
•
Nearly 83,000 small dams in 150 nations (with 11 small dams for each large
dam), exist globally, while that number could triple if all capacity worldwide is used. More
than 10,000 new small dams are already in the planning stages. But small dam impacts
have been little studied by scientists, and little regulated by governments.
•
Environmentalists say that, with the rapid construction of new small dams, it is
urgent for researchers to assess the impacts of different types of small dams, as well as
looking at the cumulative impacts of many small dams placed on a single river, or on
main stems and tributaries within watersheds.
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In January, Brazil made a surprise announcement,
ending its mega-dam building policy after years of
pushing ahead with controversial projects such as the
Belo Monte dam (the world’s third largest), and the
Tapajós Complex. But although that comes as
welcome news to environmentalists, it is
overshadowed by some bad news: a five-fold
increase in so-called small hydropower dams in Brazil
over the last 20 years, as identified by a new study.
The escalating impacts of these numerous small
dams should not be overlooked, warn scientists.
The research, led by Thiago Couto of the University of Washington, examined the scale and
expansion of small hydropower dams worldwide. In total, 82,891 smaller dams were recorded in
operation or under construction in 150 countries ¬¬– that’s 11 small dams for each large dam
globally. This number could triple, according to the new study, if all potential capacity is
developed, with a further 10,569 small dams already in the planning stages. China leads the way,
with over 47,000 small dams currently in operation. Not only was the quantity and widespread
distribution of small dams unexpected, but it was also “a big surprise that the environmental
policies and the existing body of scientific knowledge are insufficient to guide and inform the fast
expansion of the small hydropower sector,” Couto said.
The escalation in small hydropower development
comes at a time when large dams are falling out of
favour as a source of renewable energy: mounting
evidence points to their direct and indirect social
and environmental impacts ranging from driving
deforestation and threatening food security, to
contributing to carbon emissions and disrupting
animal migration. However, small hydropower
dams should not necessarily be seen as a safer,
greener option, the researchers argue: the term
itself is arbitrary and has no bearing on the scale
of negative impacts a dam might cause.
Small hydropower dams are defined by their
generating capacity, but these definitions “vary substantially, ranging from up to 1 megawatt
(MW) for facilities in Germany and Burundi to up to 50 MW for facilities in Canada, China and
Pakistan,” the researchers write. “There is no scientific support for the classification of ‘small’
[dams] currently in use, and [yet,] this criterion is being applied in the environmental regulations of
most countries,” Couto explained. “Environmental regulations must dissolve the “small” modifier
and look beyond the capacity-based criterion to be more efficient.”
So-called small hydropower plants vary not only
in their size, but also in their method of operation.
They can be broadly classified according to
whether or not water is stored in a reservoir, and
whether water is diverted to reach the
powerhouse, both of which classifications can
significantly affect the amount of influence a dam
has on water levels and flow regimes. These
factors, among others, become more relevant
when assessing likely environmental impacts of
planned dams, Couto said: “Metrics like dam
height, reservoir area, and the proportion of flow
alteration are generally ignored by environmental policies but have been identified in the scientific
literature as predictors of the ecological effects of dams.”
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A further issue flagged up by the study was the lack of coordinated planning and impact
assessment within entire watersheds. “[M]any watersheds are absorbing multiple small dams, but
regulations and policies give very limited attention to the cumulative impacts caused by dams in
aggregate,” said Couto. David Kaplan, who leads a watershed ecology research group at the
University of Florida, agrees that this is major overlooked environmental issue. There is “the
potential for substantial cumulative impacts from thousands of small, unregulated systems on
riverine hydrology and ecology, particularly for headwater streams and smaller rivers,” he said.
Kaplan points to additional concerns: “While some impacts of small hydro are smaller in
magnitude than for large projects, they also produce far less electricity, which means many more
need to be built to satisfy energy demands.” What’s more, Kaplan’s own research has shown that
for each unit of energy generated, small dams can cause ten times the river hydrology impacts as
larger dams.
The runaway growth in small hydropower development has been helped by a lack of rigorous
licensing and legislation around their construction. In many countries, including Brazil, the
licensing process is simplified or absent for dams under a certain generating capacity; as many
as two thirds of countries could lack specific environmental requirements for small hydropower
dams the researchers report. This is a serious oversight, they say, given the global appetite for
sector expansion. “Future plans for small hydropower are concentrated in Asia, the Americas,
Southern and Eastern Europe, and East Africa, which includes many mega-biodiverse countries
in the tropics and sub-tropics like China, India, Malaysia, Philippines, Brazil, Colombia and Peru,”
Couto said. “Some regions like the Himalayas, the Tibetan Plateau and the Andes are of high
interest for hydropower development, but these regions also host a high number of endemic
freshwater species.” In the case of Brazil, a shift away from building mega-dams will lead to an
“even stronger push for small hydro development,” warns Kaplan. The rapid pace and scale of
small dam development demands increased scientific attention to environmental impacts, and
more robust policy and regulation – urgent priorities in Brazil and beyond. Citation: Couto, T. B. A.
and Olden, J. D. (2018) Global proliferation of small hydropower plants – science and policy.
Front Ecol Environ 2018; doi: 10.1002/fee.1746
(Pumped storage for renewables.)

Project Would Make '100-Year Battery' for Renewables Out of MT
Landscape
March 14, 2018, publicnewsservice.org

MARTINSDALE, Mont. – A proposed project in
central Montana would create a huge battery for
renewable energy sources out of the natural
landscape. The Gordon Butte Pumped Storage
Project is a closed-loop hydroelectric facility
created from two reservoirs – one at the bottom of
the ridge and the other 1,000 feet above it.
Sources such as wind and solar would pump
water to the upper reservoir to create stored
potential energy. When the wind stops blowing or the sun isn't shining, energy could be released.
Carl Borgquist, president and CEO of Absaroka Energy, the company heading the project, says it
would make renewables more reliable and that the battery itself would be environmentally
friendly. “The first maintenance cycle on this facility is at year 27,” he states. “So this is a 100year
battery. It doesn't really wear out, ever. It can be cycled back and forth from complete
discharge, let's say, back to full storage without creating any degradation. “The facility would be
located near Martinsdale. It's already received a license from the Federal Energy Regulatory
Commission and is seeking financing for its $900 million construction. Absaroka is banking on the
Pacific Northwest, where energy consumption is large and there is growing interest in powering
the grid through renewables. Borgquist says the project may cost more to build than other

11
Copy obtained from the National Performance of Dams Program: http://npdp.stanford.edu

batteries but that it is inexpensive to operate and cleaner, since it only uses water and not typical
battery chemicals such as lithium. The project would also be situated near transmission lines that
stretch from Colstrip in eastern Montana to the Northwest. Colstrip will be hurting as energy
companies shut down two of its coal-fired plants in the next four years. Borgquist hopes some of
those workers will help operate the Gordon Butte project. “It may not be a one-to-one evolution
out of coal into different things – gas and wind and solar as a replacement – but we are aware of
and excited and encouraged about trying to create jobs, and create opportunity and tax base, and
benefit for our state," he states. Borgquist says he hopes to wrap up contracts with utilities this
year and begin construction in 2019.
(Some people want them, some don’t.)

Energy secretary backs keeping Snake dams to make cheap electricity
BY ANNETTE CARY, tricityherald.com, March 15, 2018

Energy Secretary Rick Perry committed Thursday to keeping
the Snake and Columbia river dams producing low-cost
electricity for the Pacific Northwest. He said he would lend
his support to Rep. Dan Newhouse, R-Wash., to prevent
additional water spilling over the dams to help salmon, which
was ordered by a federal judge, and also to save the dams
from being torn out. “I know that you are a strong proponent
of renewable hydroelectric power, Mr. Secretary,” Newhouse said during the House
Appropriations Energy and Water Development Subcommittee.
“Would you commit to working with me to prevent this forced additional spill, save our dams,
which are a vital component to our way of life in the Pacific Northwest?” Newhouse asked.
Perry replied, “The short answer — yes.” Newhouse and other supporters of the current operation
of the dams have language proposed for the current fiscal year’s budget bill to prevent spilling
more water over the dams rather than using it to produce electricity. Perry visited the Tri-Cities
area in August as a new energy secretary, included stopping at McNary Dam on the Columbia
River. “So you were able to see, I think I could say firsthand, really the huge role that the
hydroelectric dams play in the Pacific Northwest,” Newhouse said.
In May 2016 the U.S. Judge Michael Simon ordered a new environmental study of the
hydropower system on the Columbia and Snake rivers, including a look at the costs and benefits
of breaching or tearing down four Lower Snake River dams. He found that the Federal Columbia
River Power System Biological Opinion, or BiOp — a plan developed by a collaboration of federal
agencies, states and tribes to protect salmon while operating Snake and Columbia river dams —
did not do enough to protect salmon. Then in
2017 Simon issued another order, telling federal
agencies to increase spilling over eight dams,
starting this spring, in the hopes of delivering outmigrating juvenile salmon more quickly and
safely to the ocean. “Right now there is a single
federal judge that is forcing that is forcing
additional spill at our dams,” Newhouse said
during the hearing.
Critics of the decision say the additional water
would do little to help fish and could create high
gas levels in the water that can harm juvenile
Ice Harbor Dam
fish. The spilled water would otherwise be used
for power production and will cost Pacific Northwest electric users $40 million in higher electric
rates this year, Newhouse said. Northwest political leaders are split on the issue. Newhouse was
among a bipartisan group of U.S. representatives introducing legislation that would require the
BiOp to be followed until at least 2022. It would keep the status quo — no breaching, no extra
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spill of water — until then. Joining him on the bill were Reps. Cathy McMorris Rodgers, R-Wash.;
Jaime Herrera Beutler, R-Wash.; Greg Walden, R-Ore.; and Kurt Schrader, D-Ore.
In February, Sen. Patty Murray, D-Wash., urged key leadership in the Senate and the House not
to support the bill. Reps. Adam Smith and Pramila Jayapal, both D-Wash., joined her in her letter
to leadership. The legislation “would undermine the important, ongoing work” on the study by
forcing the use of the 2014 BiOp, which the court found to be flawed, the letter said. An open and
transparent process is needed on the study and the BiOp, the letter said. “Unfortunately, H.R.
3144 would prevent this by circumventing the judicial branch and ignoring bedrock environmental
laws,” the letter said. Washington Gov. Jay Inslee, a Democrat, also has opposed the proposed
federal legislation. In December, he urged federal lawmakers not to support the bill, saying it
would harm ongoing efforts to improve future salmon and dam management. Perry’s name has
been floated in recent days as a possible candidate to head Veterans Affairs as current Secretary
David Shulkin is accused of ethics violations. The Associated Press reported that Perry said
Wednesday he was not interested in the job.
(Safety comes first.)

Public Utility Commission investigating safety issues at dam
By The Associated Press, March 14, 2018, seattletimes.com

MARSHFIELD, Vt. (AP) — The Vermont Public Utility
Commission is investigating safety concerns at a
hydroelectric dam. The Times Argus reports Marshfield
emergency management director Michael Billingsley
said Tuesday the PUC began investigating the dam
after the town’s Hazard Mitigation Committee raised
concerns about the dam’s spillways. A PUC
spokesperson confirmed an investigation, but declined
to discuss details. Billingsley says the primary spillway
needs a new gate and the service spillway needs
repairs to its concrete. Billingsley says the dam itself is
safe. Green Mountain Power owns and operates the
dam. Billingsley says the company has known about the spillway issues since 2009, but has
failed to act. Green Mountain Power says repairs on both spillways were scheduled prior to the
investigation.
(Hydro doing its job.)

Water generated almost 50 percent of Idaho Power’s energy supply last
year as the company set new lows for carbon dioxide emissions
By HEATHER KENNISON, magicvalley.com, 3/21/18

TWIN FALLS, ID — Hydroelectricity accounted for
nearly half of the energy Idaho Power generated and
purchased in 2017. The company’s annual report
shows a total power supply of 17.9 million megawatthours for the year. Of that, 8.9 million megawatt-hours
(or 49.5 percent) was produced by company’s dams,
thanks to an abundant water year. The 2017 numbers
also show a continued decrease in carbon emissions.
Idaho Power is one of the nation’s highest generators of
hydroelectricity. “The hydro number is tied pretty
specifically to how much snowpack and rainfall we get,”
company spokesman Jordan Rodriguez said.
“Sometimes, it’s the way the runoff happens as well.” This was Idaho Power’s best year for
hydroelectric power since 2012, he said. In 2011, the dams generated 63 percent of the overall
power supply. That dropped to 35.9 percent in 2014.
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Idaho Power operates 17 dams on the Snake River and its tributaries. These make up the
company’s largest source of generation. The Hells Canyon Complex — Brownlee, Hells Canyon
and Oxbow dams — makes up the largest source of hydroelectricity, by capacity. After that, by
order of capacity, are the dams at American Falls, C.J. Strike and Bliss. The company’s second
largest amount of power was purchased through contracts for wind, solar and other renewable
resources. “We sell that energy, and then the proceeds benefit retail customers,” Rodriguez said.
Those purchases were 18.7 percent of what the company bought and generated in 2017. Coal
accounted for about 18.3 percent — down from 24.4 percent the previous year. Natural gas
accounted for 8.4 percent and other purchases for 5.1 percent. “Idaho Power’s emissions
continued a downward trend in 2017,” the company said in a statement. “The company set new
lows for overall CO2 emissions and emissions intensity for the year.”
(American Rivers doesn’t like any hydro project.)

Protect the Skykomish River from Bad Hydropower
This wild river valley rivals some of the most beautiful paddling locations in the world, but
thanks to a short-sighted hydropower proposal, is still at risk from development.
By Jonathan Stumpf | March 21, 2018, americanrivers.org

This guest blog by Irene Nash is a part of our
America’s Most Endangered Rivers® series on the
South Fork Skykomish River. Towering snowcapped mountains. Jagged granite peaks outlined
against a brilliant sky. A powerful river carves its
way past massive boulders as eagles hunt
overhead, occasionally joining talons and spiraling
downward together in what looks like a crazy, out-ofcontrol game before separating and flapping regally away just before they reach the treetops.
It sounds like some wonderland tucked away in the Swiss Alps or a remote nature preserve, but
amazingly this wild place exists in the Skykomish Valley – less than an hour from Seattle, one of
America’s fastest-growing major cities. Flowing through the Skykomish Valley, around 45 miles
northeast of Seattle along National Scenic Byway Route 2, is the beautiful Skykomish River, a
year-round playground for whitewater paddlers. With two roadside sections ranging from Class II
to III+ and a powerful rite of passage Class IV rapid (Boulder Drop), “the Sky” is a kayaking
classic and one of Washington’s most beloved rivers.
It’s sometimes difficult to describe the beauty of the
Skykomish Valley. Last year, it was made apparent to
me after returning from a kayak trip to some remote and
beautiful areas of Ecuador. After returning home, I
surprised myself by telling my husband, “You know, our
river valley is actually prettier!” We had the same
reaction after paddling the Colorado River of the Grand
Canyon. Yes, the scenery was fantastic, but there’s
never a time that we return from any kind of trip without
feeling a sense of disbelief that something as gorgeous as the Skykomish Valley is our backyard.
However, it’s easy for people to take for granted and I think that’s happening now, especially with
the looming threat of the proposed hydropower project at Sunset Falls on the South Fork of the
Skykomish River. My husband, who is from New Zealand, always points out that, “If this were
New Zealand and the Skykomish Valley were within one hour of Auckland, the entire area would
be thriving on recreational tourism and any idea of using the Skykomish River for hydropower
would be ludicrous.”
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With a long history of extractive industries forming the basis for local economies, however, it
takes a forward-thinking mind shift on the part of policy-makers to entertain the idea that the
future of this area may no longer lie in resource extraction, including the dubious and extremely
optimistically framed economics of hydropower at Sunset Falls. The economies of the towns
along Highway 2 aren’t going to be supported by just whitewater kayaking, but there’s huge
potential for them to tap into the resources of the thousands of recreational visitors who stream
through the Skykomish Valley in growing numbers each week to hike, camp, ski, and fish. Just
ask anyone who lives in the valley about traffic on Highway 2 and they’ll tell you it has gotten
drastically heavier in just the last five years.
Many of these visitors come for the wilderness and
outdoor recreation opportunities, which brings up the
question: Isn’t it incredibly short-sighted to potentially
scuttle the future of this area by planning mis-guided
industrial projects that demolish wild characteristics and
remove options for outdoor recreation? I can easily
picture the kids of today looking back in 20 years and
asking our current policy-makers: “What were you
thinking?” For now, the Skykomish River flows freely
and the tens of thousands of hikers who use the nearby Lake Serene Trail each year don’t yet
have to hear explosions from diversion tunnels that proponents of the Sunset Falls hydropower
project would like to see blasted into existence. Let’s hope common sense and a smart vision for
the future prevail for this wonderland that is the Skykomish River Valley. Help stop this dam from
ruining the wild Sky River. Some places are too special to ruin with development and diversions.
Take Action » Guest blogger Irene Nash is a whitewater kayaker who lives in the Skykomish
Valley with her husband and two dogs.
(We have fake news, we might as well have fake fish.)

This Tiny Fake Fish Could Spark A Hydropower Revolution In The USA
March 21st, 2018 by Tina Casey, cleantechnica.com

Did you know that only 3% of US dams
generate electricity? I know, right? All that
nice water going to waste when it could be
spinning turbines and generating zero
emission electricity. Sad! Well, cheer up. The
US Department of Energy has been exploring
some low-cost hydropower solutions, and the
agency just pumped another round of $1.5
million into one especially promising project, a
cutting edge turbine from the company Natel
Energy.
Fake Fish To Help Real Fish
The Energy Department is looking at existing,
nonpowered dams as part of a broader hydropower initiative called HydroNEXT. The initiative
also includes undeveloped streams or canals and pumped-storage as part of a road map for
increasing the nation’s store of hydropower (including upgrades for existing hydro dams), but let’s
zero in on that existing water infrastructure angle: …A DOE assessment found that more than
90% of U.S. dams are used for services, such as regulating water supply and controlling inland
navigation, and lack electricity-generating equipment. The assessment found that existing
U.S.non-powered dams could provide up to 12 gigawatts (GW) of clean, renewable hydropower
capacity from 50,000 suitable non-powered dams.
Talk about your low hanging fruit!
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So, what’s the catch? Part of the problem is that it’s prohibitively expensive to retrofit existing
dams with new turbines. Another issue is the environmental stewardship angle (shocker, right!),
and that’s where the fake fish come in. To take on the environmental angle, Natel’s arrangement
with the Energy Department includes a partnership with a Pacific Northwest National Laboratory
project called Sensor Fish. The little device is designed to “experience” the physical force of
hydroelectric facilities the way an actual fish might.
Back in 2014 the Energy Department issued a Sensor Fish explainer, which notes that the device
is a lot more complicated than it sounds. It was developed over the course of 15 years: The
Sensor Fish provides researchers with quick, reliable feedback on changes in pressure,
acceleration, strain, turbulence, and other forces as the neutrally-buoyant device moves through
hydro facilities — providing a close picture of what the fish would experience. That’s a load of
difference from conventional test processes, which consisted of computer modeling or sending
live fish through the system: Researchers can now use the Sensor Fish in combination with other
available methods to collect better data and help improve the design of more fish-friendly turbines
and hydropower projects, improving the survival rate of fish populations and lessening the chance
of individual fish injuries.
A New Hydropower Life For Unpowered Dams
As for the new Natel Energy turbine, that caught the Energy Department’s eye last year with
$225,000 in initial funding aimed at helping the company bring costs down and compress
installation times. In Phase I, the company designed two versions of its LP turbine and was able
to demonstrate a savings of 30% to 40% in the levelized cost of energy. The basic idea is that the
new turbine’s “low-head” modular design lends itself to low-cost installation on existing dams
while reducing the need for expensive new infrastructure. Phase I was promising enough for the
Energy Department to chip in another $1.5 million just a couple of days ago. Some of that funding
will go to the Sensor Fish tests, and some will be dedicated to a partnership with the flow
specialists at Alden Research Laboratory. That part of the project will focus on shaking down the
performance of the LP over a range of conditions.
Natel describes its signature turbine — the Linear Pelton hydroEngine, to be precise — as a
turnkey, modular “water-to-wire system for low head hydro applications,” defined as between 10
and 60 feet. The modular units are highly scalable, from 25 kW to2000 kW.
Here’s the rundown from Natel: The Linear Pelton hydroEngine employs a unique linear drivetrain
with two parallel shafts and carbon fiber belts between these hafts to make a horizontal loop.
Cups analogous to Pelton turbine cups are mounted by cross bars on the belts so that the cups
make two parallel rows outboard of the belt. A unique, flat nozzle projects flow from the center out
to the two rows of cups. Flow is converted to force in the belts much like Pelton cups react with
the water stream. If this is sounding like a super high tech water wheel, you’re on the right track.
The infrastructure savings comes in here:
…the hydroEngine sits above tail water, greatly reducing civil cost considerations, and does not
require a draft tube….The technology utilizes the highly efficient fluid mechanics of a Pelton-style
bucket on a linear power train, and removes the need for a draft tube, stators, wicket gates, or
stay vanes.
Ease of maintenance is another consideration:
…the modular design of the hydroEngine ensures easy maintenance and repair: the
hydroEngine’s drivetrain is easily accessible by opening the “hood” of the casing and is mounted
on an extractable cassette that can be removed from the engine case. No wonder the Energy
Department is interested. According to Natel, installation sites could include irrigation canals and
ambient river currents in addition to existing dams. Natel also describes the new turbine as “fishfriendly” but we’ll let Sensor Fish be the judge of that.
More And Better Hydropower For The USA
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Hydropower doesn’t get nearly as much attention from CleanTechnica as certain other topics
(looking at you, Elon), but as recently as 2013, hydro still accounted for fully half of the renewable
energy electricity generation in the US. Wind caught up to hydro this year (solar still lags far
behind), but if you throw unpowered dams, undeveloped streams, and pumped storage into the
mix, there’s a good chance that hydro will hold its own — and help integrate more renewable
energy into the grid. One good example is a pumped hydro energy storage project in
Massachusetts that will complement wind power. Our friends up in Canada could also come into
play, if a proposed new hydropower transmission line for New England gets off the drawing
board.

Environment:
(A new battleground.)

Environmentalists file lawsuit claiming dams harm fish in Willamette Basin
The Oregon Farm Bureau is keeping a close eye on a new lawsuit filed March 13 by three
environmental groups, which seeks to protect Chinook salmon and winter steelhead in the
Upper Willamette River.
By GEORGE PLAVEN, Capital Press, March 15, 2018, capitalpress.com

Three environmental groups are suing the U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers and National Marine
Fisheries Service for failing to protect dwindling
populations of wild Chinook salmon and winter
steelhead in Oregon’s Upper Willamette River.
The complaint, filed March 13 in Portland by
WildEarth Guardians, the Native Fish Society and
Northwest Environmental Defense Center,
accuses the agencies of “missed deadlines,
postponed actions and poor communications”
over the past decade in managing each of 13
Willamette Project dams for the benefit of fish.
The dams are the primary cause of salmon and
steelhead declines in the Upper Willamette Basin,
blocking hundreds of miles of spawning habitat
and degrading water quality and habitat
downstream, according to the lawsuit. Research
conducted by the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration shows that,
historically, around 325,000 Chinook salmon and
220,000 winter steelhead swamp up Willamette Falls to spawn in the upper river basin. Last year,
the Oregon Department of Fish & Wildlife counted 822 steelhead at Willamette Falls — a startling
decline of 99.7 percent. ODFW also counted 36,628 spring Chinook and 3,462 fall Chinook in
2017. However, the groups contend that just 5,880 of the fish were wild born, with the rest raised
in hatcheries.
Marlies Wierenga, Pacific Northwest conservation manager for WildEarth Guardians, said
hatchery-born salmon are different from wild salmon at a genetic level. Hatchery fish are less
disease-resistant, don’t reproduce as well and are less adaptable to the environment, she said.
“Basically, their entire resilience is diminished,” Wierenga said. Both Upper Willamette steelhead
and Chinook salmon were listed as threatened under the Endangered Species Act in 1999. In
2008, the National Marine Fisheries Service issued a biological opinion directing the Corps to
make structural and operational changes at the dams to stem fish losses. However, the groups
argue the Corps still has not fulfilled many obligations set forth in the BiOp. “Nearly 10 years ago,
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NMFS determined the Corps’ operation of the Willamette dams was likely to jeopardize Chinook
and steelhead unless significant changes to the Willamette dam operations were made,” said
Mark Riskdahl, executive director of the Northwest Environmental Defense Center. “NMFS told
the Corps that fish passage was a high priority, yet the Corps has dragged its feet in meeting this
requirement and others set by NMFS.”
Spokesmen for the Corps and National Marine Fisheries Service declined to comment on
pending litigation. The Willamette Project also stores 80,431 acre-feet of irrigation water for
42,675 acres of farmland. Changes to the system could have a significant impact on downstream
farmers, said Mary Anne Cooper, public policy counsel for the Oregon Farm Bureau. “ESA
lawsuits around federal system management are very terrifying for farmers,” Cooper said. “We
know how quickly they can change the status quo if we’re not careful.” Cooper said the Farm
Bureau is keeping a close eye on the litigation, which could have a ripple effect on water
allocation. Marion County leads Oregon in total value of agricultural products as of the most
recent 2012 Census of Agriculture, at more than $592 million. While Cooper argues the system is
already being managed largely for fish, the lawsuit claims the Corps has “routinely dodged
actions, skipped deadlines and sidelined state and federal agencies to avoid improving fish
passage at the dams on the Willamette.” Wierenga, with WildEarth Guardians, said the dramatic
declines in historical fish numbers represent a failure in action and the lawsuit is intended to spur
meaningful action. “It would be a heartbreaking loss if we Oregonians let these culturally
important fish, which have adapted and thrived here for generations, slip away from existence on
our watch,” Wierenga said.

i
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