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What's the Dam Problem? Breaching Four on the Lower Snake River

Salmonid slocks in the Snake River Basin have
declined stcadily since the cornplction of four fed-
eral dams bctween 1962 and 1975: lce Harbor,
Lo$er Monumental, Litt le Goose, and Lower
Granite. Thc "lbul H's ' hydroclcctric. habitat.
hatchery. and harvest have been idcntit'ied as
the culpdts responsible for salmon decline. Com-
bined irnpacts from the ti)ur H's are devastating.
On the Snakc River, coho salmon arc cxtinct, sock-
eye salmon are listed as endangercd, and sprtng.
sunrmer. and lall chinook are listcd as thrcatened
(Wjk 1995). These dams are dirccll"v rclated to
the high salmon nlortality rate in the Snake River
(Yates and Curtis 1998).

Dams such as Chief Joseph on the Columbia
River and Hells Canyon on the Sntke River have
no adult t ish prssage facil i t ies. Thc lack of ltsh
ladders eliminatcd spawDing habitat upstrean of
these dams (Wik 1995). However, thc dam pas-
sage issue is morc sedous in terms of juvenile

downstrean migration. Dans that lackiuvenile
lish passagc lacil i t ies such as turbine screens and
bypass channcls expedence severe snlolt mortal-
ity. It is estimrted that bet$'een 7 and 32 percent
of smdts dic at each dam (Mucklcston 1990).
''Turbines do not puree these smrll salmon, rather
the.v kill by creating violent prcssure changes that
can explode a salmon's swim bladder-' (Harden
1996). The iuvenile fish that stlNive the danr
bypi,rss systcm are still at great risk. Those that
afe not ki] lcd are usually stunned and sluggish,
making thcm easy targets 1or seagulls and other
piscivorous tish. Federal agencies have concen-
trated their efTorts on transporting juvenile lish
"out of l iver". Migrating juvenile flsh trc col-
lected and put on barges or trucks and transpolted
downstrcam of the last federal dalr on the Co-
Iumbir Rivcr, Bonnevil le Dam. This unnatural
practice has been the U.S. Army Corps of Engi-
neers mcthod of salmon restoration for the past
twenty ycars. and it has conre under severe llre
Iron-t scieotists and cnvironmeltalists. Disti l l ing
ju r  cn i l c  .a ln ron  I  r r r r r  l l t c  r i \  c r  : l l )d  t r i ln .p r ' f l  i nF
them in nlass quantities cluse cnvironmental stress.

The stress nrakes the fish mole susceptible to dis-
ease rnd preclators upon rclease below Bonneville.
Furthermore. fansporling salmonids out of river
interferes with the irnprinting plocess that allows
them toreturn to thcirnatal streams (Harden 19961.
There is data to support the fact that barging has
yielded zero improvement on returning stocks.

.vet it remains a popular "mitigation" method.

Juvenile tish that rcmain in the fiver to mi-
grate to the sea cncounter more perils. Thc dams
have crcated stagnant reservoirs of water, thus
making the downstream joumey more diflicult.
The low velocity of thc pools causes delays in
migration, requiring two to three months in
slackwater compared to less than one month be-
fore dams were construcled. Temperirture of res-
en oirwater is much higher than that officc flowing
\\,ater. Salmonids have a low tolcrance for warm
water with about 70oF bcing the upper lethal limit;
temperatures in excess of7'1oF were recorded on
the Snake River during the summer of 1998
(Barcott 1999). Thesc deep. warm water reser-
voirs also provide cxcellent habitat tbr non-na-
tive predators ofjuvenile salmon, such as snall
mouth bass. Warm temperatures impair the
immune system of the tish and lead to increased
disease.

The incredible loss ofsalmon in the Snake and
Columbia River Basins has prompted the t 'cderal
govemment to act, aftcr seeing two decades of
snolt transpotation tiril to reverse the decline in
llsh stocks. A restoration plan developed by thc
National Ma ne Fishcries Sen'ice (NMFS) cites
two possible courses of action. The lirst is to
( , 'n l inuc  l r rn .pon ing  l i rh  \  r lh  f i .h  p r r .age in t
p ro \e rnen l .  . rnJ  inererscd  l ln \  Ju ! rncn l i r l ion .
Flow augnentation rcleIS to the releasing of ex-
tra \\,ater (in this scenario. up to one mill ien acre-
fcc t r . to red  in  Snr le  R i r r r  Ba . in  re \e r \n i r .  I r ,
aid fish migration. Thc secondapproach is breach-
ing the lbur Iower Snake River dams and perma-
nently drawing down the reservoir behind John
Day Dam on the mainstem of the Colunbia
(Blumm et al. 1998). There is considerable suppolt
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and opposition to both ofthcsc scenarios. but sci
ence and economics dictate that the latter is the
only way to save Snlke River salmon.

Improving fishpassagc structurcs at many dams
will allow salcr in-stream migration foriuveDilc
salmon. The additional f low augmentation wil l
also spccd up downstreatrr miglation. Howcver
tralsporting fish has nol proven successful over'
the past L$,o decades. and thele is no reason t(]
bclieve that the proglam will ameliorate current
declining conditions. The cmcrging consensus
in the scienlillc conrmunity states that retumin-q
the riverto'nonnative" conditions is thebestway
to recovcr Snake River salmon. Breachin-q the
lour lou'er Snake River dams would remove pas
sage barricrs. restore a more natural flow regime
t  r id  h , ' th  up \ l reJm rnd  duu n \ l recrn  migr r l i r rn .
rnd create shoreline habitat for juvenile rearing
and feeding. In fact. the ldaho Depa ment ol
Fish and Game stated in May 1998 that breach-
ing the danls and restoring latural river condi-
tions ' is the best biological choice firr recover-
ing salmon and steelhead in Idaho' (Yates and
Curtis 1991J). Breaching may be a mislcading
le r r r r  lo r  u  h l t  the  Atm)  Curp .  t r t  tnu incers  p ro
poses to do. ln fact. dam brerching is mole akin
10 dam bypassing. A new bypass structure would
be created on onc side of the dam through the
removal ofexisting earth fill dam scctions orbed-
rock. A new rivcr clrannel would be dredged
through the bypass. and flow would be dilcrted
around the existing pou'erhouse. Thc cost ofdam
bypassing for all four dams is near S5 bil l ion and
does not include mitigation. inpacts to navi-ea-
l iun  rnd  :Ur icu l l l t r c .  r ' r  l r s r , ' l  p , r \ !e r  l i r )e ra l ion
(w ik  1995) .

Nonctheless. dam breachilg ploponcnts argue
that the Northwest can do \\'ilhout thc ti)ur dams
on the lo$'er Snake Rivcr. In terms of rcgional
electricitl, gcncration. they produce only ,1 pcr-
cent of the total power. Thc permanent draw
down ol John Day reservoir would amount to
rnother T percent loss in power generation (Yates
and Cuflis 1991:l). The dams do not servc any
f'lood control purpose. Three of thc firur lower
Snake River dans do not plovide agricultural ir
rigation: Lowcr Granite does provide irigation
tirr a golf course. Ice Harbor Danr is the only
irigation drm. and it provides water for all 13
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farmcrs in the region (Barcolt 1999). Therefore.
the economic burden on thc region does not out-
u'eigh the burden of salmon extinction.

There are major lose$ in the dam breaching
scenario. The ports of Lewiston. Idaho and
Clarkston, Washingtol would become landlocked
once again. Free flowing water on the Snakc River
would essentially shut down the barging indus-
try. Cunently. agricultural products from Orcgon.
Washington and Idaho are efficiently and cheaply
shippcd to Portland fromLewisbn and Clarkston.
New methods oftransporting these goods would
be needcd, most likely in the form ofrail or truck
(Yates and Cultis 1998). Coods would nccd to
be transported to the nearesl barge port on the
Columbia. and bargc transportation would be climi-
nated on the Snake. The resen'oir habitat cre-
ated by pooling of water behind the dams would
be eliminated. Resident f ish populations would
be greatly affected if the river were to return to a
liee flowing state. ln 1992, the Army Corps of
Enginccrs executed a test drawdown of Lower
Granite and Litt le Goose Dams. The results of
the test were not very encouraging. Scdiments
becamc resuspended in the watcr after accumu
lating behind the dams. Major losses ofresident
tish and benthic organisms were observed (Wik
1995). The test drawdown should not be viewcd
as equiralent to dam breaching sincc two dams
stil l  existed below the test dams, and the effects
of bypassing all f irur darns are sti l l  bcing re-
searched.

People live in the Nofthwest 1br its excellcnt
cluality of 1 it'e. Salmon are a part of the region's
culture, as well as thc ecosystem. To losc such
an icon u'ould be devastating to the quality of
l i le in the Northwest. The Army Corys of Engi-
neers was to hlve its report on dam breaching
prcpared by April l999. Thc Corps managed 1o
have the deadline on the report pushed back k)
December 1999. In the meanlimc, dif lercnt in
terest groups with a stake in Snake Rivcr darns
and salmon wil l continue thc breaching debate.
It is unlikely that a consensus wil l be reached
among |hc various river interests. However. ev
ery citizen ofthe Nofihwest must rhink hard about
what extinction of Snakc Rit 'er salmon means to
them. As thc old clichd goes. extinction is fbrever
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