SURM VAL STRATEGY

CHOOSI NG SAL MON AND LOSI NG
DAMS ON THE SNAKE RI VER

by Diane Valantine

he first Eropean exp or-
s ad setles in the
Pecific Northwest report-
ed seeing rivers so thick wth
sanon that it seened possible

to wal k across on their backs, and creeks
whi ch were unapproachabl e because of
the volune of spawned-out sal non car -
casses. Ten to sixteen nillion wld
sal non and steel head once entered the
nout h of the Gl unbi a R ver each year to
spawn, spreading out through an enor -
nous vatershed that includes parts of
seven states and Bitish lunbia and
covers 260,000 square miles. Nearly half
of those fish were headed for streans
connected to the @lunbia s nain tribu-
tay, the Sake Rver.

A presert, fewer than one nillion fish
return to spawn each year, and nost of
them started ot in hatcheries. Brery
species of sa non and steelhead in the
Sake Rver is either etint o on the
Endangered Soecies list. Tribes in the
area, wiose cuture and spiritud beiefs
are connected to the river and the
sdnn still hdd tradtiod first sdnon
cerenonies , often wth the irony that
barely enough fish are caught to serve
the cerenonia neal .

Dans Threaten Young H sh

Bgt large federa dans, four on the
lover Mlunbia and four on the |over
Sake, create a hazardous nmigration
route for Shake Rver sanon. Wien
thinking about the obstacles dans pre-
sent to salnon, nost people picture
strong and stubborn fish throwng them
selves repeated y against concrete valls
in a van atenpt to retun to ther
spawni ng grounds. However, fishladkrs
on the @l unbia and Sake R ver dans
alow nost adut sanon to travel
upstream The najority of |osses occur
vhen juvenile sal non, raised inthe rivers
ad tribuaries, nake ther intid jourey
to the Pacific @ean

ral dans such as Bonnevil |l e have reduced sal returns fromover 10

nllion before their construction to less than one nil lion today.

Before dans were built, young sal non
were washed to sea wth the high waters
of the spring snowelt. The trip from
ldaho to Astoria took a few weeks and
the fish ddnt so nuch swmas just ride
aong wth the curent. Today, it cantake
themup to two nonths to cover the sane
distance. The dans have turned rivers
that oce ranfast adcddinoastring of
warm sl ackwater inpoundnents wth
flowrates as slowas eight niles per hour.

According to the Oegon
and Idaho state fish and
widife agencies, down-
river mgration through the
hydr osyst em accounts for
80 percent of hunan-
caussed norta ity for Shake
Rver sal non.

Young fish use up valuable energy
searching for a current and swnming in
thet direction. Therise in vater tenpera-
ture causes problens for these cod
vater fish. In the reservoirs above the

dans, the overheated and exhausted
sal non succunb nore easily to d sease,
vwhile warm water species such as the
northern pi ke mnnow (fornerly known as
squawfish ) thrive and gobble up juvenile
sal non in | arge nuniers.

@tting through the reservoirs is oy
pert of the prodem the fish dso have to
get past the dans thensel ves. Wen
nost of the vater is gongthrough the tur -
bines to produce powver, the young
sanon take that route as wvell, where
they sustain a 5 to 15 percent nortaity
rate per dam The turbines do nat slice
and dice sanon, as often inagined, but
do create extrene pressure changes,
wii ch can stun fish or kill them Sunned
sal non bel ow a damnake great pi cki ngs
for guls ad other predators.

The Kller @ean and

Qher Wlikely Suspects
Hw nuch of the drop in Swake Rver
sal non popul ation is actually caused by
dans? Defenders of dans often place
the blane el sewhere. Rointing out that
troubl ed coastal sal non stocks, such as
Qegon s coastal coho, have nanaged to
end up on the Endangered Soecies List

6

OREGON S FUTURE

Spring 2000

lan Crawford



Hw can we say that dans are the
problen? The answer is that every indi -
vidua stock of sa non faces its own par -
ticuar mx of problens. For sone stocks,
the drying up of streans is the largest
threat. For others, livestock grazing
causes the nost danage. The coastal
coho are prinarily af fected by past and
current logging practices. For Shake
Rver salmon, however, the dans
accout for the largest share of nortaity.
According to the Qegon and I daho state
fish ad wildife agencies, dowtriver
mgration through the hydrosystem
accounts for 80 percent of hunan- caused
nortality for Swake Rver sanon. Soort,
comercial and tribal fishing, losses at
the fish ladders, the negative inpects of
hatchery production, logging, grazing,
mning, pdluion, adadl therest add wpto
less than 20 percent.

G course, there are sone natural
threats, as well. Damsupporters like to
tdk aou the killer ocean. Reiodc
changes in weather and ocean currents
have al ways caused sal non popul ati ons
to fluctuete rather widy from year to
year. Fedators such as birds, seals and
sea lions do eat sone sal non and al ways
have (though in sone cases, predation
patterns have been changed by hunan
factors). The inportant thing to renener
is that sanon populations can survive
natural ups and downs as long as we are
not causing additional environnental
stress.

Lower Shake Rver Dans: A
Hundr ed- Year Lobbyi ng B fot

The four dans on the |over Shake R ver
vere constructed relatively recently,
between 1961 and 1975, nainly to facili -
tate barge transportation to Lewston,
[ daho. Thanks to these dans, Lewstonis
now a seaport 465 niles fromthe ocean.
Inthe late 1860s, steanoats began nav-
igating the lover Swke Rver to suppy
thegddidds of Iddho s Gearvater Rver.
The lover Shake was a wld river, vith
sone 30 naned rapi ds, which could only
be run a certaintines of the year and a
consi derabl e peril. The gdd played out,
but the farners who had followed the
mners inland soon discovered a dif feret
kind of gdd The steep hillsides near the
Swke Rver turred out to be very fertile
and were soon yielding somre of the
ntion s noest abundant grain harvests.
This increased the presswre for a safer,
nore reliad e vay to transport | arge quan-
tities of wheat downstreamto narket, and
narked the begi nning of a sustained | ob-
bying ef fort by inland wheat-grow ng

interests to damthe loner Swake. This
dfort continued even in the face of gppo-
sition by the W Any Qrps of
Bngineers. Inthe 1930s, wile it vas rec-
ommendi ng hundreds of dans across the
country, the Gxps of Engineers did not
find damconstruction on the | over Shake
to be economca ly justified

In 1934, Herbert West started the
Inland Ewpire Watervays Association. It
soon replaced al the other |obbying
gous for an open river to Lewston
West worked all the angles, doing grass-
roots organi zing anong farners and get -

Inthe 1930s, Wile it was
r ecommendi ng hundr eds

of dans across the
country, the Qxps of

Engi neers did not find dam
construction on

the lover Shake to be
economcd |y justified

ting hinself appointed to al kinds of gov-
ernment conmittees. HS organization
vas ruthlessly pragnatic and utinately
successfu . Sill, hadit nat been for Wrld
War 1l, the lover Swke dans night
never have been built. The al uninum
snelters that had cropped up on the
@l unbi a to take advantage of the cheap
electricity produced by Bonneville Dam
played an inportant roe in the var ef fot
and added netional defense to the list of
reasons for dam building. Suddenly, it
seened that the Northwest not only coul d
use a | its hydropover, but needed nore.
Hsheries agencies and some fishing
aganzatios pk v a figt, but, in the

end, al four lover Sake Rver dans
vere huilt: lce Hrbor in 1961, Lover
Mnunental in 1969, Little Gyose in

1970, and Lover Ganite in 1975,

The Lower Snake Dans:
@od CGandi dates for Renoval

Sake Rver salnon have to negotiate a
gauntlet of eight large federd dans, each
of which adds to the cumi ative nortaity.
Wy focus on the | ower Shake dans? For
one thing, Bonneville damand the others
on the loner @lunbia are big producers
d dedridty, wile the dans on the | over
Shake only provide between two and five
percet o the regon s pover, depending
on the season. Aso, historicd records
show that before the lower Sake dans
vere built, nost Sake Rver sal non vere
able to survive the four dans on the | over

@l unbi a. Gurrently, the hedthiest sa non
inthe besin are the Uriver Bigts that
spaw in the Hanford Reach, the last free
flowng stretch of the @l unbia Rver, rear
the Hanford Niclear Reservation in
Washington state. These chinook have a
life istay simlar to Seke Rver chinook.
They face the sane predators and the
sane ocean, but they only have to pass
oe set of dans.

Atenpts to Mve Hsh A ound

Dans Have Not Wrked
We have understood for a long tine that
downstream nigration through the
hydro-systemis a prodemfor juvenile
sal non. Wiat has been done so far to try
tocorect it? Quer the past 20 years, the
nain nmethod has been barging. The
young fish are cal | ected above the dans,
loaded into barges and trucks, then
shi pped downst reamt hrough the system
of dans and locks as part of Qperation
Fsh Rin. In addition, sone attenpts
have been nade to tinker wth the dans
thensel ves: letting vater over the spill -
vays a certain tines to provide a safer
passage route, installing screens and
other devices to deflect sal non fromthe
turbines, and releasing extra water from
upstream storage reservoirs to speed
river flom.

Al these nethods have one thing in
common. Rather than substantially
changi ng the hydrosystemto nake the
river safe for salnon, we have tried to
hel p the sal non adapt to our industrial
riverway. Wfortunately, it ismt the

Salmon Status

Snake River coho went extinct in the
mid-1980s, despite the formation of the
Northwest Power Planning Council in
1980. In 1991, Snake River sockeye were
listed as endangered. Today, returning
sockeye can be counted on two hands
and are subject to a captive breeding
program in a desperate attempt to
prevent their extinction. Snake River
spring/summer and fall chinook followed
suit, listed as “threatened” in 1992 and
downgraded to “endangered” in 1994,
Most recently, Snake River steelhead
joined the “threatened” list in 1997.

A recent report by Dr. Phil Mundy, a
widely respected expert on Columbia
Basin salmon, predicts that if the status
quo continues, Snake River spring/
summer chinook are likely to go ex-
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easy. Barged fish ad fish | €ft to mgate
through the dans both return to spawn at
rates of less than one percent. This is
especia |y sobering when you consi der
that a tw percent return is needed
sinply to prevent extinction, and three to
six percent is necessary to achieve
recovery. My experts have concl uded
that the oy way to save sanon is to
return the rivers to a nore neturd state

Sientists & S non Srategy
The Qinton Administration issued an
interimplan for protecting endangered
Sake Rver salmon in 1995 In
response to legal action by salnon
advocates, the administration pronsed
to choose a fina plan by Decenter
1999 and convened a teamof scientists
to resove the uncertainties. The team
known as PATH (Han for Anal yzing and
Testing Hypotheses), is nade up of
sone 25 scientists from state, federd
ad tribad widife agencies and universi -
ties. PATH was asked to assess the
nmai n causes of ol unbi a Basin sal non
decline and to forecast which neasures
are nost likely to hel p sal non recover . It
has concl uded that spring chinook have
an 80 percent chance of recovery in a
24-year period wth dam renoval or
breaching and only a 38 percent chance
wth barging. The nuners for fal chi-

SA non nust navi gate courses |ike these.

nook are even nore dramatic: 99 per -
cent likelihood of recovery with dam
renoval / breachi ng conpared to 27 per -
cent wth barging. Because fall chinook
spawn in the nain river channel rather
then in tribuaies, restoring a free
flowng lower Snake Rver would
increase their avail abl e spawni ng habi tat
by 70-80 percent.

Last year nore than 200 scientists
signed a letter to Pesidett Qinton
vaning that edinctios ae likdy if the
lover Snake Dans are not renoved.
They nade it clear that society has to
nake a choi ce between the | over Shake
dans and the Shake Rver salnon it is
higny ulikey that we can have both.

In April 1999, the Nationad Mrine
Hsheries Srvice rel eased a report con-
taining data which strongly suggests that
renoving the Shake Rver dans is the
nost ef fective strategy for sa non
recovery across the broadest range of
conditions, and that only damrenoval is
likely to save Shake Rver sa non. The
Fsheries Service, which is heavily
invested in the barging program has
downpl ayed this conclusion, focusing
instead on uncertainties about delayed
nortality for spring and sunmer chi nook.
However, these ucertainties do not cdl
into question the nain body of evidence,
whi ch points to damrenoval as a neces-
sary step toward preventing the
extinction of Seke Rver fish /s
Qvernor Kitz-haber has said,
It sascetific no-brarer.

If theriver rus freg
vill the reg ol
econony stay afl oat ?
Many peopl e assune that dam
renoval woul d cause trenen-
dous economc harmand di srup-
tion. This is partly because sup-
porters of the Sake Rver dans,
such as wheat growers and al u-
mnum producers, have the
noney and pditica influence to
pronate their position. In add -
tion, the econonic benefits of the
dans are obvious, especidly to
those who recei ve those benefits
drettly, while the econonic costs
of having the dans in place are
largely hidden. For instance,
nost people are not aware that
thar tax ddlas ad uility blls
are suosid zing certain industries
via the dans, o that a huge
anount of taxpayer and rat epayer
noney has al ready been spent in
failed attenpts to protect sa non

Partial removal: cheaper
and just as effective

What is partial removal, also called
“bypass” or “breaching”? The dams on
the lower Snake River are made up of
four sections: 1) the powerhouse, with
the turbines that produce electricity; 2)
the spillway, built to provide an “over-
flow” capability for the turbines; 3) the
navigation lock, which raises and lowers
barges and other watercraft traveling
up and down the river; and 4) an
earthen embankment, which blocks off
the river channel and completes the
barrier. In partial removal, only the
earthen embankment is “breached,”
once again allowing the river to bypass
the dam freely. This eliminates all uses
of the dam, but dramatically reduces
the costs of removal while still offering
all the biological benefits of a free-
flowing river. The powerhouse, spillway
and lock would simply be mothballed.
The US Army Corps of Engineers esti-
mates that all four dams could be
bypassed in a single season using simple
earth-moving equipment.

while leaving the dans in pl ace.

The economic benefits provided by the
four dans incl ude the production of 1,136
average negawatts of power (two to five
percet o theregon stad). Oly ae o
the | oner Sake reservairsis used for irri -
getion, and that wse is highy subsidi zed.
Qrporate farns irrigae about 37,000
acres wth vater frombehind I ce Harbor .
Then there is river transportation of gan
and other commodities by barge through
the systemof reservoirs and locks, the
cheapest way to get these goods to
narket. Hood cotrd is not a benefit of
these dans, since they are run-of-the-
river dans that are avays kept ful, wth
no roomfor additiona floodveters.

The costs of replacing the powver,
upgradi ng the rail systemand buyi ng out
corporate farns are nanageabl e, espe-
cialy when weighed against the eco-
nomc benefits of dam renoval. Re-
placenent power is expected to cost
Bonneville Power Admnistration about
71 nillion per year, casing rates to
riss aly digtly. BPA estinates that
renoving the Shake Rver dans woul d
add ore to five dollars per nonth to the
average residential dectric bill. Because
the Northwest currently enjoys rates that
are 40 percent |lower than the ratiod
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average, it is possibe to do wat is
needed to save sal non and still have the
lovest rates inthe coutry. Btter yet, the
region could save enough energy
through conservation neasures such as
weat herizing hones and using energy-
dficient appliances to nake up for the
loss of hydroelectricity fromthe Swake
Rver dans wthout relying on repl ace-
nent pover at al.

A $0 mllion federd tax subsidy for
barge transportation has helped drive
ralroads ot o the regon The laest
aalysis shows that if the rail system
vere revived, actud costs to farners
would average only one cent nore per
bushel after damrenoval. The cost to
upgrade rail facilities and nake the
hi ghvay i nprovenents necessary to efif -
detly hade this tra fic anounts to $25
to $5 mllion per year, which coud
largdy be paid for by redirecting existing
funding for subsidies, wthout the need to
raiserates. The renaoval vork itsel f wou d
cost about $900 nil i on.

Renoving the dans would nean
saving the $34 million per year tha it
costs to operate and naintain them as
vel as $420 milion for najor service
(tubine rewnd) that is soon due.
Restoring the |ower Shake Rver woul d
elimnate the need of funding for expen-
sive sal non recovery prograns such as
the barging of young sal non. In addition,
it is vorth nating thet the Uited Sates
hes treaties wth netive tribes as vel| wth
Ganada, and coul d face very costly finan-

Hydroelectric Politics

People in the Northwest increase the
risk of losing an affordable energy
source if a successful salmon recovery
plan is not found. Northwesterners pay
40 percent less for electricity than the
rest of the country because we have
sole access to hydroelectric power
marketed and distributed by the Bon-
neville Power Administration (BPA), a
federal agency which is also charged
with the protection of fish and wildlife.
Members of Congress from other parts
of the country have long sought access
to BPA electricity for their own con-
stituents and have made repeated
attempts to privatize the agency. Unless
BPA is able to fulfill its environmental
re-sponsibilities, it loses much of its jus-
tification for existence. If the endangered
salmon can be saved, the region will
have a much better chance of retaining
access to low-cost hydropower.

cid repaations if sdnon go extinct.
Etimtes areinthe hillios totes o bl -
lios d ddlas.

Damrenoval al so woul d provide sub-
startial economc benefits to fishing
industries, reversing the steegp declines
those industries have suf fered as aresut
of the dans. The benefit to the conmer -
cid fishing indstry is exected to be
around $150 mllion per year if sal non
runs are doubled frommd-80s levels. A
freeflowng river woud significantly
increase spending on recreational activi -
ties. Tota new recrestion benefits are
estinated to be in the range of $30-$300
mllion per year. This includes bath sport -
fishing axd nonanger river recreation,
such as witevater rafting.

There is no reason to believe that dam
renoval would be economically devas-
taing far theregon Inthefirst fewyeas,
thousands of construction jobs would be
created, far outweighing losses in the
farmng and barging sector. In the layg
run the recreation and fishing industries
vwhich would energe, along wth new
trucking and railroad business, would
create plenty of new econonic activity. |t
is feasible to devel op an econony in the
absence of dans that would be every hit
as vibrat as owr current one, but woud
not drive salnon to extinction

Wat is happeni ng now?

The Qinton Admnistration was supposed
to decide by the end of 1999 whether or
not to reconmend that the lower Shake
Rver dans be renoved, but the decision
ves postpored util the fdl of this year.

Mitip e federal and state agencies are
i nvol ved in the decision process, and are
prepari ng docunents and wei ghing al ter -
natives. The Qxrps of BEngineers recently
released an BEnvironmental | npact
Satenent whi ch eval uates three choi ces:
damrenoval, status quo, and tinkering
wth the status quo. The Northwest
Power F anning Guncil, nade up of rep-
resentatives from Qegon, Washi ngton,
Idaho and Mntana, is looking at seven
df ferent dterretives as part of its Miti-
Speci es Framework Process.  The | atest
report by the Nationa Mrine Fsheries
Service considers 4 Hs :  hydropover,
habitat, harvest and hatcheries.

It is nt dear howvdl dl o these
groups wll work together. The federd
agenci es seeminclined to continue con-
ducting studes indfintey, in adr to
delay taking a stand. Sal non advocat es
have been pushing for better coord nation
and communi cation anong the various
agencies and interested parties, to
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thoughtful decision based on facts and
not susceptible to pditicd pressue o
fear of change

Diane Valantine began her salmon advocacy
with the Oregon Natural Resources Council
in 1994 and joined the staff of the Save Our
Wild Salmon Caoalition a year ago to work on
the campaign to remove the lower Snake
River dams.

Save Our Wild Salmon
Coalition

1130 SW Morrison St. #275
Portland, OR 97205
Phone: 503-243-3814

Fax: 503-243-5387
diane@wildsalmon.org
www.removedams.org

Sour ces

The nai n source on the history of Sake Rver com
nerce and paitics is Keith Retersen, Rver o Life
Channel of Death (Lewston, ID Qnfluence Fress,
1995). Additional background on sal non can be found
in Rbert Sedquist, Feld Gide to the Pacific Sl non
(Seettle, WA Sasquatch Books, 1992), available from
the Adopt A Sream Foundation. For further under -
stadng o the pditicd ad reud histay o the
Olunbia Rver Basin, see Haine Harden, A Rver
Lost: the life and death of the G unbia (New York, N:
W. W Norton, 199).
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