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The Columbia River basin once saw 10 to 16 million salmon return to spawn, with the Snake River—
the Columbia’s largest tributary—welcoming over 4 million returning salmon.1 But the cumulative 
impacts of habitat loss, climate change impacts on ocean temperatures, and the construction of 14 
federal dams throughout the basin have nearly decimated these fish populations. According to the 
2017 ESA Recovery Plan, by the early 1990s, “abundance of naturally produced Snake River 
spring/summer-run Chinook salmon had dropped to a small fraction of historical levels.” Numerous 
salmon populations in the Columbia-Snake basin have already gone extinct, and nearly all remaining 
ones are listed as either endangered or threatened under the Endangered Species Act (ESA).  

While the 2017 ESA Recovery Plan recognized that “structural and operational changes to the 
mainstem Columbia and Snake River hydropower system have improved survival rates for the 
species since ESA-listing,” it also said that “the hydropower system continues to pose a significant 
threat to Chinook salmon and steelhead viability.” The dams are particularly problematic for 
downstream migration of juvenile salmon.  

The lower Snake River dams 

Unlike the dams further down on the mainstem Columbia River, the four lower Snake River dams are 
not necessary for flood protection. In part for that reason, they have been the focus of discussions 
about potential dam breaching (removing the earthen embankments and putting other 
infrastructure out of commission) for more than two decades, with an eye to supporting salmon 
recovery. Breaching the dams would require both authorization and significant funding from 
Congress. More recently, there have also been efforts to increase “spill” at the dams, which allows 
more water and salmon to pass through openings instead of turbines.  

The Seattle Aquarium’s careful review of the science included a 2017 Comparative Survival Study 
report authored by representatives of the Fish Passage Center, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 
Columbia River Inter-Tribal Fish Commission, Idaho Department of Fish and Game, Oregon 
Department of Fish and Wildlife, and Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife. This report found 
that the combination of increasing spill and breaching the four lower Snake River dams could result 
in 129,000 to 705,000 more spring/summer Chinook returns to the Columbia River, a four-fold 
increase in abundance. That is significantly more than what would be gained by just increasing spill, 
or by making no further changes to dam operations. 

 
1 NMFS 2008 Recovery Plan for Southern Resident Killer Whales (Orcinus orca) at II-82 
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The connection to the orcas 

Removing the lower Snake River dams, as part of a broad suite of measures, could also improve prey 
availability in the long term for the 72 remaining endangered southern resident orcas. These orcas 
spend part of the year off the coast, looking for food, and K and L pods in particular appear to rely on 
Chinook returning to the Columbia River in the spring. Increased Chinook returns to the Columbia 
River will contribute to orca recovery. But the situation of the endangered orcas is dire, and other 
measures must also take place in the immediate to near term, including restoring and protecting 
salmon habitat around the region, reducing vessel noise and disturbance, and reducing toxic runoff.  

The draft environmental impact statement 

The federal agencies that operate the 14 dams are required to manage them in a way that avoids 
jeopardizing the continued existence of endangered species. In February 2020, the agencies released 
a draft environmental impact statement (DEIS) outlining alternatives to the current operations of the 
system. They noted that they sought to achieve multiple objectives: from improved salmon 
migration and survival, to providing reliable power and water, to minimizing greenhouse gas 
emissions.  

The DEIS found that breaching the four lower Snake River dams would result in the greatest benefits 
to endangered salmon. Still, they selected increasing spill at the system’s dams as the preferred 
alternative to the current operations, not dam breaching, in part citing the loss of power generation 
at the dams and the cost of replacing them with zero-carbon resources.  

Seattle Aquarium position 

The Seattle Aquarium strongly supports increasing spill, but we don’t think that’s enough. Policy 
changes are already happening in Washington and Oregon to increase spill. The science has made 
clear that increasing spill in addition to lower Snake River dam breaching would bring the most 
benefit to wild, endangered Columbia and Snake River Chinook, sockeye and steelhead. We’re 
deeply concerned about the status of those species.  

We support a solution that involves bringing together community members from across the region 
to identify ways to meaningfully reduce the economic and social impacts from breaching the 
dams—particularly for populations with limited means to cope with such impacts. And in the event 
of dam breaching, it will also be important to work to replace the hydropower generated by the 
dams with other clean energy alternatives, to avoid exacerbating climate change trends. 

Although it selects a different path forward, the DEIS confirms that breaching would bring the 
highest benefits to endangered salmon. But the DEIS is also limited in its ability to facilitate the 
broader local and regional conversations that are needed. We look to our governor and legislators to 
help continue these important conversations.  

Opportunity to comment 

The Seattle Aquarium will be submitting a comment letter on the DEIS. If you’d like to weigh in as 
well, you can submit a comment in the agencies’ online form by the April 13 deadline. 

 

https://www.nwd.usace.army.mil/CRSO/Complete-DEIS/#top
https://comments.crso.info/

