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Demollsh Outdated Dams
That Endanger Fish

Secretary Bruce Babbitt whacked a
hofe in a SQyearold dam on Bufte
Creek in the baking hieat of the Sacra-
mento Vatley. In Maine, demotition workers
clambeted acrass the pre-Civil War Edwards

s WINGING & stedge hammer, Interior

The biggest fight nationally concemns a
string of four dams on the Snhake River,
which flows tnto the Columbis River in
Washinglon stale. A consortium of fishing
groups, Native-American tribes and environ-
mentalists are pushlng the federal operators
to ack ledge that d d fish runs can

Dam white a backhoe dug away at & should
of the cement stoucture.

Coast 10 coast, & oncesadical nolion is
taking hold. Dams that helped tame the
American landscape 1o provide power, itsiga-

- tion, flood control and recreation are cam-
ing down,

‘The demolitions are. still fare exceptions
in 3 country dotted with 75,000 dams. But
the “decommissioning™ reprasents & major
tumabout in official thinking about refash-
1ohing nafure, Plentiful water and cheap
power can come with a hid-
den price tag: & decline in
wildiife, steep govemnment

When fish begin

only be restored by demolition of the dams
built in the 1960s.

‘These structuses typify the general debate,
Turbines crank out enough power to light
Scattle. Grain from eastern Washington is
bargcd downriver at low cost through Jocks
in the dams. The economic lz!e of the region
is linked to dams.

But the batrers are fish-killers, Salmon
struggle to find fish ladders designed to lead
migrations around the dams. Water tempers-
tures rise in the stopped-up lakes, killing
young smolts. Tucbine
blades chew up fish headed
to sea. Removing the dams

subs:dlu and Jegal challeng. da would give several imperiled
in runs of fish a clear path to
Dnvmg the change in'aiti- dy g out, dams strearnt beds and lakes where
tude are scientists and envi-  TRAY havetocome  eggrare lnid
ronmenitalists who claim the . Money is found on both
cement wall.; have hurt his- down to save sides of the arguments. Fish.
tornic runs of migrating sal- E ing groups claim restored
mon, which are all but enddngef ed runs will lead to more jobs in
blocked from reaching wz'ldlife. their ranks. In addition, the
spawning stzeams. Under dams amount to a giant sub-

such prodding, povernment
authorities such as Babbitt
have pushed to remove dams.

“The focus of the envitonmental move.
ment in the 20th century has been fesicing
off and preserving the back 20,” Babbitt said
last year. “But the real sction now is on
Jandscapes and watersheds. It is about resto-
ration writ large.”

it's 2 dramatic shift. While environmentat-
ists cheer the demolitions, farmers and pow-
er companies are ofien opposed. Take away a
dam and croplands, power grids and sum-
mertime matinas and campgrounds can feel
the difference.

1Us 2 step to be used sparingly. “The whole
economy of San Francisco is based on the
Helch Hetchy system,” s2id Mary-Ann Sum-

di of natural for the

California Fagm Bureau. Though some envi-
onmentalists have argued for teating out 2
key dam to restore a breathtaking river valtey,

sidy to a relative few — farm-
ers, powet companies and
barge operatots.

Bue, dam supporters counter that there

will be higher prices elsewhere, It will cost
mote to ship grain by rail or truck, icrigation
water may go up in price and electric rates
could rise 100. A consumer walking into this
debate can be confused by the dueling num-
bers, -
The change that dam-busting brings has
pravoked a political deadlock with senators
and congressional leaders in Oregon, Wash.
ington and Calilornia largely opposed to de-
molition because of the unforesecable
change it will mean.

waould dearly love a compromise and to
avoid a hard choice, it may not have that
lweury. A court-ordered study is under way

Though the Clinton administration

such an ides wondd have huge consequences
for water supplies, power and irrigation,

In Califomia, telatively few dams have
come down. One example is Battle Creck,
tributary of the Sacramento River neat Red-
ding. Pacific Gas & Electric has agreed to
tear down five of seven smalf dams to enable
salmon and steelhead o reach spawning
areas.

Utility Vice President Leslie H. Everett

hasized that the decision was “unique”
and reached only after a raft of federal and
state agencies agreed the fish-caaring condi-
tions on the stream were worth the $50
wilking rart nf dam remaoyal,

and expected to answer by year’s end wheth-
er other methods short of dam destruction
can save the salmon tuns. Hatchedes, ex-
panded fish ladders and even a system of
trucks to canry fish around the killing tur-
bines have fallen sbort.

[Esociely has the ability to avert the extine-
tion of endangered fish, it should make every
effort to avoid that catastrophe, even if it
means knocking dowm dams.

Some of these dams have outlived their
uscfulness. Demolition, in thete cases, can
be the first step towards saving the rivers that
once flowed freely.
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