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Snake River dams
at heart of debate
beneiit region, BPA

WASHINGTON —
at are four dams worth?
Answers seem to be as nu-
merous as voices in the de-
bate about endangered
fish. But here’s a snapshot estimate of
their benefit to the Northwest economy:
$328.7 million a year.

The four federal dams that span the
lower Snake River — Ice Harbor, Lower
Monumental, Little Goose and Lower
Granite — are at the heart of controver-

sy about how to save fish. Government
scientists are studying whether breach-
ing the dams to restore habitat is the
best way to save fish from extinction.

An economic argument also is catch-
ing fire. Opponents say breaching dams
will destroy the economy of the inland
Northwest. But proponents predict that
a free-flowing river and burgeoning fish
stocks will stimulate a new economy
built around recreation.

Time will tell who's right. But in 1999,
it is possible to count the benefits the
dams produce.

Power is biggest by far. The Bon-
neville Power Administration sells an
average of 1,195 megawatts from the
dams. During the course of a year, that’s
$250.2 million worth of power for BPA's
utility customers at current rates.

WHO BENEFITS FROM THE DAMS?

There also is $78.53 million in benefits
that go directly into the economy. They
are:

Savings to BPA customers: They avoid pay-
ing higher rates for power on the open
market. The extra cash for BPA cus-
tomers is $32.5 million a year at current
rates.

Savings on transportation costs: A group of
consultants working for the U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers made a preliminary
estimate that barge customers save 335
million a year by avoiding hauling
goods by rail or truck. -

Value of irrigated crops: The same group of
consultants estimates that crops grown
with water from the dams are worth $11
million a year. ’

The consultants’ full report is expect-
ed to be made public this summer. Oth-

sm5Te TRE CREGOMIAN

er early estimates show that the value of

recreation and fisheries goes up if dams
are breached. Therefore, there are no
net recreation or fishery benefits of hav-
ing dams in place.

50 are the dams are a bargain? Mea-
sured against their annual cost — $87
million in debt and operation costs paid
by BPA — the dams return $78.5 million
lto the economy, 'or 90 cents on the dol-

ar.

For the BPA, the dams are a cash cow.
In addition to annual debt and opera-
tion costs, the BPA must cover the cost
of transmitting power, about $22 mil-
lion a year. But the agency still has
$141.2 million in cash for other debt and
public purposes such as fish recovery.

- Jim Barnett

Here's a look at the eshmated annual market value of benefits now bemg produced
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The economlcs of the dams

by the four Snake River dams that have been suggested for removal (in millions). *
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An economlc analysis of the four Snake Rlver dams envnronmental

: conSIderatxons are excluded

What yhu get for a dollar spent

Here's a look at the economic return
~.‘oneach $1 spent to run- the dams each
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