
Four evolutionary distinct groups of salmon live in the Snake River (3 threatened, 1 endangered)
Salmon runs on the Columbia and Snake rivers have declined 90% in the last century
Salmon are anadromous, meaning they migrate between fresh and saltwater throughout their lives
Fish ladders help salmon get upriver, but slow pools of warm water prolong the young fish (smolt)
journeys to the ocean from 2 to 10-30 days.

Water behind the dams is often lethally hot and contains higher numbers of predators
By 2025, 80% of Snake River salmon will have to come from hatcheries to maintain population levels
Only 0.8% of smolt make the journey to the ocean and return to their natal streams 

A smolt-to-return ratio (SMR) of 2% is needed to maintain a population, while 4%-6% is needed
for recovery

THE SALMON
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SUMMARY
Salmon are born and spawn in the
Upper Snake River, but dams block
their passage and have lead to a
significant decrease in their
population. However, the dams
also provide cost effective shipping
for wheat, as well as irrigation and
green energy to the region. 

SNAKE RIVER
By the Numbers

4%
of the Northwest's
energy comes
from the Lower
Snake River Dams

10%
of the country's
wheat crop is
shipped down the
river

$72 million
spent in 2016 to
preserve Snake
River Salmon

36,000
Smolt-to-Return
ratio on the Snake
River, for recovery
it must be 4% to 6%$21

million
current budget for lock
and dam operations

24 turbines need to be rebuilt in
the next 15 years, costing 

$775 million

0.8%
jobs provided by the
fishing industry

$6.2
million
 increase farmers
would have to pay
for transportation
if dams were
removed

“Salmon is more than a resource to us ... [it] signifies our
creation, our life and our continued life on this land,” 

- Nakia Williamson, Nez Perce Tribal Member

Built in the 1960s and 1970s with a focus on barge transport
Due to the dams, the Snake River was listed as the most
endangered river in the country in 2021, and has been on the list
for the past 36 years
Aging infrastructure that will cost upwards of $246 million per
year to continue operating

THE DAMS 

Have lived in the region for thousands of years
Deep cultural ties to salmon
Spend $22 million yearly to preserve anadromous fish in the
region

Grows 10 million fish per year in hatcheries to maintain
populations

Have treaty rights to hunt and fish off-reservation, including
in the Snake River
Key advocates for dam removal

THE NEZ PERCEPetroglyphs at
Buffalo Eddy
show a long
presence of the
Nez Perce in
the area

The dams provide 4% of the Northwest's energy, although this varies by seasonal flow
Run-of-the-river dams, meaning there is little capacity for energy storage
Dams are a stable source of energy, as the rivers are always flowing

ENERGY

10% of the nations wheat
crop is shipped down the
Snake

If dams were
removed, this would
need to change to
truck or rail

AGRICULTURE AND
SHIPPING

Barge transport has 10 times fewer emissions than alternatives
With current government subsidies, if dams were removed, 1,100
farms in the region would go bankrupt

The ENVIRONMENTAL
IMPACT STATEMENT
released in 2020 concluded
that the dams do not harm the
environment enough to
warrant their removal. 
However, it does state that
breaching the dams would
have the highest chance of
salmon recovery. The State of
Oregon, the Nez Perce and
environmental advocates sued
over the chosen "preferred
alternative" within the EIS. 

PROPOSED SOLUTIONS
Maintain the status quo, which
keeps transportation and renewable
energy costs low. 
 Additional flow-through and deep
pool drawdowns would help fish
recover while maintaining reliable
energy and irrigation. Barge
transport would no longer be viable. 
Breach all four lower Snake River
dams, allowing fish populations to
recover fully.
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3.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Breach the lower four Snake River Dams in order to let salmon
populations recover. This would help with salmon climate change
resilience and create the largest salmon stronghold in the lower 48
states. There are alternatives for transportation and energy instead of
the dams, but no alternatives for salmon recovery. The dams are also
aging infrastructure, which will only require more money for
maintenance and replacements as they age. Money from dam
operations could instead go to subsidize farmers while rail
infrastructure is improved. Other sources of energy would need to be
established that have equal or greater production and storage. The
river would be less viable for irrigation, but best management
practices and climate stable irrigation could be encouraged so less
water overall is needed.

A free-flowing section of the
Snake River
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Ice Harbor Dam

Barge shipping on the Snake River

Chinook salmon, one of the
species that lives in the Snake
River
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