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Keynote Speech: Do We Need More
Dams or Fewer?
Bruce Babbitt, Chairman of the Board, World Wildlife Fund and 
Former U.S. Secretary of the Interior

The subject for this conference is very timely. And to begin, I would like to make the
case that we have too many dams, many of which could be removed, thereby
restoring valuable stream ecosystems. Inevitably, however, additional dams will be
built in coming decades, and our challenge will be assure that any new dams are really
necessary, that other alternatives have been examined, and that adequate safeguards
are in place.

Let’s begin with dam removal. It’s a new and fascinating subject that we are only
beginning to understand and develop. In June of 1994, speaking to an audience in
Yosemite National Park, I expressed my desire to lead in the removal of several dams
in the Columbia River system during my tenure as Secretary. The public reaction was
immediate and negative — why would anyone in their right mind, much less a public
official, want to engage in an act of vandalism by tearing down a perfectly good dam?

Several weeks later President Clinton took me aside at a White House function,
and he was genuinely puzzled, asking, “Bruce, what’s all this stuff about tearing down
dams? I am getting nothing but complaints from members of Congress.” I tried to
explain, but didn’t make much progress. What I was beginning to understand was
that dam removal really was a new and unfamiliar concept that, unless explained and
put into practice carefully, would only evoke more opposition. The public perception
was that dams, once built, would remain forever, eternal monuments akin to the pyr-
amids of Egypt.

The public perception was that dams, once built, would remain forever,
eternal monuments akin to the pyramids of Egypt.

It was time to retreat and wait a few years until the President was safely re elected
to a second term in which we could take on more political risk. I retained a young
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assistant named Jamie Workman, from whom you will hear tomorrow, and set him
to work on the subject. He produced a study which showed there are some 75,000
dams in the United States, which works out to about one a day since Thomas
Jefferson was elected President. And we learned that, in the long history of our
nation, the national government had never removed a dam for the purpose of eco-
logical restoration. Surely we could find a suitable demonstration site and get the pol-
itics right.

This time we focused on the Atlantic coast where there are thousands of small
dams, many initially built to power water wheels for sawmills and grist mills and sub-
sequently abandoned but left standing. Eventually we located a small structure on the
Neus River in North Carolina called Quaker Neck. Only a few feet high, it wasn’t
much of a dam, yet it had blocked and cut off fish runs, shad, herring and stripers,
for a hundred miles of upstream river and tributaries.

On a spring day in 1999 we gathered on the Neus River to demolish the dam.
Within a year stripers were spawning seventy miles up river through the suburbs of
Raleigh — we had made our case, and within the next few years we had removed
scores of dams on the Kennebec River, in the Central Valley of California, in the
Pacific Northwest and elsewhere.

Our task from here forward is to transform dam removal from an episodic,
opportunistic process into a systematic program of nationwide assessment and
analysis of candidates for removal. We should develop economic and ecological
screens to locate the best targets among the 75,000 structures out there. Surely there
are at least one or two or three percent of those dams that have outlived their
usefulness — and that number translates into 750 or more possibilities.

Our task from here forward is to transform dam removal from an episodic,
opportunistic process into a systematic program of nationwide assessment
and analysis of candidates for removal. We should develop economic and
ecological screens to locate the best targets among the 75,000 structures
out there. Surely there are at least one or two or three percent of those
dams that have outlived their usefulness — and that number translates
into 750 or more possibilities.

Now let’s talk about the burgeoning movement toward construction of new dams,
mostly large dams that will have immense negative impacts on the remaining un-
dammed river stretches of the planet. Major efforts are underway in western China,
in the Mekong River Valley, in India, in Brazil, in Chile, and elsewhere. This
movement is unsettling because we don’t seem to have any kind of consensus about
criteria by which we – meaning all of the affected groups, internationally, nationally,
the World Bank, financial institutions – can judge the suitability of these dam



building proposals. While the World Commission on Dams has made a start in that
direction, we still have a long way to go across this largely uncharted terrain.

One approach to understanding these issues is to look at the American experience.
For more than a century we have been the leader in dam building, while seldom
taking into account the destruction of fisheries, riparian habitat or the interests of
traditional societies. Let’s take a look at the lessons learned. I will speak about just
three rivers that I know first hand – the Columbia, the Missouri, and the Colorado.

For more than a century we have been the leader in dam building, while
seldom taking into account the destruction of fisheries, riparian habitat or
the interests of traditional societies.

The Columbia is arguably the greatest loss of all, both because of the size and
number of dams and because of the loss of its prolific salmon runs. The destruction
of this river began in earnest in the 1930s with the decision to build Grand Coulee
Dam just below the Canadian border. When completed, that dam eliminated all the
Canadian headwaters, thousands of miles of salmon spawning habitat, for all time.

When Lewis and Clark crossed the Rockies into the Columbia River drainage they
encountered a salmon spawning population of about 16 million fish per year. These
fish, born as far as 900 miles inland, migrate out into the Pacific where they remain
for several years before magically finding their way back to spawn in the very
tributaries where they began life, thereby repeating the cycle all over again. Someone
described this honing instinct, a combination of taste and smell for specific water, as
the equivalent of my tasting a single drop of vermouth in a million barrels of gin. And
of course, it was an essential fishery for the Indian tribes of the Pacific Northwest with
whom we made treaties in the 19th century, basically taking the land in exchange for
a promise to preserve their fishing rights.

Someone described this honing instinct, a combination of taste and smell
for specific water, as the equivalent of my tasting a single drop of vermouth
in a million barrels of gin.

Then, the Corps of Engineers built a string of dams, including Bonneville, the
Dalles and McNary along the lower Columbia. These dams, lower than the insur-
mountable heights of Grand Coulee, were equipped with fish ladders, and for a time
the upstream spawning runs continued, if at a reduced rate.

Then in the 1960s, the Corps delivered the knockout blow in the form of a scheme
to build dams along the length of the Snake River, the principal American tributary
of the Columbia and the remaining passageway for salmon into the Rocky
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Mountains. Four dams, Ice Harbor, Lower Granite, Little Goose and Lower
Monumental went up on the Snake. The Corps then sealed off the Clearwater River
with the Dworshak Dam and the upper Snake was blocked off with the dams at Hells
Canyon.

The objective of this plan of environmental vandalism was this – to complete a
barge channel from the Pacific all the way inland, to transform the small town of
Lewiston, Idaho, into a “seaport.” Never mind that there were already transcontinen-
tal railroads running alongside the river taking care of anything anybody wanted to
move down to the Pacific.

Forced to surmount four big dams on the lower Columbia and then four more
dams on the Snake, the salmon runs have collapsed. The fish ladders could not solve the
problem of slack water, especially for the out migrating smolts. As young fish head down
river, their metabolism changes from fresh water to salt water in a narrow window as
they are basically flushed down through the natural river system. Now, all of a sudden
they were stranded – swimming through these lakes, through one pool after another for
hundreds of miles, attacked and devoured by pike minnows and other predators. The
Snake River Coho salmon are now extinct. The sockeye salmon are not quite extinct –
three hatchery sockeye made it back to Redfish Lake in Idaho two years ago.

The dams on the Snake River should never have been built in the first place. It is
now time to dismantle them and thereby restore the salmon runs. In my mind, the
Snake River dams are priority number one on the American dam removal agenda. A
Federal Judge has the case under consideration. Support is building in the regional
press and within the Congress.

The Columbia River also stands for another simple proposition: we should never
build dams for inland navigation. We have railroads. We don’t need to destroy rivers
for transportation. A current threat on that score is the Hidrovia in Latin America.
Engineers are saying we can take boats through the Rio de la Plata in Argentina, all
the way up the Paraguay River, through central Brazil, down the Madeira River and
onto the Amazon – hugely destructive and entirely unnecessary.

Now let’s take a look at the Missouri River – beginning with Hurricane Katrina
and the destruction New Orleans. A case can be made that the destruction of New
Orleans actually began in the 1930s, 2,000 miles up river in Montana with the
construction of Ft. Peck Dam. Ft. Peck was followed by a race between the Corps of
Engineers and the Bureau of Reclamation to build still more dams. The Corps of
Engineers, which had built the dam, looked at the Missouri River and said, “We
propose 20 more dams.” Then the Bureau of Reclamation got into the action with a
proposal for 20 dams of its own. The ensuing struggle in Congress resulted in
gridlock. Then the Corp and the Bureau gathered behind closed doors and worked
out a compromise which consisted of the Corps saying to the Bureau of Reclamation,
“We’ll support all of your uneconomical irrigation dams if you’ll support all of our
unnecessary flood control dams.”

That deal was enacted by the Congress, and we see the results on the Missouri
River and its tributaries today. River bottoms under water. More levees for barge
channels. The combined storage capacity of all these dams is something more than
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60 million acre feet of water while the storage necessary for a peak flood is on the
order of 2 million acre feet.

A case can be made that the destruction of New Orleans actually began in
the 1930s, 2,000 miles up river in Montana with the construction of Ft. Peck
Dam. Ft. Peck was followed by a race between the Corps of Engineers and
the Bureau of Reclamation to build still more dams.

Now consider what happened downstream in the vicinity of New Orleans. The
Mississippi Delta, slowly sinking under its own hydrostatic weight, has for tens of
thousands of years been built and maintained by the sediment being deposited in the
Mississippi-Missouri watershed, mostly from the Missouri side of the system.
Trapped and settling behind upstream dams, 80 percent of these sediments no longer
reach the Delta.

The Mississippi Delta, slowly sinking under its own hydrostatic weight, has
for tens of thousands of years been built and maintained by the sediment
being deposited in the Mississippi-Missouri watershed, mostly from the
Missouri side of the system. Trapped and settling behind upstream dams,
eighty percent of these sediments no longer reach the Delta.

The Corps of Engineers, looking at the lower Mississippi, then proposed and built
levees to maintain a deep water ship channel, thereby flushing the rest of the
sediments out on the continental shelf. People wonder why the delta is disappearing.
There’s your object lesson in the need for river basin analysis – looking from the
bottom up at the entire river basin and anticipating the systemic effect of individual
projects.

My third example is the Colorado River. The issue here is a little different. We’ve
been through barge channels. We’ve been through flood control. Now we should talk
about water supply and irrigation in the desert. It began on the Colorado River with
Hoover Dam in 1928. Hoover is the iconic dam – a sleek shining white monolith in a
deep, forbidding black canyon, the very embodiment of man over nature.

Hoover and the other Colorado River dams are about water supply, making the
desert bloom and sustaining the great desert cities like Phoenix, Tucson, Las Vegas
and Los Angeles. The price we paid includes the destruction of the river delta
downstream at the head of the Sea of Cortez where the delta is now a vast salt flat.
Aldo Leopold went there just in time to record what would be lost — including the
waterfowl and forests where the jaguar stalked herds of deer.
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Hoover and the other Colorado River dams are about water supply, making
the desert bloom and sustaining the great desert cities like Phoenix,
Tucson, Las Vegas and Los Angeles. The price we paid includes the destruc-
tion of the river delta downstream at the head of the Sea of Cortez where
the delta is now a vast salt flat. Aldo Leopold went there just in time to
record what would be lost — including the waterfowl and forests where the
jaguar stalked herds of deer.

Even here, however, there is a note of hope. Remnants of the Delta can be sustained
and restored by releasing small amounts of water saved by agricultural conservation
upstream in California and Arizona, techniques that are also being applied to river
restoration in the Central Valley of California.

I will finish with brief mention of the most pressing contemporary issue –
hydropower, for it is energy demands that are driving most of the large dam projects
now on the drawing boards in Asia, Africa and Latin America. The demand for energy
will triple in the coming half century. Climate change will place severe constraints on
the use of fossil fuel. Demands for renewable energy will only intensify, as will the
debate over hydropower as a component of what we mean by renewable and
sustainable energy.

I will finish with brief mention of the most pressing contemporary issue –
hydropower, for it is energy demands that are driving most of the large dam
projects now on the drawing boards in Asia, Africa and Latin America.

The onset of climate change and the imperative of reducing reliance on fossil fuels
are often cited in favor of “carbon free” hydropower. The case, however, is not that
simple. In most regions the lakes impounded by dams are a cause of deforestation
and decomposition that needs to be factored into the analysis.

That suggests that in any hydro analysis there should be a consideration of the
ratio of land base submerged to power output. If we are going to have more hydro
dams, we must pay careful attention to where they are placed, how they are built –
and to a rigorous analysis of impacts across the entire watershed.

Thank you – I look forward to your questions.
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