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A Dam-Busting Tour of Europe

THE NOTION OF REMOVING BARRIERS IN EUROPEAN 
rivers started as the distant dream of a handful 

of environmentalists during the 1980s. Now river 

restorations are happening all over the continent. Once-

fragmented essential ecosystems have become thriving 

KDYHQV�IRU�ȵRUD�DQG�IDXQD��VKRZLQJ�XV�ZKDW�WKH\�ZHUH�
like before human intervention. 

Given the delicate state of the world, we wanted to 

ȴQG�D�ZD\�WR�VKRZ�WKHVH�WDQJLEOH�VXFFHVV�VWRULHV��:H�
ZDQWHG�WR�LQVSLUH�SHRSOH�DQG�ȴQG�D�QHZ�JHQHUDWLRQ�RI�
European river heroes. So we have made a documentary, 

DamBusters, in which we looked for the most inspiring 

individuals working tirelessly to restore rivers across 

(XURSH��:LWK�)UDQFLVFR�VHUYLQJ�DV�ȴOPPDNHU�DQG�3DR�
VHUYLQJ�DV�KRVW��ZH�ZHQW�RQ�D�MRXUQH\�WR�ȴYH�FRXQWULHV��
from the southern to the northern end of Europe, to see 

the work of these “dam busters” and share their exciting 

stories.

Good Policies Are Not Enough
The trip begins in Pao’s native Spain, where authorities 

have been removing river barriers for more than 25 

years. Yet even though Spain’s national legislation in 

this area is among the best in Europe, success does not 

depend on good policies alone. It also requires political 

will at all levels. In Pontevedra Province, we discover 

that even though citizens and the local government are 

pushing for the removal of the Ponte Inferno Dam—

which is more than 120 years old—the regional river 

basin authority must also exercise political will. If it 

does not, a dam with an expired license can continue 

operating, despite the will of the people and stipulations 

of the law. 

Next we travel to France to visit the site of the biggest 

removal of an active hydropower dam ever carried out 

in Europe—and to understand the social opposition that 

grew over time owing to years of uncertainty and lack 

of communication with locals. The 36-meter-high Vezins 

Dam, which was owned by the national government, was 

removed in the summer of 2019. Three windmills will 

replace the hydropower that the dam had generated. 
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More than 100 scientists 

have been monitoring the 

region’s ecology before, during, 

and after the dam removal. 

Before the Vezins Dam was 

built, the Selune River was 

one of the most important 

VDOPRQ�ȴVKLQJ�ULYHUV�LQ�
France. Construction of the 

GDP�EORFNHG�ȴVK�PLJUDWLRQ��
leading to the disappearance of 

PLJUDWRU\�ȴVK�IURP�WKH�ZKROH�
basin. Furthermore, it was forbidden to swim in the 

reservoir owing to cyanobacteria blooms in summertime. 

Nonetheless, many locals, who have a sentimental 

attachment to the reservoir and fear problems with 

the water supply, are still opposed to dam removal. In 

contrast, the owner of a hotel alongside the Selune River 

wishes to see the river free of barriers. He learned from 

his father and grandfather that after the summertime 

WRXULVW�VHDVRQ��VDOPRQ�ȴVKLQJ�RQFH�SURYLGHG�D�
wintertime high season for tourism. 

Pao continues north to Estonia and Lithuania, which 

have among the best-preserved forests and migratory 

ȴVK�SRSXODWLRQV�LQ�(XURSH��(VWRQLD�EHJDQ�UHPRYLQJ�ULYHU�
barriers years ago, whereas Lithuania has just started. 

In both countries, however, these achievements are 

being driven by a new generation of strong women. In 

Estonia, we see the biggest river basin opening in Europe 

at the Pärnu River. Thanks to seven weir removals in the 

mainstream of the river, more than 3,000 kilometers of 

streams and rivers have been reconnected with the Baltic 

Sea after 150 years. In addition, we watch Lithuania’s very 

ȴUVW�EDUULHU�UHPRYDO, in 2020, and see preparations for 

the second one, which was planned for summer 2021. 

A National Movement for Dam Removal
We end the journey with an ideal case—Finland. Ten 

years ago Finland was home to a strong communication 

and awareness campaign on dam removal. Thanks to 

this campaign, and to the river heroes behind it, Finland 

is the only European country where more than 75% of 

citizens understand the impacts of dams and believe 

GDPV�VKRXOG�EH�UHPRYHG�ZKHQ�WKH�HFRQRPLF�EHQHȴWV�
are not worth the ecological impacts they generate (in 

the rest of Europe, this belief 

is held by less than 10% of 

the population). In 2019 all 

national political parties 

agreed to support dam 

removal, and the country 

created a national dam 

removal program, through 

which the government 

ȴQDQFHV�XS�WR�����RI�DOO�
barrier removals. 

The project we visit—

the Hiitolanjoki River Restoration Project—is the 

most amazing in Europe because it will leave the 

river completely free from barriers. Only two rivers in 

continental Europe are free from barriers from sea to 

source. The South Karelia Recreational Area Foundation, 

funded by neighboring municipalities, bought three dams 

VSHFLȴFDOO\�WR�GHPROLVK�WKHP��ZLWK�KHOS�IURP�JUDQWV�IURP�
the government, WWF Finland, and private donors. The 

ȴUVW�GDP��.DQJDVNRVNL�'DP��ZDV�UHPRYHG�LQ�VXPPHU�
2021. This project won the Dam Removal Europe Award 

in May 2022. The second barrier, Lahnasenkoski Dam, 

will be removed in summer 2022, and the third and 

last barrier, Ritakoski Dam, will be removed in summer 

2023. This project will lead to the recovery of one of the 

most endangered species of salmon in the world, the 

landlocked salmon, which has not migrated to Finland in 

more than a century.  

:H�KRSH�WKDW�RXU�ȴOP�FDQ�VKRZ�QHZ�JHQHUDWLRQV�
why river barriers are being removed and who is behind 

DOO�WKHVH�HRUWV��:H�DOVR�VHH�LW�DV�D�SRZHUIXO�DGYRFDF\�
tool that illustrates the many environmental, economic, 

VDIHW\��DQG�VRFLDO�EHQHȴWV�WKDW�ULYHU�UHVWRUDWLRQ�EULQJV�  !

Francisco Campos-López (franco@magenentertainment.

com��LV�WKH�ȴOPPDNHU�EHKLQG�WKH�GRFXPHQWDU\�DamBusters. 

Pao Fernández Garrido (SDR#ȴVKPLJUDWLRQ�RUJ) is a 

project manager with Dam Removal Europe on behalf of 

the World Fish Migration Foundation and is the host of the 

documentary DamBusters��7R�VHH�WKH�ȴOP�DamBusters, go to 

www.dambusters.net.

We have made a documentary, 
DamBusters, in which we 

looked for the most inspiring 
individuals working tirelessly to 

restore rivers across Europe. 
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