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Conversion ‘Factors

For readers who prefer to use metric units, conversion
factors for the terms in this report are listed below

Multiply by To obtain
inch (in) 254 ... millimeter (mm)
fOOC. ..o (f) 03048 .o meter {m)
square foot ..., (f2) 009290 ............... square meter (m?)
cubicfoot .. (fd) 002832 ... cubic meter (m’)
acre-foot ... fact) 1233 ... cubic meter (m’)
BCTE L.t (ac) 04047 ...l hectare (ha)
mile ..o {mi) 1609 ... kilometer (km)
square mile ... (mi2) 2590 ............. square kilometer (km?)
cubic footper second ... (ft’/s) 002832 .. cubic meter per second (m3/s)
ounce avoirdupois .... (ozavdp) 2835 ... gram (g)
pound avoirdupois ..... (bavdp) 04536 ...l kilogram (kg)
ton, short ............. (20001bs) 09072 ... megagram (Mg}
gallon ... (gall 3785 ... liter (L)
degrees Fahrenheit .......... R R332 degrees Celsius {°C)
1.

Sealevel: In this report, “sea level” refers to the National Geodetic
Vertical Datum of 1929 (NGVD of 1929)—a geodetic datum derived
from a general adjustment of the first-order level nets

of both the United States and Canada, formerly
called “Sea Level Datum of 1929."
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Introduction

Glen Canvon Dam impounds

the Colorado River near the
horder between Arizona and
L tah

Dams and river regulation have become an integral part of our 20th century landscape
and livelihood. Although untamed rivers are part of the cultural heritage of the United
States, virtually every river in the lower 48 states is now regulated by dams, locks, or
diversions. These regulated rivers have afforded society many benefits — cheap electricity,
navigable streams, absence of devastating floods, decreased threat of drought. But regu-
lated rivers are fundamentally different ecological and physical entities from untamed
rivers. Natural cycles of flooding and sediment transport have been eliminated from many
of these rivers. Channel shape, riverine vegetation, and instream aquatic communities
have, in many cases, changed as a result of flow regulation.

Because of the scale of dam construction that has taken place in the United States,
society now has before it a set of choices regarding the kind of river characteristics we
desire. Like it or not, we control the destiny of these streams. Traditionally, river managers
have focused on issues of engineering efficiency, sometimes to the neglect of in-stream
environmental values. The engineering matters remain a focus of management, but our
society must also choose whether or not to manage rivers for their intrinsic environmental
values. We can consciously choose to manage our rivers for certain anticipated environ-
mental consequences, or we can intentionally choose to accept the environmental
responses as they haphazardly occur. The purpose of this Circular is to illustrate the
downstream environmental consequences of dams, and to explain the basis on which
rivers can be scientifically managed.

Egyptians were building dams upstream from Cairo 5,000 years ago. Western Europe-
ans constructed dams to power water wheels during the late Middle Ages (Smith, 1971).
Eight hundred years ago, the Anasazi built small check dams on Mesa Verde in Colorado to
hold storm runoff for later use on their crops (Ortiz, 1979). As early as A.D. 833, the
Chinese used human and animal power to build a 90-foot-high dam on the Abang Xi River
(Petts, 1984). Twelve centuries later, this dam is still used for irrigation diversion although
the reservoir has filled with sediment.



Imperial Dam on the Colorado River
upstream from Yuma, Arizona

But the age of widespread, large-structure dam-building awaited the
arrival of heavy machinery and the high ambitions of industrialized societies.
In the United States, the pace of large dam construction hit its quickest stride
between 1935 and 1965 (Thomas, 1976). In the West, Hoover and Grand
Coulee were completed before World War II; Glen Canyon Dam was finished
in 1963. In the East, creation of the 26-dam Tennessee Valley Authority
system ushered in an era of building dams and managing reservoirs inte-
grated over an entire basin (Cullen, 1962). Currently, there are more than
75,000 dams higher than 6 feet in the United States; the reservoirs behind
these dams cover about 3 percent of the Nation’s land surface (R.F. Stallard,
oral commun., 1994). Worldwide, 193,500 square miles (mi?) of land is
inundated by reservoirs. Now in a given year, 60 percent of the United States’
entire river flow can be stored behind dams (Hirsch and others, 1990). In the
dry American Southwest, dams on the Colorado River can store 4 years of
typical flow (Andrews, 1991). More dams are being built in developing
countries, but in the United States, Canada, and Western Europe only a few
potential sites for large dams remain under realistic consideration.

Have we benefitted by building these dams? Viewed in one dimension,
the answer is a resounding “Yes.” Hydroelectric powerplants harnessing the
Columbia River and its tributaries produce 75 percent of the American
Northwest's electricity (Palmer, 1991). Each year, 8.2 million acre-feet of
water are diverted from the lower Colorado River to homes and farms in
California, Arizona, and Mexico through aqueducts that cross hundreds of
miles of intervening desert. None reaches the Gulf of California. Since dams
were built across rivers in the Connecticut River Valley, no floods have
occurred like the ones that killed 108 people and crippled the towns of
Bolton and Hartford in 1927 and 1936 (Leuchtenburg, 1953).

In the simplest sense, we build dams for the same reason we wear coats
in the winter: to exert control over an aspect of an environment that would
otherwise make living difficult or even impossible. If a valley is subject to
destructive flooding, we dam its river. If the desert s dry, we build a lake. The
list of available reasons for building a dam is long and complex — for water
storage to quench municipal, agricultural, and industrial thirsts; for flood
control and improved navigation; for sediment trapping; for improvement of
water quality; for electrical power generation; for recreation, aesthetic, and
wildlife considerations.

As dams became bigger and more expensive, a wider array of benefits
was needed to justify the cost of dam construction. Most dams built after
1950 had many purposes, and sometimes these purposes were in competi-
tion with each other. Glen Canyon Dam in Arizona was initially conceived as
a tool to balance the water allocations between the upper and lower basin
states of the Colorado River (Ingram and others, 1991). But with an initial
price tag of $325 million, construction of the dam needed additional justifica-
tions. Water conservation, downstream distribution, and hydroelectric power
were written into the dam'’s operation considerations. Recreation and flood
control subsequently were added to the dam’s operating criteria.







To the uninitiated, a dam might seem little more sophisticated than a plug stuffed into a
pipe, a few shovelfuls of dirt thrown across a ditch. But a deeper look brings an entire
world of technological expertise into view. Engineers must identify appropriate sites for a
dam, locate materials for its construction, conceive the basic shape of the dam, decide
whether or not to build an associated hydroelectric power plant, and calculate the neces-
sary size of emergency spillways. The design of a dam is directly tied to its fundamental
purpose. Run-of-the-river designs are usually low in elevation, have small upstream reser-
voirs, and modify the natural flood and sediment-transport cycle only slightly. Alternatively,
high dams with large upstream reservoirs can store many months, if not years, of natural
streamflow and can generate prodigious amounts of hydroelectric energy due to the fall of
the river at the dam.

Dams and reservoirs
differ not only in their
sizes, but also in opera-
tional strategies. Dams
of the same size may

hold varying amounts of 6
water depending on s
their ultimate purpose. A "
flood-control dam keeps é% )
its reservoir low at the % |
onset of each flood 2
season, while a water- § ‘

supply reservoir tries to )|
remain full as long as

possible. Because the !
actual inflow into a

reservoir can never be 0
precisely anticipated,

each of these operating

;trategles Fames Dates of closure for dams in the continental United States with reservoir
inherentrisks that the capacity of | million acre-feet or more (compiled by Graf, 1993).

reservoir will overflow or

that the reservoir will go

dry. The task of the

water-resource engineer is to develop techniques that will increase the chances of achiev-
ing the desired objectives of the dam, while accepting some risk that other situations, less

relevant to the dam'’s ultimate purpose, will occur. In other words, a flood-control dam has
some chance of going dry and a water-supply dam has some chance of spilling.

But we can’thave itall, all of the time. The challenge for today’s manager is that yet
other factors now exist in the dam-management equation — those centered on manage-
ment of the downstream river corridor and its ecology. Scientifically based management of
regulated rivers adds a new layer of objectives to the already complex task of the water-
resource engineer who designs the strategies of multipurpose reservoir management.

1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980
Year
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Introduction

The halcyon days of building large dams in the United States have passed. Most of the
“good sites,” based purely on the engineering perspective of high canyon walls, solid
foundation, and a large basin upstream, have already been used. The price tag on a damis
now orders of magnitude greater than for equivalent structures built during the 1930s. But
more importantly, the American public has grown to expect a full cost/benefit accounting
of alarge project, notjust in terms of construction cost versus immediate benefits, but also

The ratio of reservoir storage to annual water supply in parts of North America
(modified from Hirsch and others, 1990). The western United States and south-
western Canada have the most extensive reservoir development relative to avail-
able water supply. More dams have been constructed in the Columbia River basin
and in the Tennessee Valley (neither are highlighted), but these basins have higher
water yields. Many of the largest problems with downstream effects of reservoirs
are in the basins with the highest ratio of reservoir storage to annual water supply
because dam operations are constrained more in those basins.

120° 110°100°  90°



The Rio Grande above Mesilla Dam near Las Cruces, New Mexico

in terms of long-range
environmental and social
costs. Instead of building new
dams, we are now spending a
lot of time, energy, and
money examining the effects
of existing ones. The question
now relevant to dams in the
United States is not “Should
we build another one?” but
“How can we best use the
ones we have?”

Historically, our society
has always found it easier to
build than destroy a dam.
Driven by the memory ofa
simpler time and an unfet-
tered river, some people are
fond of contemplating the
elimination of certain dams.
In a few instances, the
environmental costs of an
old dam are deemed so
great that the dam’s removal
is conceivably warranted.
Examples include the
Edwards Dam on the
Kennebec River in Maine,
the Elwha and Clines
Canyon Dams in, or just
outside, Olympic National
Park, and Hetch Hetchy
Dam within Yosemite
National Park in California.
But by and large, this is
rarely a realistic option.

Once a dam has been
built, we reap its benefits
and learn to live with the
environmental effects. The
real question then be-
comes: can a dam be
operated so as to maximize
its benefits and minimize its
costs? The exciting answer
is “maybe.” The ground




Introduction

rules for answering this question involve taking some long hard looks at costs and benefits.
What benefits do we value, what costs are we willing to bear? What new values — like
downstream ecological impact — have been brought to bear in this accounting since the
dam was designed and built? Arriving at a meaningful answer requires setting aside
political and personal biases long enough to honestly say what we want from a dam and its
river, and to accurately evaluate all the dimensions of impact that a dam can have. Society
must decide what it wants; scientists can help to show what we are likely to get under
different management strategies.

Viewed in one carefully chosen dimension, many dams have been worthwhile — this
dam prevented flooding, that dam generated a lot of electricity. But with time, we have also
come to realize that the adverse environmental effects of adam may extend in circles far
wider than had been appreciated in the past. For decades, people have known and argued
about the more obvious effects of dams: flooded valleys and displaced farmers; fish
migrations blocked or disrupted; one state taking water needed by another state down-
stream; water quality improved or impaired. We did not spend a lot of time thinking about
the issue of downstream effects when conceiving dams during the first half of the 20th
century. Butin the past 20 years, scientists and the public have begun to appreciate an
additional effect of dams: changes to the downstream river environment.

The river emerging from a dam is not the same river that entered its reservoir. That
new river may be hotter or colder. Its daily discharge may vary wildly, while its seasonal
pattern of high spring floods and low winter flow may be inhibited beyond recognition.
Suddenly starved of its sediment load, the clear waters of a river below a dam may scour its
bed and banks. An entirely new succession of riparian plants and animals may move into
the river and valley below a dam. Native fishes may die or be severely stressed.

Oxbow Dam, part of the Hells Canyon Complex, on the Snake River, [daho
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Introduction

During the past two decades, earth scientists have become increasingly involved in
the study of downstream effects of dams. The U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) has main-
tained a nationwide network of stream gaging stations since the late 1800s. Some stations
have records of the amount of sediment transported downstream. These records provide
invaluable data concerning the behavior of a river before and after being dammed.

In this Circular, we explore the downstream effects of dams. First, we look at a free-
flowing river — the upper Salt River of Arizona — and its natural cycles of flow and sedi-
mentation. Then we examine six regulated rivers: the Snake, Rio Grande, Chattahoochee,
Platte, Green and Colorado Rivers. Each of these rivers highlights a particular use of a dam
or a particular downstream effect. Finally we discuss the role of science in managing dams.

ol



Upper Salt River

A Natural Stream




Salt River

The Salt River in
central Arizona.

The upper Sa[t Ki’UBT is a boisterous stream tumbling out of the

White Mountains of eastern Arizona, west towards its confluence with the Gila River near
Phoenix. The first 125 miles of the Salt, unimpeded by dams, are good examples of an
unregulated river. The Salt River Canyon is a major east-west trending gash in central
Arizona. Downstream the river’s character changes dramatically. Beginning at Theodore
Roosevelt Lake reservoir, the Salt becomes a “working” river. A series of four reservoirs that
supply water for irrigation, industrial, and municipal use in Phoenix marks the end of the
free-flowing river.

A natural river has an annual cycle of floods and low-flow periods, depending on
climate and season. The upper Salt River basin receives moisture from several types of
storms. The greatest amounts of moisture are delivered to the basin by fall and winter
storms that roll in from the Pacific Ocean; this moisture is stored as snow pack in the high
country. If warm rain falls on previously fallen snow, the Salt River can suddenly snap from
trickle to torrent. On December 17, 1978, a severe winter storm dumped 10 in. of rain on
parts of the Salt River drainage (Aldridge and Hales, 1984). Before the storm, the Salt River
was flowing at 3,460 cubic feet per second (ft*/s); 22 hours later the river surged to
95,000 ft¥/s. Prehistoric floods have reached 160,000 ft'/s (Partridge and Baker, 1987), yet
flow of the Saltis sometimes less than 100 ft*/s in early summer. This river may be an
extreme example of variability in discharge, but many western rivers rose and fell just as
quickly before they were dammed.

¥

Big floods, little floods. Wet years, dry years. So what? Geoscientists must put all these
numbers into perspective when they try to understand how a river works. They study
basin and river geometry in order to understand how floods sculpt the river’s natural
channel. Hydrologists try to analyze historical patterns of flow in order to anticipate floods
that can be expected in the future. Biologists study aquatic organisms and riparian plants in
relation to these patterns of flow.

11
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Hydrograph of the Salt River for January 1993. Peak
discharge reached 143,000 ft3/s on January 8 above
Roosevelt Dam. Releases from Stewart Mountain Dam,
the farthest downstream of four dams on the Salt, are
dampened and protracted compared to the inflow

to Roosevelt Lake.
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Annual flood series for the Salt River. The large variability in annual floods is an environmental
stress to which native riparian vegetation and fishes have adapted.

Unregulated rivers in the western United States carry prodigious amounts of sediment
during floods. The Salt River is no exception. The sediment load carried by the Salt can
vary by orders of magnitude. Much of the year, the river is relatively clear. Butin a large
flood, the Salt can carry extremely large quantities of sediment, scouring material from the
bottom and sides of its channel that normally is not disturbed by the flow of the river.

The amount of sediment transported by a river, termed its capacity, increases dramati-
cally with discharge, typically in an exponential fashion. That sediment may be suspended

12




Salt River

in the water, or bounced along the bed. The river's competence to pluck larger and larger
particles from its bed is a direct function of water velocity. as well as the shape of the
channel where a particular sand grain, cobble, or boulder happens to lie.

We think of rivers as the cutting edge of erosion. When viewed through the long lens of
a geologic perspective, itis true: rivers do carve their valleys. But when viewed through
the shorter focal length of an historical perspective, a river typically is in dynamic equilib-
rium with its valley. Sometimes the river scours its bed during floods or high flows of long

The Salt River at Canyon Creek

duration; sometimes it builds up (aggrades) its bed during lower-
flow periods as sidestreams continue to deliver large quantities of
sediment. For a particular segment of river channel, the instanta-
neous elements of this equilibrium include discharge, sediment
load, and channel slope, shape, and roughness (Pickup. 1976). At
any instant, a river will adjust its channel to these elements. Each
river system displays a unique response to the inputs of these
elements (Baker, 1977). Confronted by floods of equal magnitude, a
segment of river confined to a bedrock channel will behave quite
differently than another segment flowing across an alluvial plain.
Riparian vegetation plays an essential role in the evolution of a
river corridor. Streamside trees and brush take advantage of peren-
nial surface water and fine-grained substrate for growth. The plants
may be native — willows, cottonwoods, and mesquite — or exotics.

13



Tamarisk, a salt-tolerant brushy tree introduced to the West sometime in the late 1800s
(Robinson, 1965). is the most common nonnative species. Once established, vegetation
can directly influence the impact of high flows by increasing channel roughness and
decreasing flow velocities (Graf, 1978).

The Saltis a tributary of the Gila River, which drains most of central Arizona. Much of
the Gila’s course is lined with tamarisk. Burkham (1972a) did a detailed study of the Gila in
the 1960s and 1970s. Moderate-sized floods were observed on three occasions, before
and after dense thickets of tamarisk were intentionally removed from the banks of the river.
Not surprisingly, when the channel was clogged with tamarisk, it could not efficiently
handle even moderate flood. As the water sieved through the brush, the river slowed and
dropped its load of sediment. The floodwaters rose higher above the river banks and
spread farther out from the banks where the channel was obstructed by tamarisk. Since
Burkham’s work, large floods on the Gila in 1972, 1978 to 1979, 1983, and 1993 have
ripped most — but not all — of the tamarisk from the flood plains.

Mesquite thickets, called bosques, are common along the Salt and Gila Rivers
(Minckley and Brown, 1982). Mesquite uses less water than other species, such as tama-
risk, and can grow at higher elevations above the level of the river. Mesquite also can grow

Kayaker in
Ledges Rapid
on the Salt River

on rocky substrate in addition to sandy flood plains. Periods of small floods, such as the
middle of the 20th century (Webb and Betancourt, 1992), allow bosques to encroach upon
the flood plain. As with tamarisk thickets, floods wreak havoc on mesquite bosques. In one
channel bend between the bedrock walls of the canyon, floods on the Gila between 1972
and 1979 halved the size of one bosque (Minckley and Clark, 1984). Most of the destruc-
tion was caused by lateral erosion of the channel banks, as is the case with tamarisk, but
mesquites can better withstand flooding because of their toehold in the rocky slopes.

14







Native fish evolved under the extreme
variability of the unregulated river. The Salt
and Gila Rivers are home to 20 species of
native fish (Minckley and Brown, 1982),
most of which are endangered as a result of
water development and introduction of
game species elsewhere in the lower
Colorado River drainage. The temperature
of the Salt can vary from near freezing in
winter to 77 degrees Fahrenheit (°F) in
summer; any fish within the river must be
prepared to deal with these extremes. The
fish also must contend with other environ-
mental factors such as extreme changes in
flow and large variations in sediment
concentration.

The largest flood ever recorded
(143,000 ft¥/s) rolled down the Salt River
into Roosevelt Lake on January 8, 1993.
Tamarisks and willows were stripped from
reaches where they had gradually en-
croached during years of lower flow;
mesquite bosques were damaged but not
destroyed. The native fish probably were

16
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Salt River

little affected. Certain cobble bars were scoured away. Some banks
were severely eroded. But this river, like other natural rivers, gives back
almost as much as it takes away. Where the river is confined by bed-
rock within the Salt River Canyon, tremendous quantities of new sand
were deposited within eddies and along the channel margins. Clean
new beaches remained perched 40 feet above the river after the flood
receded. Cobble bars and boulder fans within the channel were
reworked and, in many places, built up. Roosevelt Lake acts as the
upper Salt's temporary base level, and farmers along the lake’s margin
were pleased to find new topsoil in their fields after the floods re-
ceded. In the days prior to construction of Roosevelt Dam, such a
flood would have inundated a broad swath of the desert where
Phoenix now exists; terraces of sediment would have been deposited
throughout that flood plain.

The upper Salt River has all the characteristics of a healthy unregu-
lated river. Typical of rivers in the Southwest, it displays a wide range of
flow and sediment transport — it is capable of quickly changing from
minimal flow to awesome flood. This river is always in the process of
adjusting its channel to the equilibrium that exists between erosion
and deposition. The Salt offers a standard against which to compare
regulated rivers.

17






Snake River

Tﬁe 5 na&e Ri’UeT is the most extensively dammed river in the West. Twenty-

five dams lie between its headwaters in Yellowstone National Park and its confluence with
the Columbia River, 1,000 miles downstream.
The Snake is one of the major tributaries of the
Columbia River, which drains 259,000 mi? of
Canada and the Pacific Northwest. Starting
with the completion of Grand Coulee Dam,
the Columbia has effectively been converted
from 1,210 miles of free-flowing river (Bartlett,
1984) to a series of dams and reservoirs, each
backing into the next, capable of generating far
more electricity than the Northwest was
initially able to use. The aluminum industry,

6°
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Brownlee Dam

The Snake River in Oregon, Idaho, and Washington
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with its insatiable appetite for electrical power, was invited to move into the Northwest in
the 1940s and 1950s after the dams were built. In this case, demand for power followed
supply.

The Snake River is many things to many people. [daho farmers like to think of the
Snake as a “working river.” Halfway between the Snake River’s headwaters and the Colum-
bia, diversions at Milner Dam near Burley, Idaho deplete all but a trickle (200 ft*/s) of the
river’s flow. This water irrigates more than 3 million acres of farm land, an area roughly the

The Snake River in Hells Canyon

size of Connecticut (Palmer, 1991). That's a lot of potatoes. Tim Palmer recalls his first
impression when he visited Shoshone Falls, now usually dry, an impression that stands in
sharp contrast to the farmers who depend on Snake River water for irrigation: “l won-
dered where the water had gone, and stood puzzled, feeling that nature had been warped
in a sinister way, as if | had seen a three-legged deer or a toothless squirrel.”

After passing west through Idaho, the Snake swings north to outline the Idaho/
Oregon border. Below Milner Dam, the Snake is recharged by the Thousands Springs
(whose source is in part the return flow from all those potato fields) and then by the Boise,
Owyhee, and Payette Rivers. The Snake once again is full-blooded as it rolls into Hells
Canyon with a yearly discharge of 16 million acre-feet. The river drops into canyons that
make farming and even ranching progressively more difficult. Hells Canyon is arguably the
deepest canyon in the United States. Peaks loom 7,900 feet above its waters.

Deep canyons and a big river were the siren’s song that few dam builders could resist.

20



Snake River

In 1906, the Idaho-Oregon Light and Power Company tried to take advantage of the
topography at Oxbow by building a dam and then drilling a 1,000-foot tunnel to shortcuta
2-mile loop of river (Carrey and others, 1979). Despite a significant investment, the
company managed to generate only 600 kilowatts (kW) at this facility; with debts mount-
ing, the company filed for bankruptcy. Later during the 1940s, the U.S. Army Corps of

Brownlee Dam on the Snake River

Engineers and the Bureau of Reclamation were maneuvering for the rights to build a 590-
foot dam in Hells Canyon. But the Idaho Power Company, reorganized from the ashes of
the Idaho-Oregon Light and Power Company, took advantage of options that it had inher-
ited at the Oxbow, and received a license to dam the Snake River upstream at Brownlee.
Short-circuited by Idaho Power Company, the two Federal agencies would have to be
content with their eight dams farther downstream on the Snake and the Columbia. In all,
Idaho Power built three dams, called the Hells Canyon Complex, within a 35-mile stretch
of the Snake. Brownlee was completed in 1958, a new Oxbow Dam in 1961, and Hells Canyon
Damin 1967.

When the gates were first closed, combined storage of the Hells Canyon Complex was 1
million acre-feet of water, with 90 percent held in Brownlee Reservoir. All together, that repre-
sents only 7 percent of the river’s average annual flow as measured at Hells Canyon. Contrast
that capacity with storage behind Glen Canyon Dam on the Colorado River, where the single
reservoir holds 2.3 years of thatriver’s flow. Because the Hells Canyon Complex doesn’t have
much storage capacity, the dams have little value for flood control, and managers are able to
maximize the potential for the generation of electricity.

Idaho Power Company is tied into a grid that provides electricity throughout the West.
The demand for electricity within this grid is not uniform. Daily peak demands occur
during summer afternoons or early winter mornings. The need for power drops off
markedly on weekends. Weather conditions (and consequently the power needed for

21



Obstruction of Fish Runs

Salmon once crowded the waters of the Snake River but are increasingly
rare these days. Summer and fall chinook and sockeye salmon would migrate
up from the Pacific Ocean through the Columbia and Snake Rivers to spawn on

mon are killed




Snake River

Hells Canyon Dam
on the Snake River

heating and cooling) can vary sharply from one part of the grid to another. Instantaneous
changes can occur if a key transmission line suddenly drops out of service. Power compa-
nies must “wheel” electricity from one region to another, and the entire grid must be able
to instantly respond to sudden fluctuations in demand.

Throughout the West, a large proportion of electricity is generated by coal-fired and
nuclear plants that efficiently supply constant maximum levels of power. These thermal
plants become very inefficient, however, when they are run at less than maximum capac-
ity. Once shut down, these plants take hours to come up to full steam. Electrical utilities
are better off buying additional electrical power from another utility at a premium price to
cover brief peak demands, rather than covering peak demands by investing in additional
coal-fired plants or natural gas turbines that will be used for only a few hours a day.

Hydroelectric power, on the other hand, can be brought on line in a matter of minutes.
Turbine efficiency remains high throughout a wide range of dam releases. Consequently,
hydroelectric power has long been viewed as an ideal asset with which to respond to
perturbations of demand within a power grid. This ability to instantly generate more
power is valuable, and “peak power” is sold for considerably more than power generated
during “off-peak” or base-load periods. Idaho Power Company operates coal-fired generat-
ing stations that supply base-load energy, but the company obtains all of its peak power
from dams of the Hells Canyon Complex. The company tries to hold the water of the
Snake River behind the dams when electrical demand is low, and releases water when
demand (and the price per kilowatt-hour) is high.

The Hells Canyon Complex has the capacity to generate 1,400 megawatts (mW)
when releasing 30,000 ft*/s from all three dams. Larger discharges must flow through
spillways, bypassing both the dams’ generators and the company’s revenues. More than
half of the total generation capacity comes from Brownlee Dam. When possible, the
company follows the fluctuations of power demand with its Brownlee units. Water
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released from Brownlee quickly passes through the small Oxbow Reservoir into Hells
Canyon Reservoir. The company attempts to buffer fluctuations from Brownlee Dam by
releasing water a bit more steadily from Hells Canyon Dam. When possible, a minimum of
atleast 6,530 ft¥/s is released from Hells Canyon Dam to meet instream flow require-
ments for fish and navigation (Dennis Womack, Idaho Power Company, oral commun.,
1993).

The dams of the Hells Canyon Complex were not designed specifically for flood
control, and unexpectedly high flows certainly can occur on the Snake River. The consum-
mate unexpected flow happened 15,000 years ago when Lake Bonneville (ancestor of
today’s Great Salt Lake) suddenly cut a new channel into the upper Snake basin. A peak
flow of 20 to 33 million ft*/s exploded through Hells Canyon, almost three times greater
than the largest flood ever measured on the Amazon River (Jarrett and Malde, 1987,
O’Connor, 1993). Historically, the more typical pre-dam floods would roll through Hells
Canyon in May and June, reaching peaks of 75,000 to 95,000 ft*/s every few years. But
even with all three dams in place, floods of 74,000 ft*/s or more have passed through the
Complex on at least five occasions since 1970. Peak flow past the dams in a 1982 flood
was 87,780 ft*/s.

The great difference between the pre-dam and post-dam floods lies not in their peak
flow, but with their sediment content. The three dams of the Hells Canyon Complex act as
very effective sediment traps. Most suspended sediment reaching Brownlee Reservoir
drops to the bottom of the lake; what little passes through is trapped behind the two
reservoirs immediately downstream. Water released by Hells Canyon Dam is usually
crystal clear. And no significant sediment-bearing rivers join the Snake until the Salmon

River comes in, 60 miles downstream. _
How much sediment are

we talking about? The Snake
River below its confluence
with the Salmon carried as
much as 5 million
tons downstream
each year before
the dams were built
(Jones and Seitz,
1980). The current
status of the
sediment balance
in the system is
unknown. One
approach to
quantifying sedi-
ment on the Snake
River would be to
sound the bottoms
of the three Hells
Canyon Complex
reservoirs, espe-
cially Brownlee,

Annual flood series for the Snake River at Hells Canyon
Dam, Idaho. Annual floods for 1926 to 1971 are based
on correlation with data from the discontinued gaging @
stations Snake River at Oxbow, Oregon, and Snake River
below Pine Creek at Oxbow, Oregon. Regulation by

Brownlee, Oxbow, and Hells Canyon dams does not significantly
dffect the size or frequency of floods on the Snake River.
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——— Location of photographic sites ———————

and compare the lake 180000
bottoms now to the shape
of the pre-dam canyons.
Such work has not yet been
undertaken (Dennis
Womack, Idaho Power
Company, oral commun.,
1993).

Or one could examine
beaches along the Snake
River below Hells Canyon
Dam. Paul Grams (1991)
did just that by comparing
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five sets of aerial photos of 30,000

the canyon taken atinter- .
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Hells Canyon had shrunk o o

by 75 Beach Sandbars on the Snake River in Hells Canyon have been shrinking since
Y percent. beaches monitoring was begun in 1964; the greatest decrease is documented

between Hells Canyon between photographs taken in 1964 and 1973 (modified from Grams,

Dam and the confluence of 1991; Schmidt and others, 1995).

the Salmon were most

heavily degraded; the

Salmon appears to be reintroducing enough sediment to stabilize beaches below its
confluence with the Snake. The greatest losses to beaches within Hells Canyon occurred
from 1964 through 1973. But Brownlee Dam had been completed in 1958 and Hells
Canyon Dam in 1967. Why didn’t beach degradation begin immediately after closure?
Grams concluded it had taken that long to flush enough sediment from the bed of the river
before beach degradation could begin in earnest. As long as some critical amount of
sediment remained in the system, floods continued to deposit as well as erode beaches.
But once a river bed is stripped of sand, floods can take what little is left of the beaches and
give nothing back.

Grams’ study suggested that the beaches of Hells Canyon continue to shrink with
each passing flood, but at a rate that has been decelerating since 1973. Does it matter?
River runners think so; with each passing flood, they are more likely to be forced to camp
in rocky sites amidst the poison ivy off the river, as beach after beach gradually disappears.
How does one assign a value to the river runners’ inconvenience? How does one compare
the value of landscape relative to society’s need for energy, or Idaho Power Company’s
responsibility to its customers and shareholders? Should something be done just for the
sake of preserving the ecosystem of Hells Canyon? After all, the Snake carries the Wild and
Scenic River designation and is within a National Recreation Area. But these areas were
designated in 1975, long after Idaho Power Company was licensed to build the dams.

The Snake River below Hells Canyon Dam offers a classic example of degradation
immediately downstream from a dam. Williams and Wolman (1984) documented many
examples of such degradation below other dams. They concluded that the process begins
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with dam closure, occurs at a fast pace
for the first few years, then slows with
time until the bed is “armored” with
material too coarse to be moved by
the river, or until a bedrock control is
exposed. This time-dependent
process moves downstream as
progressively more sediment is lost
from the system.

Will Hells Canyon ever recover its
beaches? Probably not in our lifetime.
Alternative management scenarios for
minimizing erosion exist, but they all
have significant drawbacks. The least
sophisticated alternative would be to
simply dismantle the three dams. To be
realistic, the dams in Hells Canyon are
not among that handful of candidates for
removal. Alternatively, even though the
Hells Canyon reservoirs are relatively
small, they could be managed primarily
for flood control rather than for hydro-
electric power. The reservoirs would be
kept as close to empty as possible, and
floods would be released as slow, steady
flow into Hells Canyon. The beaches
might erode more slowly, but riparian
vegetation would colonize the remaining
fine-grained substrate. But this would
cost Idaho Power Company (more
precisely, [daho Power Company’s
customers) millions of dollars in lost
revenues. Such a flow regime could
engender its own set of downstream
problems, such as the invasion of
vegetation along the river banks.

Another option would be to some-
how pass sediment through the dams.
Idaho Power Company could devise a
way to transport sediment around its
turbines, thereby preserving the useful-
ness of its dams and simultaneously
reintroducing sand to the sediment-
starved reaches of the Snake River in
Hells Canyon. This alternative may
seem attractive, but retrofitting this

Sandbar on the Snake River in Hells Canyon
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kind of technology would carry a frighteningly large price tag. And even if
sediment could somehow be introduced to the river channel, that alone
might not be enough to rescue the beaches. Once scrutinized, none of
these alternatives offer a balanced solution to the issue of downstream
effects at Hells Canyon. As much as we might wish to work miracles,
sometimes the only fruit born of the study of the downstream effects of
dams is a realistic assessment of relative values and environmental costs.

=

27




'

0
o o?c'm'red Qna '




Rio Grande

The KlO granc[e drains more than 170,000 mi* of Mexico and the American

Southwest (Bartlett, 1984), flowing 1,865 miles from the San Juan Mountains of Colorado
to the Gulf of Mexico at Brownsville, Texas. In northern New Mexico, the Rio Grande is a
vigorous snow-fed river, with a mean
annual flow of 0.5 million acre-feet. Near
the Gulf of Mexico, the river has an annual
flow of 1.8 million acre-feet. But some-
thing strange happens in between. From
Fort Quitman to Presidio, Texas, the river
can be totally

dry. At times,

the Rio

Crande is like The Rio Grande

one river cut in between Elephant Butte Dam,

New Mexico, and Presidio, Texas
two, both ends

alive but
cleaved in the
middle.

The story
of the Rio
Grande is one
of withdrawal
of water for
agriculture and
tributary
streams adding
it back with
sediment.
Most of the
water that
flows through
central New
Mexico is
redirected into
canals in the El
Paso area. But
tributaries to
this stretch of
the Rio
Grande are
mostly unregu-
lated, and
runoff from
periodic
storms can
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sporadically contribute both water and sediment. By the time the Rio Grande passes south-
central Texas, it once again is a full-fledged river; large tributaries have restored much of the
water diverted in New Mexico, west Texas, and Mexico. What happens in the middle
illustrates how our attempts

to control and use the flow of The annual volume of flow in the Rio Grande above the Rio Conchos

ariver may backfire in a spiral (at Presidio, Texas) has decreased dramatically with flow regulation.
of aggrad ation, canalization, Gradual increases in irrigation of the Mesilla Valley of New Mexico
have reduced the annual flow volume by an order of magnitude.

and dredging.

[

The Rio Grande in
southern New Mexico and
western Texas has more
sediment than it can readily
transport. The surrounding
country is high Chihuahuan
desert, held together by the
roots of a few creosote bushes.
When a storm passes through,
tributaries of the Rio Grande U
don’tjust flow, they flood. For
instance, Cibolo Creek joins
the Rio Grande at Presidio. Itis usually dry. But during a summer storm in 1990, it suddenly
swelled to 6,000 ft*/s (John Lee, International Boundary and Water Commission, oral commun.,
1992).1n 1904, a flood on Cibolo Creek washed most of Presidio away. These tributary floods
transport remendous quantities of sediment to the channel of the Rio Grande, producing
alluvial fans that force the river against its opposite bank.

The Rio Grande’s natural channel once maintained an uneasy equilibrium with incoming
tributary sediment. The channel bed would aggrade next to tributary fans; flood plains would

Annual Discharge, in 100,000 Acre-Feet

1900 1910A 1920‘1930 1940 1950 1960 I§70

The Rio Grande
between Ft. Quitman
and Presidio
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Rio Grande

grow above the river during moderate overbank floods. Then a larger flood would pass, just
powerful enough to carry away sediments that had accumulated at the mouths of tributaries.
The flood would deepen and widen the channel, beveling down the tributaries’ alluvial fans.
Thus the channel form was preserved. But even in its natural state, the middle Rio Grande did
not have the magnitude of flooding one might expect from a river that drains such an

Elephant Butte Dam
on the Rio Grande
at Truth or Conse-

quences, New Mexico

immense area. The largest flood on record at El
Paso was only 24,000 ft*/s, measured on June 12,
1905 (International Boundary and Water Commis-
sion, 1989).

Stream gaging began at El Paso, Texas in 1889,
27 years before dams spanned the Rio Grande.
Before Elephant Butte Dam was completed in
1916, the Rio Grande at El Paso had an average
annual flow of 916,430 acre-feet, with most
arriving during spring runoff in May and June. But
some years only 100,000 acre-feet flowed by El
Paso. A decade of predominantly dry years
through 1904 prompted consideration of Elephant
Butte Dam midway between Albuquerque, New
Mexico and El Paso, Texas. Large-scale farming was
to be possible in the fertile Mesilla and El Paso/
Juarez valleys only if the Rio Grande could be
converted to a dependable year-round source of The Rio Grande below Ft. Quitman, Texas
water for irrigation. During that turn-of-the-century
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Riverside Dam on the Rio Grande
downstream from El Paso, Texas

drought, the Rio Grande had dried up too frequently
to be trusted.

Construction of Elephant Butte Dam began in
1912. This was to be the centerpiece of the Rio
Grande Project, an early offspring of the 1902 Recla-
mation Act that fathered the Bureau of Reclamation
(US. Department of the Interior, 1981). Elephant Butte
Dam'’s initial reservoir capacity was 2.6 million acre-
feet, enough to store almost 3 average years of the
river’s flow. With the dam’s completion in 1916,
irrigation waters could be guaranteed to farms on
200,000 acres (U.S. Department of the Interior, 1981)
that lay downstream in southern New Mexico and
western Texas.

One consequence of this dependable water was
that peak spring runoff averaging 4,400 ft*/s in pre-
dam years was suddenly slashed to 1,300 ft*/s
(Mueller, 1975). The Rio Grande below Elephant Butte
was transformed into a very differentriver: a river
stripped of its floods. Below Elephant Butte Dam, the
Rio Grande became a clear-water stream. Starved of
sediment, the river scoured approximately 2 feet from
the bed of its channel from Elephant Butte to Las
Cruces during the first 15 years of the dam'’s opera-
tion (Lagasse, 1980). This sediment made its way
downstream toward El Paso, where the river gradient
flattened and the sediment dropped out of transport.

With Elephant Butte Dam in place, New Mexico
and Texas farmers were able to reliably divert millions
of cubic feet of water every year. The 1906 Water
Allocation Treaty assured Mexico that the United
States would deliver 60,000 acre-feet of irrigation
water annually at the International Dam between EI
Paso and Juarez (Mueller, 1975). Drainage ditches
from both countries returned water from their irri-
gated fields back to the river — water that then carried
high concentrations of salt out to the river and on
downstream. The price of dependable water can be
higher for some people than others, higher than some
people wish to pay.

Further change came to the Rio Grande with a
program of channel rectification undertaken by the
International Boundary and Water Commission
(IBWC). The IBWC had grown out of an 1884 treaty
between the United States and Mexico, stipulating that
the international boundary from El Paso to
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Brownsville would be the deepest channel of the Rio Grande. Despite the treaty, the river
refused to hold still. The deepest channel migrated back and forth across the flood plain, acting
more like an out-of-control fire hose than a well demarcated line of significant political impor-
tance. The IBWC'’s answer to this erratic river behavior was to stabilize the channel with
unnaturally straight levees on both the United States and Mexican sides of the river. Between El
Paso and Fort Quitman, meanders were bypassed and the channel was tidied into a 65-foot slot
between levees. The old river distance of 155 miles was shortened to 88 miles (Mueller, 1975).
Similarly, the Bureau of Reclamation straightened and deepened the river's channel from
Elephant Butte to El Paso.

Tributary floods continued, of course, and sediment was frequently delivered to the
channel. This tributary sediment, combined with sediment stripped from the river’s banks
and bed closer to Elephant Butte Dam, began to accumulate downstream. The Rio
Grande’s bed through El Paso rose almost 13 feet between 1907 and 1933 (Reinhardt,
1937). The EINifo years of 1941 and 1942 were anomalously wet throughout the Rio
Grande’s upper drainage. Two million, eight hundred thousand acre-feet of water flowed
into Elephant Butte Reservoir in 1941 (U.S. Department of the Interior, 1981), and for the
first time, water not earmarked for irrigation had to be released from the dam. The smaller
Caballo Dam, built 22 miles downstream in 1938, could not dampen the flood. The river
crested in El Paso on May 18, 1942, with a measured discharge of 7,000 ft's. If the river’s
natural channel had not been clogged with sediment, this flood might have passed El Paso
without problems. But on May 18, 1942, the lower reaches of town were afloat.

Despite efforts by the Bureau and IBWC, sediment still piles up in the Rio Grande
faster than man or nature can remove it. Since 1951, the annual flow just upstream from
Presidio is only 30,000 acre-feet (Everitt, 1993), one-tenth of the pre-dam average. The
tributaries continued to add sediment, and the channel continued to aggrade. In 1987, a
flood of less than 6,000 ft*/s again wreaked havoc in El Paso.

The relatively small flood of 1987 carried tremendous amounts of sediment down-
stream. When the sand-choked flood reached the end of the channelized section below

The Rio Grande
between Ft.
Quitman and
Presidio, Texas
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Fort Quitman, it encountered a river without a defined channel. Water fanned over the old
flood plain. and sediment settled out. In places, fields were awash for 2 years before drying
enough to support the IBWC's dredging equipment.

Lester Ray Talley moved to the country below El Paso with his family in 1934. He was 5
years old and the Great Depression was in full swing. To get started at farming, his father
sharecropped land just above Fort Quitman. Lester guesses that 100 families once farmed
along both banks of the Rio Grande from Fort Quitman to Ojos Calientes in the 1950s, but
most have left now. Lester looks downstream as he says, “The river's all choked up; ain’t
good for nothing.”

The IBWC calls the 155 miles of the Rio Grande between Fort Quitman and Presidio
its Boundary Preservation Project,
defined entirely by what has not
been done there: no canalization,
no rectification, no sand-and-gravel
mining, no bridges (Everitt, 1993).
There is little but tamarisk stretch-
ing down the flood plain as far as
the eye can see. Tamarisk was first
reported along the Rio Grande near
Las Cruces in 1910 (Robinson,
1965). Once-dominant galleries of
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Rio Grande

cottonwood and willow along the Rio Grande have been overrun
by this introduced species (Howe and Knopf, 1991). Tamarisk
bosques in the Preservation Project do provide some understory
for animal nesting, but when compared to the displaced native
cottonwood/ willow habitat, they offer little opportunity for
feeding by birds and mammals accustomed to the area (Engel-
Wilson and Ohmart, 1978).

Midway through the Preservation Project, Mayfield Canyon
joins the Rio Grande in Box Canyon. Flash floods down this
tributary have dumped sand, gravel, cobbles, and boulders onto
the bed of the Rio Grande. Once floods on the larger river would
have been able to clean out this debris. But regulation at Elephant
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The flood history
of the Rio Grande
and Rio Conchos
are dramatically
different, even
though both rivers
are heavily regulated.
Dams on the Rio
Conchos are not
operated primarily
for flood control.
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dampening effect of tamarisk bosques have all worked to reduce the

discharge and power of any flood coming down the Rio Grande.
Sand and some of the gravel are moved downstream, but the

cobbles and boulders remain in place. The river is no longer able to
supply downstream force at the magnitude required to move these

larger obstacles. A steep rapid has formed at the mouth of Mayfield
Canyon. Confined by the canyon walls, the river is not free to
migrate away from the tributary’s debris. Waters backing up on the
Rio Grande behind this debris fan had deposited 10 feet of flood-
plain sediment between 1945 and 1979 (Everitt, 1993).
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The Rio Grande
between Presidio and
Redford, Texas

This scenario of aggradation continues downstream to Presidio, Texas. A dramatic
change occurs there as the Rio Conchos enters from Mexico. The Conchos is not a trivial
tributary; a flood in 1904 is estimated to have peaked at 162,000 ft¥/s. Its total annual flow
averaged 737,000 acre-feet through the 1980s, more than five times the flow of the Rio
Grande measured just above its confluence with the Conchos (IBWC, 1989). And unlike
the Rio Grande, the Rio Conchos has an ongoing history of intermittent high flows: 71,300
ft¥/s in 1978,45,900 ft'/s in 1991. The effects of these high flows are immediately obvious
to anyone looking at the Rio Grande channel below its confluence with the Conchos. That
channel is wide and well-defined. The tamarisks have been beaten back by the flood
waters. Below the Conchos, in Big Bend National Park. the Rio Grande starts looking less
like a swamp and more like a river again.

As Lester Ray Talley said, the Rio Grande from Fort Quitman to Presidio is just all
choked up. By and large, people have abandoned the river here. Could the situation be
different? The IBWC could spend a lot of money to extend its rectification down through
the Preservation Project. Rectification would certainly make the IBWC's job of maintaining
this section of the international border easier, at least for a while. Lester Ray Talley thinks it
would eventually allow farming along the river valley again.

Flood control has been a long-standing reason for dams. In the days before dams and
tamarisk and artificial channels, occasional floods rumbled down the Rio Grande and
maintained a channel where sediment and seasonal flows were in equilibrium. Could
Elephant Butte and Caballo dams be operated in a different manner that would minimize
the aggravation of aggradation? It is conceivable that intermittent flushing flows released
from Elephant Butte Dam could minimize the damage caused by uncontrolled flooding.
But Las Cruces, El Paso, and Juarez have grown a great deal since the last unrestrained
flood passed through in 1905. Who would want to pick up the tab for the damages from
even a small intentional flood sent down the Rio Grande?

The Rio Grande from Elephant Butte Dam to Presidio is a fine example of a river now
caughtin a web spun with good intentions. Dams reduce peak flows. Irrigation canals
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siphon off annual discharge. Canalization temporarily helps
handle floods, but tributary sedimentation cripples the
effectiveness of the canals. We cross our fingers as we build
levees, watch the river bed fill with sediment, and raise the
levees a little higher. We build flood and sediment retention
dams across tributaries and dredge out the river’s channel.
All the while, the growing populations of local cities push
onto flood plains that ultimately cannot be made floodproof.
Any one action will cause a reaction somewhere else.
Does the complexity of this water system preclude any
effective measures for dealing with its problems? No. Do we
need to come up with more than temporary solutions?
Obviously. We need to be aware of all the tools available to
us in addressing problems of water delivery. flooding, and
sedimentation. Itis conceivable that intentional larger-than-
normal flow releases will one day be used as such a tool.

=
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Chattahoochee River

ﬂfter tﬁe Cl’Z/l[ WLIT, John Taylor’s great-grandfather

settled along the Chattahoochee River 40 miles upstream from Atlanta to

farm and raise a family. John grew up farming along the Chattahoochee,

and remembers the big floods of winter and early spring before Buford

Dam was finished in 1956. He would row across the swollen river, up into

the trees where his neighbor Doug Milam now lives. The flood waters

were thick with mud and

The Chattahoochee River sand, receding after a few

in north-central Georgia. A days to reveal a new layer of
organic-rich silt that lined the
riverbank and spread across
his fields. On January 8, 1946,
53,000 ft/s flowed through
here (Stokes and others,
1991). These days, the river is
dammed and discharge is
rarely a fifth that of the old
floods. John doesn’t miss
those floods, but he feels that
the daily fluctuating releases
from Buford Dam are ulti-
mately more detrimental to
his land. The new regime of
clear water and daily fluctua-
tion steadily erode a little
more soil from the river’s
banks each year, but gives
back nothing.

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers started
construction of Buford Dam in 1952; 4 years and
$45 million later, the dam was completed and Lake
Sidney Lanier began to fill. Buford Dam was in-
tended to provide flood control, improved naviga-
tion, hydroelectric power, and a reliable supply of
instream water as the river passed Atlanta. More
dams have been built downstream on the
Chattahoochee, and navigation is no longer consid-
ered feasible on this stretch of the river. The dam
has admirably performed the tasks of flood control
and instream water supply. Since completion, no
destructive floods have occurred on the
Chattahoochee below Buford. And the river is far
and away the most important (and usually reliable)
source of drinking water for millions of people Fisherman on Lake Sidney Lanier
downstream. above Buford Dam in Georgia
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Flow records for the Chattahoochee River

at Norcross, Georgia. Buford Dam has been Greater m?tro'

successful in controlling floods, but the total ~ TFEEE politan Atlanta is an

annual flow has remained unchanged. energetic growth
60,000 center for the New

South: 2,500,000
people lived here in
1991 (Atlanta
Regional Commis-
sion, 1992), with
more than another
million expected to
arrive in the next 2
. , decades. By the year
1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2010, the Atlanta
Regional Commis-
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sion forecasts that the metropolitan area will require 200 acre-feet of water on an average
day, and 310 acre-feet on a hot day (Atlanta Regional Commission, 1991). Virtually all of
this water will come from the Chattahoochee River. The Corps is required to release
enough water from Buford Dam to insure a minimum instream flow of 750 ft*/s (1,490
acre-feet per day) as the Chattahoochee passes Atlanta. The city would like to see the flow
increased, giving it more leeway in taking out water for its own uses (Atlanta Regional
Commission, 1991).

A large and growing population consumes considerable electrical power. The Corps
of Engineers has continued to abide by its mandate to generate electrical power at Buford
Dam. The dam’s three generators have a combined capacity of 86,000 kW. Typically, off-
peak flow out of Buford is reduced to 1,300 ft¥/s on weekdays, and 600 ft*/s on weekends,
thus saving water for peak-time release (Benton Odom, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, oral

Canoeing on the Chattahoochee River in Atlanta, Georgia
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commun., 1992). A consortium of electric
utility companies, along with the water
users represented by the Atlanta Regional
Commission, examine the Corps’ weekly
water allocation and assign an hour-by-
hour schedule of releases for the upcom-
ing week (Atlanta Regional Commission,
1991).

Flow releases in the Chattahoochee
are timed to augment the Southeastern
power grid’s peak demands, when
electrical power is most valuable. Eight-
thousand, eight hundred ft*/s are released
during maximum power generation at
Buford Dam; any flow higher would
necessarily be sent through the spillway
and wasted for power generation. As long
as too much water isn’t sent downstream
over the course of the week, and as long
as the river always measures at least 750
ft¥/s in Atlanta, the electrical companies
are basically free to shape the release
from Buford Dam any way they please
(Michael Wilder, Georgia Power Com-
pany, oral commun., 1992).

A curious development has occurred
along the Chattahoochee, however. The
people of northern Georgia have fallen in

The Chattahoochee River
below Buford Dam
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Warning on the
Chattahoochee
River immediately
below Buford Dam

love with their reservoir and its water. The Corps of Engineers has recognized recreation
as a priority by which to operate Buford Dam. In 1990, 19 million people came to visit
Lake Sidney Lanier, more than any other federally managed reservoir in the country.
Twelve thousand homes surround this 38,000-acre reservoir. Twenty thousand boats are
parked at 6,700 docks on the lake. The docks can tolerate some fluctuation of lake level,
but not much. All those people spent $422 million recreating here in 1990 (Montgomery,
1991). By contrast, hydropower generation of electricity at Buford earned $1.3 million
during the year ending September 30, 1992.

In 1978, Congress established the Chattahoochee National Recreation Area. It
comprises 14 units scattered along the river between Buford Dam and Atlanta. As land
and funding become available for future purchases, the recreation area will expand to its
authorized total of 6,800 acres. Predictably, the recreation area is heavily used by the
millions of people who live within just a few minutes’ drive. There they all are, furiously
fishing, canoeing, bicycling, bird-watching, picnicking, jogging, and swimming. The Na-
tional Park Service, charged with administration of the recreation area, worries about
visitor safety (John Hendrix, Chattahoochee River National Recreation Area, oral
commun., 1992). Does the river’s water quality meet standards safe for swimming? Will
canoeists be caught in the tangle of fallen trees that litter the channel? Will fishermen be
surprised by the sudden daily rise of river level?

Signs warning about fluctuating dam releases have been erected every few hundred
feet along the Chattahoochee’s banks for many miles below Buford Dam. A series of ear-
splitting sirens go off every time the river is about to rise. There are even low-powered AM
radio stations broadcasting the changes of river level. Nonetheless, fishermen are swept
downstream every year. Recreational safety is a major issue along this regulated river.

Trout do not naturally thrive in the typically warms waters of Georgia. But water from
deep within Lake Sidney Lanier is cold and clear, ideal for trout. The State’s Buford Hatch-
ery releases hundreds of thousands of 10- to 12-inch trout every year to the waiting lures of
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folks lining the banks downstream (William
Couch, Buford Fish Hatchery, oral commun.,
1992). The Game and Fish Department
monitors water temperatures as well as the
amount of iron, manganese, and dissolved
oxygen in the Chattahoochee below Buford
Dam. When water is drawn from near the
bottom of the lake, oxygen concentrations
can drop as low as one-half part per million
(ppm), well below the 5-10 ppm level
considered desirable for trout. Recreation
has become a driving force on the
Chattahoochee. So have water quality,
and fish and wildlife concerns. All of these
priorities have taken their place alongside
the four authorizations by which Buford
Dam was originally operated.

In 1975, the U.S. Geological Survey
undertook a 3-year study of the hydrology
and water quality of the upper
Chattahoochee basin. The study looked
in detail at the river's biochemical oxygen
demand, dissolved oxygen, phosphates,
thermal pollution, and other measures of
water quality (Cherry and others, 1980).
Engineers modeled the flow of water in
order to predict its movement down-
stream from Buford (Jobson and Keefer,
1979). Strategies of dam operation were
suggested that could most economically
deal with problems of dissolved oxygen
(Schefter and Hirsch, 1980). Geologists
investigated the rate at which sediment
was being swept into the river from
nearby farms and logging operations (Faye
and others, 1980). The State of Georgia
made good use of the data that arose from
the project; they legislated formation of
the Atlanta Regional Commission,
charged with design and implementation
of a Chattahoochee Corridor Plan. This
plan has been the vehicle by which a
good deal of scientific thinking was
converted into the nuts and bolts of
municipal planning and zoning.




Chattahoochee River

Lake Sidney Lanier

Two-hundred and nineteen thousand
tons of sediment are annually carried into
the upper reaches of Lake Sidney Lanier
(Montgomery, 1991). But at the other end
of the lake, waters emerging from Buford
Dam are clear and devoid of sediment.
Below the dam, the Chattahoochee River
is vigorously eroding its banks. John Taylor
will tell you all about that; he feels that the
river’s daily fluctuations are hastening the
erosion of his farm. If he had his way, the
river would flow without fluctuation. If the
thirsty city of Atlanta had its way, the river
would have a higher minimum flow, thus
necessitating lower peak flows. If fisher-
men had their way, releases from Buford
would be cold water with adequate
oxygen for their introduced trout. If
boaters on Lake Sidney Lanier had their
way, the lake would vary not an inch from
its normal pool level of 1,070 feet above
sea level.

So many demands but just one river.
Dam releases could be designed to
minimize downstream erosion, but power
generation would suffer. Likewise, reduc-
tion of extreme fluctuations in flow would
increase recreational safety but diminish
the capability of load-following power
generation. The operation of Buford Dam
has been subject to a lot of tinkering since
the dam’s original authorization and
construction in the 1950s. More changes
are likely to come in the future. The
inexorable growth of cities along the river
will put water supply. water quality, and
recreational interests at an even greater
premium. The Army Corps of Engineers is
likely to hold sway as far as flood control is
concerned, but water allocations for
generation of peak power could become
an historical curiosity when that value is
eclipsed by environmental and recre-
ational needs that may, in time, become
higher priorities.

=
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Platte River

Dusk settles over the Platte River as the sky fills with lesser sandhill

cranes gliding in to roost. Their 3-foot wings are extended but not beating, bony legs
already pointing toward earth. The sprawling flock of birds looks like thousands of gray
umbrellas, all open, all drifting down to earth. The air is thick with the cranes’ chattering
cry. In February and March every year, almost a half million sandhill cranes return to roost
along the Platte River in a scene that has been repeated annually since the Ice Age (Krapu
and others, 1982). The river has always offered habitat that the cranes need: shallow water
spread across a wide channel, broken up by numerous sand spits and islands. But during
this century, that riparian habitat has been drastically altered, largely by the placement of
dams upstream.

Each morning in March before daybreak, the air above the river is filled with a rising
chorus of cranes: a dry crackling cacophony that swells as the sun rises. An occasional bird
lifts from the islands, and then everywhere flights of cranes launch skyward. Initially their
movements are labored, uncertain. But after a few seconds the long ungainly legs are
stowed aft and the great wingbeats become synchronous, almost stylized. The cranes are
off for another day of foraging. The birds might fly a few miles before descending onto
nearby cornfields that have been dormant since the previous fall's harvest. During its 6 or
8 weeks along the
Platte, each crane
will add 15 percent
or more to its
wintertime body
weight of 7 pounds.
Corn pecked from
the farms offers
more than 90
percent of this
nutrition; the
balance is gathered
among meadows
along the river
where the birds
find earthworms,
snails, grasshop-
pers, and other
delectables
(Reinecke and
Krapu, 1986). At
day’s end, the
flocks once again
return to their
favored sandbars
along the Platte.
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The Platte is a quintessential river of the Great Plains: flat, wide, and shallow. Its banks
were a major thoroughfare for the westward migration of the mid-1800s. Travelers consis-
tently commented upon the river's sand-choked waters; they warned each other that no
trees were available along its course for fuelwood. The river's main tributaries, the North
and South Platte, reach like two great pincers around the Rocky Mountains of Colorado
and Wyoming. Coming down out of the mountains, these tributaries encounter the
relatively dry country of southeastern Wyoming, northeastern Colorado, and then western
Nebraska. Rainfall along the North Platte as it flows from Wyoming into Nebraska is only 13
in/yr (Eschner and others, 1983). Beyond the shadow of the Rockies, precipitation in-
creases to 25 in/yr at Grand Island, Nebraska (Williams, 1978) and even more as the river
flows farther to the east. The upper Platte and its tributaries depend on springtime snow:-
melt from the Rockies to provide the greatest part of its annual flow.

The confluence of the North and South Platte Rivers lies just west of the 100th merid-
ian. John Wesley Powell, a famous western explorer and one of the founders of the U.S.
Geological Survey, had observed the dramatic decline of rainfall across the Great Plains
(Powell, 1879). Growing up on a Midwest farm, he knew how difficult the life of a farmer
could be. And without reliable water, farming that might have just been difficult becomes

The Platte River below North

Platte, Nebraska impossible. All through the 1870s, Powell championed

the importance of irrigation as the prerequisite for
organizing and settling agricultural lands west of the
100th meridian.

Primitive irrigation was practiced in the upper South
Platte drainage as early as 1838, when Antoine Janis
diverted water from the Cache la Poudre River onto his
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Platte River

fields within the river's flood plain. Twenty years later, spurred by the demands of the 1858
gold rush in the mountains west of Denver, the pace of water diversion to irrigated farm-
land began to increase. Canals proliferated out from the river onto benchlands above the
flood plain like cracks radiating through shattered glass. By 1885, more water had been
appropriated by canal builders and farmers than actually flowed in the South Platte during
the summer irrigating season (Eschner and others, 1983). In contrast, the North Platte was
never the focus of a mining frenzy and developed more slowly. Cattlemen in Wyoming
gradually embraced the benefits of irrigating fields to provide feed for their stock. It would
be 1917 before the entire North Platte River was over-appropriated during summer.

In 1890, the Platte River Valley was well on its way to becoming the embodiment of
Powell’s ideal of irrigation and reclamation when the Western Frontier was officially closed. By
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The Platte River in Wyoming, Colorado and Nebraska.

1894 canals were irrigating 365,000 acres within the
valley (Krapu and others, 1982). But by the turn of the
century, canal construction began to decline as
progressively less water could be wrung from the
Platte at imes when the water was most needed for
irrigation. Private companies had builta few dams
across small tributaries before the turn of the century,
hoping to impound a bit of spring runoff for summer-
time use. But these were small structures and most of
the Platte’s springtime water still went downstream,
slipping through the farmers’ fingers. Who could afford

Farmland near Overton, Nebraska
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to build the larger
dams desired by the
farmers? The ques-
tion was unequivo-
cally answered by
passage of the Federal
Reclamation Act of
1902, which ushered
in an era of big dams
on the North Platte.

Flush with Federal
money and armed
with the best of
intentions, dam
builders descended
Diversion structure for the Tri-County Supply Canal below the confluence of upon the North Platte.
the North and South Platte Rivers at North Platte, Nebraska. Beginning with

Pathfinder Dam in

1909, six major dams were built across this river in Wyoming and Nebraska. Seminoe,
Pathfinder. Alcova, Glendo, and Guernsey reservoirs in Wyoming have a total storage
capacity of 3 million acre-feet. Kingsley Dam was builtin 1941, forming 1.9 million acre-
foot McConaughy Reservoir just upstream from the river's confluence with the South
Platte in central Nebraska (Williams, 1978). The South Platte, with fewer reservoir sites,
was bridled with dams that could hold back only 1.3 million acre-feet (Krapu and others,
1982). Now water could be gathered year-round and delivered when it was needed for
irrigation in summer.

And delivered it was. With the reservoirs in place, demand for irrigation water ex-
panded to meet the supply. Another wave of canal building swept down the North Platte,

Annual flow volumes for the Platte River at Overton,
Nebraska. Five dams built since 1909 provide flow

regulation for irrigation of farmland in Wyoming and
Nebraska.

Seminoe Dam
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. Glendo
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Platte River

lasting until the 1930s. Even more water was sucked from the
river, and farmers turned to ground water for additional irrigation.
By 1979, only two other states had more land under irrigation
than Nebraska. Annual flow of the Platte at Overton, Nebraska
once averaged 2.9 million acre-feet per year; by 1984, less than
one-third as much water would pass Overton during a typical
year (Krapu and Eldridge, 1984). Peak springtime flows that had
once rolled past the town of North Platte steadily dropped from
a pre-dam average of 18,000 ft*/s to 2,500 ft*/s for the period
1957-1970 (Williams, 1978). Spring flooding had become a thing
of the past.

Canada and Snow Geese near the Platte River at Kearney, Nebraska

Still, the sandhill cranes keep returning. They congregate in
greatest numbers from Overton to Grand Island along the Platte
River. A smaller group is found on the North Platte River just
above its confluence with the South Platte. The cranes roost on
sandbars where the channel is at least 500-feet wide, and are
rarely found in areas where the channel is less than 150-feet wide
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