




























































































































Minerals, Mininw, and the Environment, 1994 

when the Bureau of Reclamation began to drain 70,000 acre-feet from Cascade Reservoir to 
replenish water withdrawn from Brownlee for the flush. The shallow reservoir is subject to 
algal blooms, and soon after the drawdown began, dead fish began appearing. 

In July, NMFS announced that the return of wild spring Chinook salmon to the Columbia was 
the lowest ever recorded. Only 3,100 fish (including 1,000 wild fish) passed Lower Granite 
Dam, compared to an early estimate of 6,200 wild fish. Over the past decade, there have been 
about 20,000 salmon counted yearly, including 6,200 wild fish. The salmon could go extinct this 
year. The Idaho Fish and Game Department quickly canceled the 1994 fishing season. This 
emergency raised the prospect of using water from Dworshak Reservoir to flush salmon smolts 
through the dam system. In August, NMFS announced they would upgrade the Chinook salmon 
from threatened to endangered status. 

As suspected, the drawdown of Dworshak Reservoir began in July. The flow from the dam 
was increased from 1,300 cfs to 5,000 cfs, eventually reaching 20,000 cfs. The water level in 
the reservoir began to drop four feet a day, while the Clearwater River at Spalding deepened by 
four feet. By July, mud banks extended 200 feet into Dworshak. By August, the level was 110 
feet below full pool, the lowest in history. To slow the release, the state Division of 
Environmental Quality informed the Corps that they were in violation of Idaho's water quality 
standards for dissolved nitrogen. The Idaho Fish and Game Department opposed the drawdown 
because of the impact to other fish in the reservoir, including other salmon and kokanee. 
Orofino officials and the Cleanvater Power Company sued NMFS to stop the release in late July. 
NMFS needed 4.5 million acre feet from all upstream sources to make the August flush work; 
they got 2.7 million including drawing Dworshak down so far that it may not refill this winter. 

After the spill to aid the spring and summer chinook, NMFS decided in August not to ask for a 
fall release to flush fall chinook. They noted the rivers were low this summer and that barging 
the smolts was probably preferable to another spill. 

NMFS was not the only agency to get its salmon recovery plan criticized. In September, the 
Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals rejected the Northwest Power Council's 1992 strategy for 
salmon, stating it violated the Northwest Power Act. The council is composed of eight 
members from Idaho, Washington, Oregon, and Montana. The court ruled that the council had 
only suggested minor mitigation measures, instead of major changes, because of pressure from 
water users. The council had become a consensus builder instead of a regional leader, according 
to the court, which claimed that 80 percent of the salmon loss was due to the dams on the 
Columbia and suggested that the council listen more to state and tribal biologists. 

The council addressed the court's concerns and, in December, voted to implement the Salmon 
Recovery Strategy. The price tag will be $177 million through 1998, including $57 million in 
lost power purchases, $25 million in BPA project costs, and $95 million in dam modification 
and repayment. The council made the decision in spite of requests from governor-elect Phil 
Batt of Idaho, other Northwest governors, and the Northwest states' congressional members to 
delay until new members were seated. At year's end, the plan included: 

spilling water over dams so that 80 percent of the smolts do not go through the turbines. 
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