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a dam shame
By amy mathews amos

The system worked beautifully. The
eggs hatched in cold mountain streams.
When the tiny salmon reached a few
they followed the currents out of
the mountains and down into the
rivers and estuaries. Along the way
they mysteriously transformed from
They swam out of the bays into the
and adding two feet or more to their
length.

After a few years they headed back,
natal stream amidst (literally) an
ocean of water. They followed their
noses hundreds of miles to the streams
where they hatched, swimming against
the currents for weeks, leaping over
waterfalls and defying rapids. Millions
of them came each year, feeding entire
ecosystems inland as they carried with
them the nutrients and calories they
consumed offshore. Some lost their
lives to the bears, people, and other

predators lining the rivers. Others made
it all the way to their home streams,
mated quickly, and then died, feeding
scavengers when they washed ashore
or fell to the bottom. Either way, they
replenished life in the forests for
millennia.
As they say, you can’t make this stuff
up.
But apparently, you can mess it up.
Because we did.
“It’s amazing—just amazing—that
they come 900 miles into the Snake
River system,” says Idaho farmer Bryan
DamNation, his voice
breaking. “A lot of people would shed
a lot of tears of joy to see that river
DamNation
Ben Knight as he attempts his own
impossible migration by kayak through
the four powerful dams of the Lower
Snake River that now hold salmon back.
Along the way, he talks with activists,
scientists, politicians, and citizens about
the impacts of damming up so much of
the country. “There are 75,000 dams
higher than three feet in the United
States,” notes former Secretary of the
“That’s the equivalent of building one
dam every day since Thomas Jefferson
was President.”
that means prodigious runs of salmon
that once supported local communities

have dwindled or disappeared, unable to
bypass towering walls of concrete. It also
means that, in an effort to protect the
limited endangered stocks that remain,
the federal government has resorted
to its own unbelievable schemes—at a
cost of hundreds of millions of taxpayer
dollars a year. Those schemes include
barging or trucking salmon around
as a way to maintain commercial
to death and “milking” them for eggs
and sperm.
A system that once worked beautifully
now costs billions.
Many of America’s dams generate
valuable electricity and facilitate
are supposed to outweigh the costs. But
DamNation makes the case that some
have become obsolete or never were
and need to go.
“Dams and hydropower represent a
pivotal part of U.S. history,” narrates
Knight. “There’s no denying that. But
just like any other resource development
in the U.S., we took it too far.”
DamNation explores just how far, and
what some people will risk to recover
what we lost.

