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List sample courses in which instruction occurred (196 students engaged): 

• Intro to Leadership and Communication: critical thinking, problem solving and written communications. 

• Honors Ag Biology: in-depth exploration and research of prominent biological and ecological concepts. 

• Personal Skill Development: critical thinking, research, analytical writing and leadership strategies are used. 

• Dual Enrollment Communication and Leadership: prepares students for leadership and communication roles. 

• Small Stream Ecology: examines small stream ecology and the importance these waters have in Idaho’s 

culture. 

 

How can this issue be defined? Congressman Mike Simpson proposed the removal of the four lower 

Snake River dams which include: Ice Harbor, Lower Monumental, Little Goose and Lower Granite; resulting in 

controversy on a local, state, regional and national level since 1999. This issue tackles the potential extinction of 

spring Chinook salmon. Additionally, it increases the likelihood of higher Bonneville Power Administration 

ratepayer expenses, the loss of jobs and the loss of economically affordable ways of transporting goods. For many, it 

remains unclear whether removing the four dams is the correct choice in restoring spring Chinook salmon.  
 

Why is this issue important now? Since the completion of the four dams in 1975, spring Chinook salmon 

runs have been negatively impacted prompting their listing under the Endangered Species Act (U.S. Congressman 

Mike Simpson, n.d.). Before the dams were built, over 1.5 million spring Chinook salmon returned each year to their 

spawning grounds in central Idaho. In 2019, only 3,763 of these adult fish returned (United States Congressman 

Mike Simpson, 2021). The dams ensure a continuous supply of energy for 800,000 ratepayers in the Northwest 

region and neighboring states (BPA.gov - Bonneville Power Administration, 2016). Failing to breach the dams 

could result in the extinction of spring Chinook salmon. However, these dams provide a reliable source of power to 

households and businesses in the Pacific Northwest along with irrigation and barge transportation of goods. 
 

What is the nature of this issue? By 1975, eight major dams were built by the U.S. Army Corp of 

Engineers; four on the Columbia River and four on the lower Snake River. These dams have hindered salmon 

migration and immigration. Thus, causing the salmon population to decrease to the verge of extinction (U.S. 

Congressman Mike Simpson, n.d.). At each dam, around 10% of the salmon populations are lost as they migrate and 

immigrate (U.S. Congressman Mike Simpson, n.d.). The lower four dams make it difficult for numerous 

anadromous species to migrate down to the Pacific Ocean and immigrate upstream to their home waters and 

spawning areas. According to the BPA, as juvenile and adult salmon travel through the lower four dams, there is a 

predicted 90-95% survival rate. Regardless of this prediction, salmon numbers are still diminishing. 
 

Who is involved in this case? In this complex case, Representative Mike Simpson proposed the idea of 

breaching the lower four dams owned by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. The removal of the dams is opposed by 

farmers across Idaho, Oregon and Washington, the Bureau of Reclamation, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the 

National Marine Fisheries Service, Bonneville Power Administration and the 800,000 ratepayers who rely on BPA 

for affordable energy (BPA.gov - Bonneville Power Administration, 2016). These organizations and businesses 

struggle to find a middle ground with numerous conservation groups including Earth Justice and The Idaho 

Conservation League, sportsmen/fishermen and all of the tribes of the Northwest who advocate and litigate for the 

breaching of the lower four Snake River dams as salmon and steelhead numbers decrease yearly. 
 

What is the historical background of this issue? For thousands of years, both salmon and humans 

coexisted with each other. The Native communities would eat what they needed, while large portions of the salmon 

population would be left to complete their life cycle of spawning in the streams of central Idaho. For millennia, 

salmon migrate down to the ocean to grow and mature, then travel upstream to their birthplace to spawn and die. 

The construction of the four lower Snake River dams was approved by Congress in 1945. The dams were designed 

to provide hydropower and barge traffic, which is necessary for the Northwest's economy (DamSense, n.d.). By 

1975, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers completed construction of a series of four dams across 137 miles of the 

lower Snake River between Oregon and Washington. Ice Harbor was the first dam in the lower Snake River to be 

built and put into service in the Washington counties of Franklin and Walla Walla in 1962. The construction of 

Lower Monumental Dam followed Ice Harbor in 1969. The third dam, Little Goose, was completed and inaugurated 

in 1970. That same year, researchers began to discover a decline in Idaho's salmon population (DamSense, n.d.). 

The Lower Granite Dam, the last and final dam built by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, was finished in 1975. 

Soon after dam construction was completed, salmon run populations decreased dramatically. Wild salmon 

returns fell by more than 90% (Lower Snake River Dams Stakeholder Engagement Report, 2019, p. 28). The Idaho 
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Conservation League reported that before the dams, over 1.5 million Chinook salmon returned to their spawning 

grounds each year. By 2019, only about 3,763 wild Chinook had completed that journey (United States 

Congressman Mike Simpson, 2021). In 1991, Chinook salmon were listed under the Endangered Species Act. In 

February of 2021, Idaho Representative Mike Simpson announced a proposal of compromise for the removal of the 

four dams (U.S. Congressman Mike Simpson, n.d.). Fishing and conservation groups along with the Pacific 

Northwest tribes are suing the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Bureau of Reclamation, Bonneville Power 

Administration, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the National Marine Fisheries Service to remove the dams. 

Judge Michael Simon of the United States District Court of Oregon has granted a stay in the lawsuit. The current 

stay will expire on July 31, 2022, at which point litigation will be continued (Geranios, 2021). 
 

What caused this issue? For more than 50 years, these dams have blocked salmon migration and 

immigration and have led to water quality and environmental issues in certain parts of the river. The building of 

these four major dams on the Snake River are the foundation for the declining salmon runs in the Columbia and 

Snake River basins (U.S. Congressman Mike Simpson, n.d.). Fifty years of litigation and lawsuits has brought us to 

where we are today. 
 

What are the risks of keeping the dams? The risks of keeping the four lower Snake River dams operated 

by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and BPA could result in the extinction of spring Chinook salmon. Salmon 

runs that immigrate through the four dams decrease in number by 10% at each dam (Save our Wild Salmon, n.d.). 

Commercial fishermen capture roughly 10% of the salmon population in the ocean. In total, salmon runs will decline 

by half before reaching their spawning grounds. The declining salmon population has continued to negatively affect 

tribal fishing communities and the ecosystem. Moreover, multiple organizations and businesses have expended $17 

billion dollars on fish recovery projects that have been proven not to work (U.S. Congressman Mike Simpson, n.d.). 

Keeping the dams promotes wasteful spending practices. These four dams break the Nez Perce Treaty of 

1855 which states on page 2 article 3, “The exclusive right of taking fish in all the streams where running through or 

bordering said reservation is further secured to said Indians.” Rep. Simpson states, “One of the treaty obligations we 

have with the tribes is to maintain the fishing rights that they have, and you can't do that with no fish” (U.S. Forest 

Service, n.d.). Impounding a free-flowing river will increase the negative impacts of global warming and worsen the 

chances for a healthy, sustainable future for Pacific salmon ecosystems. The dams generate 1.07 gigatons of carbon 

dioxide and methane annually (ScienceDaily, 2021). The dams will cause the extinction of spring Chinook salmon, 

promote wasteful spending in organizations and businesses, break native treaty rights and destroy ecosystems. 
 

What are the benefits of keeping the dams? The four lower Snake River dams provide benefits for 

barging, workers, carbon emission reduction, farmers and ratepayers. The dams have created thousands of jobs in 

tourism, paper manufacturing, munition manufacturing, water transportation, lumber mill and wholesale trade. 

Eliminating these jobs displaces thousands of people. The removal of the dams makes it nearly impossible for goods 

like wheat, barley and other crops to be transported economically, efficiently and effectively. Barging is an eco-

friendly way to transport crops because of the low amount of carbon emissions (Idaho State Department of 

Agriculture, n.d.). Ten million tons of wheat are transported down the river to Portland annually, half of which is 

transported by barge (Keeping the Columbia/Snake, 2005). Removing the dams will increase carbon emissions by 2 

to 2.6 million metric tons annually, which is equivalent to adding 421,000 passenger cars to the region’s roads each 

year in crop transportation alone (BPA.gov - Bonneville Power Administration, 2016). 

Thirteen farms utilize the irrigation system provided by the Ice Harbor Dam to water 35,000 acres of land. 

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers estimates that an investment of $291,481,000 will be needed for infrastructure 

improvements to continue irrigation solely with the removal of the Ice Harbor Dam (UW Faculty Web Server, n.d.). 

Finally, BPA ratepayers will pay an additional $274 to $372 million more per year if the dams were breached 

(BPA.gov - Bonneville Power Administration, 2016). 
 

Is there a strong disagreement on this issue? The proposed removal of the dams highlights a clear 

disagreement between the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Bureau of Reclamation, Bonneville Power 

Administration, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, farmers of the Northwest and the National Marine Fisheries Service 

who are currently being sued by fishing and conservation groups along with the indigenous peoples of the 

Northwest. Our research has revealed no willingness by the opposing sides to compromise. In 2021, U.S. District 

Judge Michael Simon in Portland, Oregon, granted a request by both sides in the lawsuit seeking the stay until July 

31, 2022, so they can try to negotiate a settlement in the lawsuit. As of today, no agreement has been made. 
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American Falls FFA Ag Issues Forum Summary 
 

Forum # Forum Audience Forum Date Time Attendance 
High or 

Low Quality 

1 Mike Simpson, Idaho District 2 Representative February 23, 2022 11:00AM 8 High Quality 

2 American Falls Lions Club March 8, 2022 7:30PM 13 High Quality 

3 Power County Board of Commissioners March 14, 2022 12:00PM 4 High Quality 

https://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/stelprdb5108216.pdf
https://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/stelprdb5108216.pdf
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Forum # Forum Audience Forum Date Time Attendance 
High or 

Low Quality 

4 American Falls Rotary Club March 16, 2022 12:00PM 8 High Quality 

5 Power County Farm Bureau March 16, 2022 6:30PM 56 High Quality 

6 Pocatello Rotary Club March 17, 2022 12:00PM 72 High Quality 

7 Idaho Governor Brad Little May 19, 2022 10:00AM 6 High Quality 

8 
Director Celia Gould, Idaho Department of 

Agriculture 
May 19, 2022 11:30AM 11 High Quality 

9 Eastern Idaho Fish and Game May 20. 2020 12:00PM 4 High Quality 

10 Idaho State Ag Issues LDE (not included) June 8, 2022 5:00PM 33 High Quality 

 
Mike Simpson, Idaho District 2 Representative Forum 1 – 8 attendees             February 23, 2022 
. 

When we began this process none of us 

thought law enforcement would play a key 

role. After our forum with Chief Wilkinson and 

Sheriff Jeffries change our minds on that! 

“I was most impressed by the knowledge each of these 

young students demonstrated. As I have experienced, 

discussions around the four lower Snake River dams 

involve a diverse group of stakeholders - each holding a 

unique and important perspective. These FFA students 

effortlessly presented, and adequately represented, 

these perspectives.” Representative Mike Simpson 
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Idaho Governor Brad Little Forum 7 – 6 attendees                     May 19, 2022 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Governor Little states, “I was very impressed 

by the team’s professionalism and 

knowledge. The American Falls team has 

chosen one of the most sensitive and 

challenging topics in our region – dam 

breaching. This is a complex topic in any 

venue, and the team approached the issue 

with a great deal of care. They were able to 

present all sides of the debate not only in an 

unbiased way but in a way that showed how 

much work they have done to understand 

data and nuanced aspects of the issue.”  
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Director Celia Gould, Idaho Department of Agriculture Forum 8 – 11 attendees       May 19, 2022 

 

 

 

Director Gould stated, “Your team has done 

an incredible job of researching and 

presenting the dam breaching issue. This is 

a sensitive and complicated conversation, 

especially across the Northwest.  Discussing 

the management and care of this precious 

resource is incredibly important, but it’s also 

difficult. Your team approached the issue 

with exemplary professionalism and passion. 

I appreciate your team’s competent and 

thoughtful approach to the topic.” 
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American Falls Lions Club Forum 2 – 13 attendees      March 8, 2022 

 

 

Power County Board of Commissioners Forum 3 – 4 attendees      March 14, 2022  

“We have seen the FFA Issues team perform 

in prior years and always thought they were 

top notch and could not be beat. But each 

year’s team seems to have raised the bar. 

What a great program to train our next 

generation of leaders” Lion Norm Wright 

“Facts presented included; that since the dams were put in place returning 

native salmon population has been reduced by 90%.  Tribal fishing has 

declined.  The value of the dams for hydroelectricity, storage for irrigation and 

transportation to the sea is necessary.  How power companies are active in 

protecting water ways and habitat.  Pros and Cons of the financial impact of 

acting or not taking action.  Billions of dollars are involved either way,” Bill 

Lasley, Commissioner. 
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American Falls Rotary Club Forum 4 – 8 attendees                             March 16, 2022 

 

 

Power County Farm Bureau Forum 5 – 56 attendees                March 16, 2022 

 

 

“The team did an outstanding job of presenting both sides of 

this issue. Each team member spoke extremely clear and with 

passion on their side of the issue. We gained knowledge on 

the pros and cons of dams and the effect they have on wildlife 

and agriculture,” Annette Colton, Rotarian. 

“I think each team member demonstrated that he/she has done 

good research to be able to properly argue their position.  It is 

always important to face an important issue such as this with 

eyes wide open and with enough humility to admit that there is 

information to be gained that may or may not support our 

personal position.  Keep asking questions to dig deeper into 

your own side as well as into the opposing side,” Greg Andersen 
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Pocatello Rotary Club Forum 6 – 72 attendees                March 17, 2022 

Eastern Idaho Fish and Game Forum 9 – 4 attendees                     May 20, 2022 

“I don’t think any of us there were prepared for the 

incredibly polished and sophisticated presentation 

those young people made. They held the attention of 

the entire room as they demonstrated mastery of the 

facts and arguments on both sides of a complicated 

issue of great importance to the agriculture industry in 

Idaho: removal of the dams on the Snake River,” Greg 

Gunter, Pocatello Rotarian 

Carson Watkins, Regional Fisheries Manager wrote, “This is a 

multifaceted and politically-charged issue, and your students 

demonstrated the right sort of awareness and sensitivity to 

those facts to make their arguments sound and effective. They 

brought the type of passion and energy to their respective 

arguments that one might expect from an actual stakeholder, 

yet fielded questions and accepted feedback with empathetic 

open minds.” 
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