Dam Removal/Construction and the Coastal Environment
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Statement of Problem: 

Dams modify the flow of water and sediment through a river and may alter coastal sediment budgets and ecosystems.  Many dams throughout the U.S. have reached their useful lifespan, and dam decommissioning and removal is recognized as a viable and beneficial management option for many coastal watersheds.  Further, with increasing population, especially in the coastal regions of the U.S., and the potential impacts of climate change on water supplies, there is increased pressure for new dam construction to secure water resources and provide flood control. 
Objectives: 

The USGS proposes to characterize the downstream effects of dams on coastal resources with focus on change induced by dam removal/construction.   Two key elements to these studies will be characterizing impacts to sediment and fish.  Coastal erosion and habitat change may result from reduced sediment supply, while dams impact fish by modifying the discharge regime, spawning habitat, and fish passage. 

Work Strategy: 

A multi-disciplinary approach will be taken by the USGS to monitor and assess resources impacted by dam removal/construction.  This multi-disciplinary approach will include the four disciplines of the USGS, and also external partners representing federal, state and local entities.  The Elwha River Restoration Project (ERRP) will serve as a key example of how to integrate the USGS disciplines and outside agencies and researchers.  The proposed USGS work will focus on critical elements of the sediment budget and ecosystems of the individual systems considered. 

Relevance and Impact: 

The proposed work will identify and quantify the beneficial and detrimental aspects of dam removal and construction.   These results will assist with future removal/construction projects by identifying ecosystem and sediment budget responses of studied systems. 

Partnerships: 

Many federal, state and local partners will benefit from USGS research and monitoring of dam removal/construction impacts.  Potential partners include:  National Park Service (NPS), U.S. Forest Service (USFS), Bureau of Land Management (BLM), Bureau of Reclamation (Rec), U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE), U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFW), NOAA Fisheries, Tribes impacted by the dams, State agencies including parks, forest, ecology, and fish and wildlife, and the local municipal government agencies.

