
The Columbia River Treaty And Catastrophic
Change

The Columbia River, a majestic waterway stretching over 1,200 miles, has played
a vital role in shaping the landscapes and communities it flows through. However,
in recent years, the river has been at the center of an ongoing debate
surrounding the Columbia River Treaty and the potential consequences of
change that it may bring.

The Columbia River Treaty: A Brief Overview

The Columbia River Treaty, signed between the United States and Canada in
1961, aimed to regulate the flow of the river for power generation and flood
control purposes. It led to the construction of three major dams: the Mica, Arrow,
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and Duncan dams in British Columbia, Canada, and the Libby Dam in Montana,
United States.
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The treaty brought significant benefits, such as increased hydroelectric power
production and reduced flood risks downstream. However, it also resulted in
significant changes in the river's ecology and impacted Indigenous communities
and wildlife habitats.

The Need for Re-evaluation

As the treaty is set to expire in 2024, calls for its re-evaluation have intensified.
The Columbia Basin Tribes, representing Native American communities, have
been at the forefront of the discussions, advocating for changes that address the
social, cultural, and environmental impacts caused by the dams.

The primary concern revolves around the alteration of the river's flows, which has
disrupted the natural migration patterns of salmon and other fish species. This
disruption has had severe consequences for both the ecological balance and the
livelihoods of Indigenous peoples who traditionally relied on the river's resources.
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The Catastrophic Change: A Changing Ecosystem

The Columbia River Treaty and its dams have had a profound impact on the
river's ecosystem. The construction of the dams caused significant changes in
water temperature, sediment deposition, and overall river dynamics. These
changes have disrupted the natural habitat and created new challenges for
species that have evolved to thrive in the river's original conditions.

Salmon and the Circle of Life

One of the most affected species is the Pacific salmon, a keystone species in the
region's ecosystems. Salmon play a crucial role in the food web, transferring vital
nutrients from the ocean to the rivers, forests, and wildlife. However, the dams
have hampered their ability to navigate the river, resulting in a significant decline
in salmon populations.

Impact on Indigenous Communities

The disruption of the salmon's lifecycle has had devastating consequences for
Indigenous communities along the river. Salmon has been an essential part of
their culture, traditions, and sustenance for generations. The decline in salmon
populations has not only affected their food security but has also threatened the
cultural practices and spiritual connections tied to these fish.

The Columbia Basin Tribes are advocating for a revised treaty that addresses the
ecological damage caused by the dams and includes measures for salmon
habitat restoration. They argue that the treaty should prioritize the principles of
ecosystem-based function and support the revitalization of Indigenous cultures.

Addressing Future Challenges

As the current treaty draws closer to its expiration, experts and stakeholders are
exploring potential changes that could mitigate the negative impacts and provide



solutions for future water management. These discussions encompass a range of
topics, including dam operations, ecosystem restoration, and support for
sustainable economic development in the region.

The Role of Public Engagement

Public engagement and awareness are essential in shaping the future of the
Columbia River and its surrounding communities. Local communities,
environmental organizations, Indigenous groups, and governments are actively
seeking input from stakeholders and the public to ensure that the revised treaty
adequately addresses the social, environmental, and cultural issues associated
with the river and its dams.

A Collective Responsibility

The Columbia River Treaty and its impending re-evaluation represent an
opportunity for collaboration and transformative change. By recognizing the
ecological damage caused by the dams and working towards restoration and
sustainability, communities can forge a future that balances human needs with
the preservation of the natural world.

The Columbia River is not only a source of power and water but also a cultural
and ecological lifeline for countless communities. As discussions surrounding the
Columbia River Treaty continue, it is crucial to prioritize the voices of Indigenous
peoples, address the ecological consequences of dam operations, and work
towards a sustainable future that allows the river and its inhabitants to thrive.
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A River Captured explores the controversial history of the Columbia River Treaty
and its impact on the ecosystems, indigenous peoples, contemporary culture,
provincial politics and recent history of southeastern British Columbia and the
Pacific Northwest.

Long lauded as a model of international cooperation, the Columbia River Treaty
governs the storage and management of the waters of the upper Columbia River
basin, a region rich in water resources, with a natural geography well suited to
hydroelectric megaprojects. The Treaty also caused the displacement of over
2,000 residents of over a dozen communities, flooded and destroyed
archaeological sites and up-ended once-healthy fisheries.

The book begins with a review of key historical events that preceded the Treaty,
including the Depression-era construction of Grand Coulee Dam in central
Washington, a project that resulted in the extirpation of prolific runs of chinook,
coho and sockeye into B.C. Prompted by concerns over the 1948 flood, American
and Canadian political leaders began to focus their policy energy on governing
the flow of the snow-charged Columbia to suit agricultural and industrial interests.
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Referring to national and provincial politics, First Nations history, and ecology, the
narrative weaves from the present day to the past and back again in an engaging
and unflinching examination of how and why Canada decided to sell water
storage rights to American interests. The resulting Treaty flooded three major
river valleys with four dams, all constructed in a single decade.

At the heart of this survey of the Treaty and its impacts is the lack of consultation
with local people. Those outside the region in urban areas or government
benefited most. Those living in the region suffered the most losses. Specific
stories of affected individuals are laced with accounts of betrayal, broken
promises and unfair treatment, all of which serve as a reminder of the significant
impact that policy, international agreements and corporate resource extraction
can have on the individual’s ability to live a grounded life, in a particular place.

Another little-known aspect of the Treaty’s history is the 1956 “extinction” of the
Arrow Lakes Indians, or Sinixt, whose transboundary traditional territory once
stretched from Washington State to the mountains above Revelstoke, B.C.
Several thousand Sinixt today living south of the border have no rights or status
in Canada, despite their inherent aboriginal rights to land that was given over by
the Treaty to hydroelectric production and agricultural flood control.

With one of the Treaty’s provisions set to expire in 2024, and with any changes to
the treaty requiring a 10-year notice period, the question of whether or not to
renew, renegotiate or terminate this water agreement is now being actively
discussed by governments and policy makers. A River Captured surveys
important history that can influence debate on who owns water, how water should
be valued and whether or not rivers can be managed for non-human values such
as fisheries, as well as the familiar call for more affordable electricity.
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