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Survey shows support for Snake River dams

By COURTNEY FLATT
Northwest News Network

A majority of people in the Northwest
want the Snake River dams to stay in place,
according to a new survey commissioned by
Northwest RiverPartners, an organization
that supports the dams.

“The survey results ultimately demon-
strate that Pacific Northwest residents under-
stand the integral role hydropower plays in
supporting our clean energy grid and fish
recovery and our policy leaders should take
note,” said Kurt Miller, executive director of
Northwest RiverPartners.

The newest survey results come on the
heels of another survey released by environ-
mental groups, including Washington Envi-
ronmental Council. In October, the coalition
released a survey that found the majority of
Washington voters would like the four dams
removed.

“Voters across the state are adamant that
they do not want salmon to go extinct and
puts a little bit of pressure on all our leaders,”
said Zachary DeWolf, spokesperson for the
Washington Environmental Council, of the
earlier results.

The difference comes from the framing of
the survey, Miller said.

Research on survey questions from the
Pew Research Center has found people
answer questions differently over phone and
electronically, known as the mode effect.

The two recent surveys used different sur-
vey techniques. The Northwest RiverPart-
ners asked survey respondents electronically
about their support of hydropower, Miller
said.

In contrast, the environmental groups
asked respondents over phone and text about
their support of a plan to replace the bene-
fits provided by dams, such as transportation,
irrigation and renewable energy.

In addition, the way surveys word ques-
tions is also important, said Courtney Ken-
nedy, director of survey research for the Pew
Research Center.

“Your question shouldn’t have too much
information, and it shouldn’t have too little,
kind of like the three bears with their por-
ridge and chairs. You want it to be just right,”
Kennedy said in a video on survey wording.

For other best practices, Kennedy said,
questions shouldn’t have too much jargon or
lead respondents toward a potential response.

The Northwest RiverPartners recent sur-
vey asked 1,200 people in Washington, Ore-
gon and Idaho whether they support hydro-
power generated by the Lower Snake River
dams.

The earlier environmental group survey
found 59% of 800 Washington voters sur-
veyed support a plan to remove the dams
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The Lower Granite Dam is seen on the Snake River.

‘HEALTHY SALMON POPULATIONS MEAN
HEALTHY WATER SYSTEMS. THIS APPROACH IS
BASED ON THE LATEST SCIENCE AND TAILORED
TO ADDRESS THE STRESSORS IN THE DIVERSE
REGIONS OF OUR STATE, SPELLING OUT THE
MANY DIFFERENT ACTIONS WE MUST TAKE
TO PROTECT AND RESTORE SALMON.’

Jay Inslee | governor of Washington state

in an effort to protect imperiled salmon and
steelhead.

The Northwest RiverPartners survey
found that 60% of Northwest residents sup-
port hydropower generation on the Snake
River. In contrast, the survey found 17% of
respondents totally opposed hydropower on
the Snake River, with 23% of respondents
answering that they were unsure.

In a state-by-state breakdown, the North-
west RiverPartners survey found support for
the dams among 68% of people in Idaho,
61% of people in Washington, and 55% of
people in Oregon.

In addition, the Northwest RiverPartners
survey found 29% of respondents believed

the dams are a major source of trouble for
salmon and orcas and should be removed.

However, the Northwest RiverPartners
survey shows people support a carbon-free
energy policy that includes hydropower,
Miller said. The Northwest RiverPartners
survey could help inform future policy,
Miller said.

“I think it’s important for policymakers
to know that just because they’ve heard a lot
of really loud voices calling for dam breach-
ing, that does not represent a majority view,”
Miller said.

The most recent survey results come days
after Washington Gov. Jay Inslee, a Demo-
crat, announced a $187 million salmon pol-
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icy brief that would look at restoring salmon
habitat and align hydropower with salmon
recovery.

“Healthy salmon populations mean
healthy water systems,” Inslee said in a state-
ment. “This approach is based on the latest
science and tailored to address the stressors
in the diverse regions of our state, spelling
out the many different actions we must take
to protect and restore salmon.”

Inslee and U.S. Sen. Patty Murray, a Wash-
ington Democrat, plan to study whether the
controversial lower Snake River dams can
be replaced. Many biologists say the dams in
southeastern Washington harm salmon sur-
vival rates. At the same time, the dams pro-
vide irrigation, transportation and renewable
energy to the region. A report is expected this
summer.

Prior to Inslee and Murray’s plans, U.S.
Rep. Mike Simpson, an Idaho Republican,
announced a $33.5 billion proposal that also
looked at ways to replace the benefits pro-
vided by the four dams. The Simpson pro-
posal didn’t garner much support from Wash-
ington politicians.

Breaching the four dams would require
approval from Congress.

The earlier poll commissioned by envi-
ronmental groups explained the broad prin-
ciples of Simpson’s proposal and asked
whether people supported those ideas.

In the Northwest RiverPartners survey,
Miller said, survey respondents picked from
a list of concerns related to the breaching of
the four dams. Around 43% said increased
electricity costs concerned them, while 35%
of respondents didn’t want to lose a source of
carbon-free energy.

Lower on the list of concerns, 12% wor-
ried about increased risks for blackouts, and
20% worried about risks to low-income com-
munities, both issues Miller said deserve
more attention.

“Is the public aware as they should be
about some of these other issues that are
involved?” Miller said.

The independent firm DHM Research
conducted the Northwest RiverPartners sur-
vey from July 26 to Aug. 3, electronically tar-
geting respondents that align with the geog-
raphy, political affiliations, and race and
ethnicity of people in each state. The regional
results show a 2.8% margin of error, while
the state-specific results have a 5% margin of
error at 95% confidence level.

For the environmental group survey, The
Mellman Group, a polling firm based in
Washington D.C., contacted voters in late
July by landline, cell phone and text. The
Water Foundation, a California-based envi-
ronmental group, funded the poll. The poll
has a 3.5% margin of error at a 95% confi-
dence level.
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