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Pacific Northwesterners have contentiously debated 
the issue of the four lower Snake River dams since 
before their construction in the 1960s and 70s. 

50+ Years of Contention



The looming extinction of 
Southern Resident Killer Whales 
and collapsing Snake River salmon 
and steelhead runs have recently 
brought this simmering issue to a boil. 



Three major elements define the debate:

• Freight transportation
• Hydropower
• Snake River ESA-listed 
threatened and 
endangered salmon 
and steelhead.

This presentation focuses on freight transportation.



Beginning in 2000, 
freight volume transported 
on the Lower Snake River 
has declined dramatically 
as demonstrated in the 
following four graphs.



Snake River Container Shipments by TEU*

• In 2000, the Port of Lewiston 
shipped 17,590 TEUs of 
containerized freight. 

• In 2017, container on barge 
shipping hit zero.

• This decline began long before 
the Port of Portland closed its 
container operations in 2015.

• The probability of container 
shipping returning to the Lower 
Snake River is very low.

*TEU refers to a twenty-foot equivalent unit. Most containers are 40 ft. long, or 2 TEUs. 
The Port of Lewiston was the only container shipper on the lower Snake River. 

2000-2017



20 Years of Freight Decline*

• Total freight volume over the 
past four years averages 2.5 
million tons, a decline of 45% 
since 2000. 

• The LSR no longer transports 
paper, pulp, petroleum, pulse 
(lentils, peas and soy beans), logs 
or lumber.  

• Grain accounts for over 90% of 
all freight shipped on the Lower 
Snake River (green line).

• Grain shipping has experienced a 
similar rate of decline as more 
grain growers shift to rail.

*Freight locked through Ice Harbor Dam provides the most accurate measure of 

freight volume on the Lower Snake River Project (the 4 dams and their respective 

reservoirs).  Freight shipped to the Port of Pasco, notably petroleum, travels 

approximately two miles on the Snake River on the pool behind McNary Dam. 
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Ice	Harbor	Lock	Usage	Report	(Tons),	by	Commodity,	1999-2017	
Source:	https://www.iwr.usace.army.mil/About/Technical-Centers/NDC-Navigation-and-Civil-Works-Decision-Support/	

Total	

00	-	All	Units	(Ferried	Autos,	
Passengers,	Railway	Cars)	

20	-	All	Petroleum	and	Petroleum	
Products		

30	-	All	Chemicals	and	Related	
Products		

40	-	All	Crude	Materials,	Inedible,	
Except	Fuels		

50	-	All	Primary	Manufactured	Goods		

60	-	All	Food	and	Farm	Products		

70	-	All	Manufactured	Equipment	&	
Machinery		

90	-	All	Unknown	or	Not	Elsewhere	
Classified	-	90	

Linear	(Total)	



Number of Loaded Barges through 
Lower Granite Lock (1993-2017)

• All freight traffic to and from the 
Ports of Lewiston ID, Clarkston 
WA, and the Port of Wilma 
(Whitman County, WA) passes 
through the lock at Lower 
Granite Dam.

• In 1994, 1,233 loaded barges 
locked through Lower Granite. 

• The number of loaded barges in 
2017 was 314, a decline of 75%!

• The number of loaded barges 
through lower Granite has 
declined from an average of 3.4 
barges per day to less than 1 
barge per day. 



Relative Importance of Rivers on 
U.S. Inland Waterways

• The Corps of Engineers classifies rivers 
by the number of ton-miles of freight a 
river carries each year.  A ton-mile is 
defined as one ton of freight traveling 
one mile.
• High use rivers transport 3+ billion ton-

miles annually
• Moderate use rivers transport 1-3  

billion ton-miles
• Low use rivers transport less than one 

billion ton-miles

• The Snake River transports the lowest 
volume of freight among 14 waterways 
in the Inland Waterways System. 

• In the years 2014-2016, the annual 
average freight volume on the Lower 
Snake River totaled 0.28 billion ton-
miles.

• If the volume of freight on the lower 
Snake River tripled, the river would still 
be classified as a low use river. 



Region 2: The Poorest Economy in Idaho

• In the 1950s and 60s, dam 
supporters claimed waterborne 
freight transportation would bring 
economic prosperity to north 
central Idaho.

• In its vision and mission statements 
the Port of Lewiston identifies job 
creation in Nez Perce County and 
beyond as a principal purpose. 

• From 1996-2018 the State of Idaho 
experienced job growth of 47.1%. 
Region 2 job growth was 6.2%.

• During the same period four of 
Idaho’s six regions experienced job 
growth from 6 to 10 times greater 
than Region 2.

Lewiston is the principal city in Region 2, north-central Idaho, 
represented by the bottom orange line. 
Lewiston is Idaho’s only port. 

46%

50.3%

6.2%

61.8%

40.2%

21.7%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

Growth of Total Covered Jobs since 1996

Northern 1 North Central 2 Southwestern 3 South Central 4 Southeastern 5 Eastern 6

Covered jobs refers to employment covered by unemployment insurance, over 90% of all jobs in Idaho 



LSR Commercial Navigation Costs include: operation 
and maintenance (O&M) of locks and dams, sediment 
management, fish and wildlife (F&W) mitigation, and 
major rehabilitation of an aging system. 

During FY 2017-2019 the combined 
Corps of Engineers O&M budget for 
the dams and locks on the LSR 
totaled $47.6 M.

Since 2005 the cost of sediment 
management in the Lower Granite 
pool has exceeded $31 M. 

The cost of the most recent dredging 
project (2014) exceeded $10 M, 
principally to benefit a single private 
corporation. 

BPA’s cost for F&W in the Columbia 
Basin, including the Snake River and 
its tributaries, averaged $727 M per 
year 2008-2018. Total F & W costs 
have surpassed $15 billion. 



The LSR navigation channel is paved 
with taxpayer dollars.

• An economic analysis pegs the 
annual cost for the LSR freight 
transportation at a conservative 
estimate of $18 Million. 

• Total freight volume on the LSR 
over the past three years averages 
2.5 Million tons; a barge carries 
3,500 tons. 

• On top of each barge of grain 
traveling the Lower Snake River sits 
a taxpayer subsidy of at least 
$25,000.

* Lower Snake River Navigation Study, Rocky 
Mountain Econometrics September, 2015
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