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RENEWAL  OF  COLUMBIA  R IVER 
TREATY  COULD  OPEN  PANDORA’S 
BOX  
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This year, Canadian authorities and the U.S. 
Department of State are considering the 
possibility of renewing the Columbia River 
Treaty, a long-held agreement that pro-
vides flood control benefits for Washington 
and Oregon communities on the banks of 
the Columbia River and hydropower bene-
fits in the Pacific Northwest. 

If the treaty is renewed, both Canadian 
and United States interests are discussing 
the possibility of  broadening the scope 
of the agreement to include issues such 
as “ecosystem-based function,” expanding  
flood-control operations, and other issues 
that Idaho legislators and Idaho Water Us-
ers Association officials find troubling. 

But Jim Yost, an Idaho member of the 
Northwest Power and Conservation Coun-
cil, said the U.S. recommendations for re-
newing the treaty have been narrowed 
to the point where he does not see any 
threats to Idaho water rights or existing 
reservoir operations. 

“I don’t think there are realistically serious 
threats to Idaho water in this particular dis-
cussion,” Yost said in an interview. “When-
ever you open up a treaty, there’s always 
the potential risk.”

But after negotiations with Native Ameri-
can tribes, the Bonneville Power Adminis-
tration (BPA) and the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers, those risks appear to be mini-
mal, Yost said. 

The 2014 Idaho Legislature passed a mea-
sure, House Joint Memorial No. 10 (HJM 
10), sponsored by Rep. Gayle Batt, R-Wild-
er, that expresses concerns to Congress 
and the U.S. Department of State about the 
potential pitfalls of expanding the scope of 
the treaty. “There’s huge implications if 
they go that direction,” Batt said.  

Norm Semanko, executive director and 

ty, while recognizing other additional el-
ements such as future water supply, rec-
reation and navigation needs. Irrigation is 
another important, authorized purpose, 
which should be expressly recognized in 
the final regional recommendation to the 
U.S. Department of State.

“Ecosystem-based function should not re-
ceive greater recognition or stature under 
the treaty than ... the other long-autho-
rized purposes in the basin, including irri-
gation, water supply, recreation and navi-
gation,” he said. 

BACKGROUND

The Columbia River Treaty has been in ef-
fect since 1964. Flood control services were 
initially prepaid to Canada through 2024, at 
which time the treaty automatically contin-
ues as is, or can be renewed or cancelled. 
A ten-year notice (mid-September 2014) 
must be given if either the US or Canada 
wish to renew or cancel the treaty. If no 
notice is given the current pre-paid system 
converts to a “called upon” process where 
the US must request Canada’s assistance 
with flood control as needed, and pays for 
services as they are delivered.

After the treaty was signed originally, it 
authorized the construction of three dams 
in Canada (Mica, Duncan and Keenleyside) 
and one in Montana (Libby Dam) to pro-
vide flood-control for communities along 
the Columbia River in Washington and 
Oregon, while also providing more hydro-
electric power capacity to the region. Al-
together, the Canadian dams provide 15.5 
million acre-feet of water storage. Libby 
Dam provides another 5 million acre-feet 
of storage. One acre-foot is equivalent to a 
football field or one acre of land flooded to 
the depth of one foot.    

The hydropower from the three Canadi-
an dam projects provides approximately 
483 average megawatts of electricity, an 
amount that provides enough power to 
heat 280,000 homes. That power was sold 
to a consortium of utilities in the United 
States in the mid-1960s for $254 million. 

When the dams were completed, the U.S. 
paid Canada $64.4 million for 50 percent of 
the present value of the expected benefits 
of flood-control along the lower Columbia 
River from 1968 to 2024. 

Discussions on the terms of renewing the 

general counsel of the Idaho 
Water Users Association, tes-
tified before the U.S. Senate 
Committee on Energy and Nat-
ural Resources in November 
2013, expressing similar con-
cerns. 

“The purpose of the Colum-
bia River Treaty is to reduce 
impacts from flooding and 
to increase power produc-
tion,” Semanko said. “The U.S. 
has proposed “modernizing” 
the treaty to include ecosys-
tem-based function as a third 
primary purpose of the trea-
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The Governor’s Office of Species Con-
servation is the lead agency for all En-
dangered Species Act-related issues in 
Idaho. It works collaboratively with state 
and federal national resource agencies 
to work on ESA issues to prevent species 
from being listed, or recover, down-list or 
de-list species. OSC is led by Dustin Mill-
er, who has extensive experience in ESA 
issues and natural resources politics. He 
has a staff of 12 people. 

An important component of OSC’s mis-
sion is to strike the proper balance be-
tween the conservation and recovery of 
species listed under the ESA while main-
taining traditional land-use activities and 
predictable levels of resource utilization 
that are vitally important to the econom-
ic health of the state of Idaho, Miller said. 

The OSC manages the Upper Salmon 

Mulkey, the Idaho Soil and Water Conser-
vation Commission and the Northwest 
Power Planning Council. Former Gov. 
Cecil D. Andrus selected the Idaho Soil 
Conservation Commission as the lead 
agency, and the Lemhi and Custer Soil 
and Water Conservation Districts were 
key partners working together with local 
ranchers and other stakeholders.  

Initially, the Model Watershed project 
worked on fish-passage issues in the 
heavily irrigated areas of the Lemhi, 
Pahsimeroi and East Fork Salmon river 
basins. The Northwest Power Council 
earmarked funds from the Bonneville 
Power Administration for the projects. 
Local ranchers remembered seeing large 
runs of salmon and steelhead returning 
to their home streams when they were 
kids, so they’ve been actively involved in 
trying to recover the species on a volun-
tary basis on private lands. 

Since the early 1990s, Idaho Fish and 
Game has installed more than 250 fish 
screens on irrigation ditches in numer-
ous locations to prevent fish from being 
diverted into farm fields, and numerous 
projects representing a multi-million-dol-
lar investment have improved fish-pas-
sage, rearing and spawning habitat for 
salmon, steelhead and resident fish. Ri-
parian restoration projects benefit birds 
and wildlife as well. 

In 2010, the OSC took the management 
lead in operating the Upper Salmon Wa-
tershed Project, which now includes all 
of the upper Salmon River tributaries in 
Central Idaho. Many of the project part-
ners remain actively involved. Daniel Ber-

tram is the project coordinator for OSC, 
based in Salmon.  

“Working to ensure predictable levels of 
resource utilization while conserving the 
species” is OSC’s unofficial motto and 
goal, Miller said. To that end, OSC’s proj-
ects include species recovery planning, 
litigation, delisting efforts, coordination 
with key partners and stakeholders, and 
habitat-improvement projects for listed 
and imperiled species. OSC works proac-
tively to prevent the listing of species as 
well. 

Over the years, OSC’s staff has worked on 
approximately 300 habitat-improvement 
projects representing an investment of 
more than $72 million, dating back to the 
mid-1990s, including some of that early 
pioneering work in the Model Watershed 
project. 

I SWCC  PARTNER  AGENCY: THE 
GOVERNOR ’S  OFF ICE  OF  SPECIES 
CONSERVAT ION 

Several of OSC’s projects in 
the Upper Salmon River 

Basin have been featured in 
the “Life on the Range” 

video series sponsored by the 
Idaho Rangeland Resource  

Commission. 

Click here to visit: 
www.lifeontherange.org

 

IDFG fish screens keep fish from being diverted into 
farm fields. Photo credit: www.lifeontherange.org.

Watershed Project, which has a long his-
tory of collaborative work to implement 
fish and wildlife habitat improvement 
projects throughout the basin to benefit 
salmon, steelhead and resident species 

Many miles of buck fence have been built along Upper Salmon 
streams to protect the riparian areas. Photo credit: www.lifeon-
therange.org.

such as bull trout, all of which 
are listed as threatened under 
the ESA. At one time, the Up-
per Salmon project was called 
the “Model Watershed” proj-
ect, created in 1992 as a col-
laborative endeavor by local 
ranchers V. Don Olson, Bruce 

http://www.lifeontherange.org/range-stories/upper-salmon-river-basin-model-watershed-project.htm
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Columbia River Treaty have been going on 
for months. The Army Corps of Engineers 
and the BPA are leading the planning ef-
forts for the United States.

Yost said it was the Native American tribes 
that came up with the concept of adding 
“ecosystem-based function” as a third el-
ement to the treaty negotiations, while 
many vested interests opposed that ap-
proach. 

“We already have many environmental 
laws that address those issues,” Batt said. 

“The obvious lack of any regional con-
sensus regarding the inclusion  of ecosys-
tem-based function as a third primary pur-
pose of the treaty suggests strongly that 
flood control and power production should 
remain the primary purposes of the treaty,” 
Semanko said in his testimony to the U.S. 
Senate. “At the same time, it is appropriate 
to recognize ecosystem-based function as 
one of the important elements of a mod-
ernized treaty, or additional purposes au-
thorized in the Columbia River Basin, as 

evidenced by the ongoing implementation 
of the Endangered Species Act and other 
environmental laws.

“However, ecosystem-based function 
should not receive greater recognition 
or stature under the treaty than ... other 
long-authorized purposes in the basin, in-
cluding irrigation, water supply, recreation 
and navigation.”

Originally, some of the discussions about 
ecosystem-based function did include ex-
panding flood control operations to all 
of the dams and reservoirs in the Pacific 
Northwest, including those in Idaho, but 
the tribes eventually agreed to limiting 
flood control to eight projects that already 
provide that function, Yost said. Those proj-
ects include the four projects authorized 
by the treaty, as well as Dworshak, Brown-
lee, and Grand Coulee. If the treaty is to be 
modified to include other hydro projects 
on the Snake River, that modification would 
require congressional approval, he said.

LOW INTEREST LOANS 
IDAHO CONSERVATION 

COMMISSION

Sprinkler Irrigation
No-Till Drills

Livestock Feeding Operations
Fences

Solar Stock Water Pump Systems

2.5% - 3.5% INTEREST
TERMS 7 TO 15 YEARS
LOANS UP TO $200,000

swc.idaho.gov • 208-332-1790
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L E O N  S L I C H T E R
COMMISSIONER PROFILE

Leon Slichter is the newest addition to the 
Conservation Commission. A fifth-genera-
tion Idahoan, he has been actively involved 
with local soil conservation efforts for over 
two decades. His agricultural background 
and many years of experience with volun-
tary conservation make him a valuable as-
set to the Commission. 

Where do you live? I live on a cattle ranch 
in Grangeville.

What do you do in your “civilian” life? I 
work for Idaho County Weed Management, 
where I have been since 1985. In addition, 
I operate a small cattle ranch that has been 
in my family for five generations.

How long have you served on the Conser-
vation Commission? I am the newest Com-
mission member. I was appointed earlier 
this year.

What are your passions in life? Like many 
people in agriculture, I find pleasure in the 
work. On our Saturdays off, us livestock 
folks are often helping the neighbors brand 
their cattle. I have a passion for horses, 
raising cattle, and spending time outdoors.

What is your favorite thing about Idaho? 
From the moment I step off my front porch 
I am in the great outdoors. I love the open 
spaces.

Tell us about your family. I have been mar-
ried to my wife, Sheryl Ann, for 45 years. 
We have 4 children. I run cattle alongside 
my two oldest sons here on our family 
ranch. My daughter lives in Cottonwood, 
and my youngest son is in the Navy and 
lives in Florida. I have 6 grandchildren; 4 
pending.

If money were no object, what would you 
do to improve farms, ranches, or natural 
resources in Idaho? I would make funding 
education and outreach a top priority for 
any landowners, stakeholders, or citizens 
who make decisions regarding the health 
of Idaho’s land and natural resources. 

What is your vision for the future of Idaho 
agriculture? Based on current research and 
relative to the world’s population, I believe 
Idaho is in a wonderful position to flourish 
economically in the future. With proper 
production practices and wise use we are 
poised to do great things. 

swc.idaho.gov
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C O M M I S S I O N

flow augmentation for salmon and steel-
head was discussed region-wide at one 
point, but the tribes agreed to narrow that 
objective to additional water and change in 
the timing of releases out of hydro projects 
in Canada. 

The Legislature’s HJM 10 says if all of the 
dams and reservoirs in the Columbia Basin 
were used for “system-wide flood control 
before Canadian reservoirs are called upon 
to provide any flood-control space,” that 
could have a “devastating impact on irri-
gation project reservoir supplies in Idaho.” 
That’s because a number of the large dams 
and reservoirs in southern Idaho are dedi-
cated to storing irrigation water as a higher 
priority than flood control. 

HJM 10 also mentions that in some circles, 
enhancing the ecosystem-function of the 
Columbia Basin could include restoring 
salmon and steelhead above Hells Can-
yon Dam and above Dworkshak Dam. Yost 
said those projects are now off the table, 
but the tribes want to restore salmon and 
steelhead above Grand Coulee Dam, which 

was completed in 1942 with no fish-pas-
sage measures. 

Yost, Batt and Semanko said it wouldn’t be 
appropriate to extend the treaty to include 
ecosystem functions in the Snake River Ba-
sin in Idaho. Many federal and state actions 
already address these issues, they said. Ida-
ho Power Co. invests millions in its fish and 
wildlife programs, and the BPA, Army Corps 
and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service have in-
vested billions in fish and wildlife programs 
throughout the Columbia and Snake basins. 

Several million of the BPA funds have been 
invested by the Governor’s Office of Spe-
cies Conservation in fish and wildlife habitat 
improvement projects in the Upper Salmon 
River Basin and the Clearwater Basin. 

In addition, the Idaho Soil and Water Con-
servation Commission and its conservation 
partners have invested $17 million in volun-
tary conservation projects on 90,000 acres 
of private land since 1990 in the Snake Riv-
er Basin to address natural resources issues 
on farm and ranchlands. The Conservation 
Commission’s share of that investment is 

about $6.5 million.

Teri Murrison, administrator of the Conser-
vation Commission, said those investments 
show that the state and private landowners 
care about the health of the ecosystems in 
the Snake River Basin and will continue to 
make more improvements as time goes on. 
“We’re doing our share, via voluntary con-
servation, to improve the water, the land 
and the wildlife,” she said. 

How all of these issues shake out will be de-
termined by discussions and negotiations 
between now and mid-September. “We’re 
looking to set up a four-state meeting with 
the BPA in terms of where we go from 
here,” Yost said. 

“Because Idaho’s water rights, water-stor-
age projects and many other issues hang 
in the balance, we hope that the treaty ne-
gotiations will focus on the original intent 
-- flood control and hydropower,” Murrison 
said, echoing the thoughts conveyed to the 
U.S Department of State by Yost and Gov. 
Butch Otter. 
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N E W  B U D G E T  A F F I R M S  C O N S E R V A T I O N  T H E  I D A H O  W AY !
The Governor has signed House Bill 614, 
the appropriation bill for the Commission’s 
FY 2015 budget. For the most part the ap-
proved budget followed the Governor’s 
budget recommendation, but also added 
$50,000 for Idaho’s 50 conservation dis-
tricts. 

The appropriation bill includes the Com-
mission’s base funding and increased fund-
ing for benefit costs, replacement of two 
vehicles, statewide allocation costs, net-
work billing, updating Idaho’s agricultural 

pollution abatement plan, a merit-based 
1% one-time bonus and 1% salary increase 
for Commission employees, and the addi-
tional $50,000 for conservation districts. 
Intent language was included that the ad-
ditional district funds are to be distributed 
to all 50 districts equally and in addition 
to the amounts authorized under Section 
22-2727 of Idaho Code. JFAC set the Con-
servation Commission’s FY 2015 budget at 
$2,531,000 from the General Fund, and 
$347,500 from dedicated funds, for a total 
of $2,878,500.

Significantly, this year and last year’s ap-
propriations increase district funding by 
$100,000! This budget affirms not only the 
good conservation work the Commission 
and conservation districts do, but speaks 
to the hard work to strengthen the part-
nership.  It also speaks to the efforts of 
the Idaho Association of Soil Conservation 
Districts and all of you. Thanks to JFAC, the 
entire legislature, and the Governor for 
their part in helping sow seeds of voluntary 
stewardship across this great state! 
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