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ABSTRACT 

 

 

Political and institutional leaders in the Pacific Northwest have struggled over 

how best to manage Columbia River Basin development and the implications of that 

development since the early 1900s.  Their efforts present a seeming paradox: whereas 

prominent political and institutional leaders believed some form of regional 

governance system was necessary, those same leaders refused to establish systems 

with the decision-making authority necessary to resolve the issues that led them to 

create the systems in the first place.  This study examines the historical record at the 

institutional level to determine why. 

This study found twenty-six governance systems proposed since 1933 of which 

eleven were enacted.  Prior to then, a private market oriented system dominated, 

assisted by supportive federal agencies with jurisdictional authority over individual 

resource domains.  Since 1934, the Basin has experienced an unbroken succession of 

one governance system or another, at times with multiple systems operating in 

parallel.  This study categorized each system under one of four governance models, 

distinguished by the locus of decision-making.     

Transitions from one system to another came about through evolutionary 

processes or the emergence of circumstances that allowed for dramatic shifts between 

models.  Evolutionary change within models resulted in collapse due to internal 

structural weaknesses or shifts to improved systems through mutual agreement.  

Dramatic change between models occurred when a “critical situation” appeared that 

called existing governance systems into question and allowed new systems to rise in 
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their place.  Four such critical situations occurred between 1929 and 1999.  These 

were the onset of the Depression, the end of World War II, the hydro-thermal crisis of 

the mid 1970s, and the first ESA listings of salmon in 1991.   

This study concluded that the conflicting interests of powerful institutions only 

partially explain the Basin‟s governance paradox.  Differing worldviews and senses of 

institutional culture, identity, and values aggravated the conflict over competing 

interests by shaping the perspectives each party held over the goals and motivations of 

the others.  This study recommends further research to determine how institutional 

values translate into individual level decision-making.  It offers a theoretical 

framework under which such research might proceed. 
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PROLOGUE 

 

The Columbia River is international and interstate in geographic scope.  It is 

over 1200 miles long, drawing its water from two countries, five states, and the 

reservation lands of thirteen Native American tribes.  It drains a 258,000 square mile 

area encompassing parts of Oregon, Washington, Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, and 

Canada.  It moves at an average stream flow of 265,000 cubic feet per second.  It 

drops 2,650 feet in elevation from its source to mouth.  The combination of elevation 

and flow provides the energy from which the hydropower system‟s electricity is drawn 

and constitutes a third of the nation‟s hydropower potential.  It serves as a major 

transportation corridor, moving timber and agricultural products for distribution to 

west coast and Pacific Rim markets.  Its water irrigates the farms of the arid areas 

between the Cascade and Rocky Mountain ranges (Ogden, 1949; White, 1995; 

DeLuna, 1997; Brigham, 1998; Pope, 2008). 

Lang (1999) notes that two competing images of the Columbia River have 

existed since the first Euro Americans arrived.  The first is the view of “the river as a 

spiritual force,” the second as a “cornucopian provider of economic value” (p. 147).  

In more recent years, the conflicts between these two visions have been framed as a 

clash between regional icons: the Columbia Basin‟s sophisticated and technologically 

integrated system of multipurpose dams and its historic runs of wild salmon and 

steelhead.  Within this debate, each icon serves as a metaphorical representative of 

broader economic, moral, aesthetic, and, in some cases, spiritual values regarding the 
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social role of the river in particular and natural resources in general within the 

Northwest (White, 1995; Williams, 2006; Vogel, 2007).   

Disagreements over the river‟s use have existed since the river‟s development 

was first envisioned.  The United States side of the Columbia Basin spans multiple 

jurisdictions of federal, state, tribal, and local agencies.  No single entity (other than 

the courts) has ever had a scope of authority sufficient to resolve disputes spanning 

multiple jurisdictions.  The desire for a rational process to manage (if not resolve) 

differences over river use, planning, development, and operation led to the region‟s 

continuous experiments with various governance systems and structures.  The framing 

of those disagreements evolved over the years as circumstances changed and new 

institutional actors, often with competing values and worldviews, gained access to the 

debate through accumulation of financial resources and political power.   

The Pacific Northwest region of today generally corresponds to the area 

bounded by the Northwest Territory of 1848, shown in Figure P-1.  However, the 

Northwest has always had a tenuous relationship with the concept of itself as a unified 

region.  A single territorial government administered the region until 1853.  At that 

point, the increase in population in settlements north of the Columbia (especially in 

the Puget Sound area), their distance from the seat of government in the Willamette 

valley, and difficulties in communication led to a successful petition for establishment 

of what became the Washington Territory (Schafer, 1943/1918).   

 

 



 

3 

 

Figure P-1. 

Oregon Territory 1848
1
 

(Showing Current State Boundaries) 

 

 

 
 

Although Oregon achieved statehood in 1859 the communities of the new 

state, like those in the Washington Territory and the rest of the nation, consisted of 

relatively isolated “island communities” prior to the expansion of railroad and 

communications technology (Wiebe, 1967).  These technologies did not reach the 

inland areas of the Northwest until the latter 1800s.  Within the Northwest, disparate 

communities exploited resources of furs, fish, water, timber, minerals and crops for 

their own local interests and purposes in relative independence.  The idea of the region 

as a unified political, social, or economic entity did not begin to emerge until the 

1920s (Ogden, 1949; Vogel, 2007).     

The concept of the region as a potentially unified entity took shape as planners 

looked to develop the Columbia for purposes of irrigation, navigation, and – 

                                                 
1
 Map source: Wikipedia at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oregon_Territory. 

 
2
 Map source: Northwest Region, National Marine Fisheries Service at http://www.nwr.noaa.gov/Salmon-

Hydropower/Columbia-Snake-Basin. 
3
 Vogel (2007) provides a great deal of information and insight regarding the establishment and 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oregon_Territory
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eventually – hydropower (Ogden, 1949; White, 1995; Vogel, 2007).  White (1995) 

argues that the developed river gives the Northwest a unique unifying identity.  The 

Columbia‟s current developed state is a sophisticated blend of engineering skill and 

institutional organization.  The map provided in Figure P-2 displays the location of the 

Basin‟s multipurpose dams illustrating this “organic machine” (White, 1995).  These 

dams are managed and operated to serve as “the Northwest‟s primary power plant, 

central navigation channel, biggest irrigation ditch, and storage facility for flood 

waters” (Volkman, 1997, p. 10).  Other purposes include domestic, municipal, and 

industrial water supply, outdoor recreation, fish and wildlife restoration, and water 

quality.   

No single entity holds jurisdictional oversight over the entire system.  Instead, 

jurisdiction is fragmented among federal, state, local, and tribal government agencies 

with benefits accruing to a variety of public and private entities (Volkman, 1997).  

Although management of the Columbia as a system has been predominately a federal 

responsibility (Ogden, 1997; Williams, 2006), the interests and prerogatives of these 

other jurisdictional entities and their competing values and worldviews efforts often 

confounded governance efforts.  Consequently, since the 1920s Northwest leaders 

have struggled with how to come to a common vision regarding system planning, 

development, and operation of what was to become the Federal Columbia River Power 

System (FCRPS).   
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There is an abundance of material addressing the historic settlement of the 

American Northwest in general (Schafer, 1943/1918; Lyman, 1963/1917; Johansen, 

1967; Dodds, 1986; and Robbins, 1997 and 2004) and Columbia River development in 

Figure P-2. 

Columbia River Basin
2
 

(Showing Location of Major Dams) 

 

 

 

                                                 
2
 Map source: Northwest Region, National Marine Fisheries Service at http://www.nwr.noaa.gov/Salmon-

Hydropower/Columbia-Snake-Basin. 
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particular (Ogden, 1949; McKinley, 1952; Bessey, 1963; DeLuna, 1997; Brigham, 

1998; Vogel, 2007; Pope, 2008).  Each illustrates or emphasizes different aspects of 

the region‟s settlement and development.  Although many mention the regional 

governance systems relevant to the story the authors wish to tell, only Roy Scheufele‟s 

(c. 1970) insightful analysis of the Columbia Basin Inter-Agency Committee and 

Hemingway‟s (1983) discussion of the Northwest Power Planning and Conservation 

Council focused exclusively on Columbia Basin governance systems in the United 

States as the central subject.
3
  No one has yet written a history devoted to Basin 

governance. 

The intent of this paper is to do so.  The author was inspired to undertake this 

work based on his observations of and experience with the Columbia River Basin 

Forum (CRBF or the Forum), a short-lived governance effort initiated in 1997 that 

ended in 2000.  When first proposed the idea of a new governance effort enjoyed 

widespread support from regional governors, tribal leaders, and members of the 

region‟s congressional delegation.  Nevertheless, despite this support the resulting 

system collapsed after only a little over a year of operation.  The author undertook this 

research effort to understand why and to determine if the experience of the CRBF was 

unique or representative of past governance efforts.   

This study provides an institutional level analysis of the governance history in 

the United States portion of the Columbia River Basin., introduced through the CRBF 

                                                 
3
 Vogel (2007) provides a great deal of information and insight regarding the establishment and 

operation of the Pacific Northwest Regional Planning Commission.  Her focus, however, is on the role 

of the Commission in creating the northwest‟s regional identity rather than the Commission itself.  
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experience.  Whereas this institutional approach established the events, circumstances, 

institutional actors, interests, and outcomes of regional debates over governance form, 

it could not reach the motivations within individuals that led them to their stated 

positions or drove their actions.  Differing worldviews and senses of institutional 

culture, identity, and values aggravated conflicts over interests by shaping the 

perspectives each participant held over the goals and motivations of the others.  

Determining how institutional values translated into individual level decision-making 

regarding governance choices requires further research.    

This research effort found that state and federal agency and political leaders 

debated twenty-six multi-jurisdictional governance systems between 1933 and 1999.  

Of these, they enacted eleven.  This study presents and analyzes the history of these 

twenty-six systems.  The goal was to use a framework inspired by the CRBF 

experience to understand why regional and national leaders adopted some types of 

systems and rejected others and determine lessons as may be applicable to future 

governance efforts.  Chapter 2 presents the methodology through which this 

framework was applied.  Chapters 3 through 7 provide the history, with the study‟s 

findings and conclusions presented in Chapter 8. 

This study report begins by documenting the rise and collapse of the Columbia 

River Basin Forum.  The richness of primary material regarding the CRBF‟s inception, 

operation, and demise offers a fairly complete introduction to the institutional actors, 

issues, and challenges that governance efforts faced in the recent past and will likely 

face in the future.  From it can be gleaned insights into the interests and positions of 
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the entities involved, the types of issues institutional leaders expect such systems to 

address, and the types of challenges faced.  It also suggests a research framework by 

which a study of past systems can be undertaken.  The CRBF experience thus provides 

an informative case study introduction to this overall research report.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO BASIN GOVERNANCE:  

THE RISE AND COLLAPSE OF THE COLUMBIA RIVER BASIN FORUM 

 

 

A Paradox in Governance?   

The Columbia River Basin Forum (CRBF or the Forum) had its origins in a 

“Three Sovereigns” governance structure proposed by Oregon‟s then-governor John 

Kitzhaber in October 1997.  As the name implies, this process would be comprised of 

the region‟s three sovereign entities: federal, state, and tribal governments.  

Navigation, public power, and irrigation interests met this original proposal with 

aggressive resistance over concerns about the exclusivity of the new organization‟s 

decision-making processes.  States, tribes, and federal agencies expressed concerns 

regarding potential impacts on their jurisdictional prerogatives.  All became involved 

in the drafting of a memorandum of agreement (MOA) that would serve as a guiding 

charter.  Governmental representatives engaged directly while non-governmental 

actors participated either directly or indirectly through elected congressional 

representatives.  The result was the evolution of the original “Three Sovereigns” 

concept into the more inclusive “Columbia River Basin Forum.”  The non-government 

entity participation in the MOA‟s drafting ensured that any CRBF related meetings 

were to be open to non-governmental participants.  

An enormous amount of institutional energy and effort went into bringing the 

CRBF into being.  State, tribal, federal, and non-governmental representatives met 

over a sixteen-month period to craft an agreement under which they would operate.  
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State parties to the agreement were Oregon, Idaho, Washington, and Montana.  There 

were thirteen tribal governmental parties.  Four were from the Lower Columbia River, 

collectively referred to as the lower river tribes.  These were the Confederated Tribes 

and Bands of the Yakama Indian Nation, the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla 

Indian Reservation, the Confederated Tribes of the Warm Springs Reservation, and the 

Nez Perce Tribe.  Six were from the Upper Columbia River, collectively referred to as 

the upper river tribes.  These were the Coeur D‟Alene Tribe, the Confederated Salish 

and Kootenai Tribes of the Flathead Reservation, the Kalispel Indian Community, the 

Kootenai Tribe of Idaho, the Confederated Tribes of the Colville Reservation, and the 

Spokane Tribe of Indians.  Three were from the Snake River basin, collectively 

referred to as the Snake River tribes.  These were the Burns Paiute Indian Tribe, the 

Shoshone-Bannock Tribes of the Fort Hall Reservation, and the Shoshone-Paiute 

Tribes of the Duck Valley Reservation.  Federal parties consisted of the four 

departments and ten agencies with jurisdictional responsibilities in the Columbia 

Basin.  These were the Department of Commerce (National Marine Fisheries Service), 

Department of the Army (U.S. Army Corps of Engineers), Department of the Interior 

(Bureau of Reclamation, Fish and Wildlife Service, Bureau of Land Management, and 

Bureau of Indian Affairs), Department of Energy (Bonneville Power Administration), 

and Department of Agriculture (U.S. Forest Service and Natural Resources 

Conservation Service) and the Environmental Protection Agency (MOA, 1999, p. 1).  

Each of these entities entered into the CRBF negotiations with their own set of 

interests and prerogatives.  Differing worldviews and senses of institutional culture, 
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identity, and values aggravated the conflict over competing interests and shaped the 

perspectives each party held over the goals and motivations of the others. 

Most of the parties signed the MOA in January 1999.  Others signed later and 

some not at all.  Regardless, the CRBF went ahead and held its first meeting the 

following March with high participant expectations.  However, in eleven meetings 

held over sixteen months
4
 members argued almost exclusively over issues of goals, 

procedure and format.  Frustration over lack of progress on substantive issues resulted 

in key participants either quitting or threatening to quit the process at several points.  

Despite the well-meaning efforts by CRBF proponents, participation trailed off amid 

an increasing sense of pointlessness.  The CRBF held its last meeting on April 28, 

2000.  

The experience of the CRBF presents a seeming paradox.  Whereas many 

prominent northwest political and institutional leaders strongly believed some form of 

regional
5
 governance system necessary, those same leaders failed to grant the CRBF 

the decision-making authority necessary to resolve the issues that lead them to think 

that such a system was needed in the first place.  Why? 

                                                 
4
 Meeting notes or references to meetings exist for each month from March through October 1999 and 

February through April 2000. 

 
5
 “Regional” in this context refers to the jurisdictional space between state and national levels of 

government.  Geographically, for the purposes of this study, it means the states affected by FCRPS 

related activities within Columbia River Basin: Oregon, Washington, Idaho, and Montana and the 

Native American tribes residing therein.  Jurisdictionally, it means the state and federal agencies and 

tribal governments with operational, regulatory, and/or tribal trust and treaty responsibilities over these 

activities.  “FCRPS activities” refers to the purposes for which the FCRPS was developed (hydropower, 

irrigation, river-borne navigation, flood control, and water supply) and the impact those activities have 

on the Basin‟s natural resources in general and its salmon and steelhead runs in particular.   
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The remainder of this chapter chronicles the inception, operation, and ultimate 

disintegration of the CRBF.  It provides the institutional background from which the 

CRBF emerged.  It then presents the arguments made by political leaders in support of 

a new regional governance system as cited in conferences, publications, and the media.  

It chronicles the creation of the CRBF‟s guiding memorandum of agreement (MOA) 

and analyzes the structural weaknesses that contributed to the Forum‟s ultimate 

failure.  It then discusses the arc of the CRBF‟s existence from inception to eventual 

collapse.  It concludes with a summary of key points and an examination of the 

challenges to regional governance as illustrated by the CRBF experience, thus setting 

the stage for this study report‟s research questions and methodology.       

 

Institutional Background 

In his history of the Northwest salmon crisis, Taylor (1999) argued that 

“centrifugal forces of competing interests” (p. 247) constantly undermined solutions to 

challenges to policy and governance.  He criticized all major Northwest resource 

users, including the institutions and industries of timber harvest, logging, grazing, 

mining, fisheries, “urban environmentalists,” development, and dam building and 

public bureaucracies who all “artfully converted self-interest into principle” (p. 241).   

Although Taylor (1999) focused on the history of the regional salmon fishery, 

this study extends his argument to issues of Columbia River Basin governance.  This 

study organizes the “centrifugal forces” under three broad institutional categories.  

These are salmon harvesters, those dependent on the commercial benefits and 
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economic development provided by the multi-purpose dams, and environmental 

interests. 

The first two focused their attention on Pacific Northwest‟s two most enduring 

icons: the once massive runs of pacific salmon and the large multi-purpose dams 

located on the mainstems of the Columbia River and its major tributaries.  To 

commercial and sports fishery advocates the salmon harvest was symbolic of a critical 

regional economic and cultural resource and way of life that was rapidly collapsing.  

Tribal fishermen, while sharing a commercial interest in fish harvest, were equally if 

not more concerned with the depleted fish runs‟ impacts on their culture and the roles 

played by salmon in their sense of identity and way of life.  Although often bitterly 

opposed to the goals and objectives of each other (Taylor, 1999) and often litigation 

adversaries (Pevar, 2002), this three-way community of commercial, sport, and tribal 

fisheries were generally united in their claim that the dams were the primary reason 

for declining fish numbers (Taylor, 1999; Robbins, 2004).   

To those dependent on the commercial benefits provided by hydropower, 

irrigation, and navigation the dams were a symbol of the region‟s economic health as 

well as a guarantor of public safety through flood control.  The electricity produced by 

the dams provided inexpensive power to fuel the region‟s economy; the irrigation 

system supported the region‟s agricultural community; and waterborne navigation 

provided an inexpensive means to move timber and agricultural products to market 

(McKinley, 1952; Bessey, 1963).  To them, the moralistic arguments of the fishery 

community were a self-serving and disingenuous attempt to subsidize commercial and 
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sport fishing interests under pressure from natural changes in ocean conditions, rising 

global competition, and an inability to curb their own historic excesses.  There were 

deep disagreements among members of the community of dam proponents as there 

were within members of the fishery community.  Nevertheless, they shared a belief in 

the economic importance of the dams and related to them as symbolic indicators of the 

region‟s economic development and growth potential.  The constituent interests of the 

fishery and commercial development communities have been in conflict at least since 

the Army Corps of Engineers began its review in the early 1940s of the 1932 “308 

Report” (Ogden, 1949; White, 1995; Lichatowich, 1999; Taylor, 1999; Wilkinson, 

2005).   

The third category, American environmentalism, is more recent.  Concurrent 

with the Nation‟s rising environmental consciousness, strong support for the value of 

restoring sustainable populations of wild fish for their own sake emerged.  National 

and state environmental protection statutes in general and the Endangered Species Act 

in particular embody this value (Dunlap, 1992; Taylor, 1999; Rosenbaum, 2005).   

The geographic breadth and socio-political complexity of this three-way 

conflict illustrated the inadequacy of the region‟s governance systems, as they existed 

in the mid to late 1990s.  One party or another filed multiple lawsuits looking to the 

courts to resolve the issues and, as Taylor (1999) argued, validate the legitimacy of 

their values and beliefs.   

The first listings of salmon and steelhead by the National Marine Fisheries 

Service (NMFS) in 1991 and 1992 and the establishment by NMFS of the federally led 
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Regional Implementation Forum (Regional Forum)
6
 in 1995 shifted the locus of 

governance away from the Northwest Power and Conservation Council (NPPC or 

Council) to the federal agencies, especially NMFS.
7
  Other listings followed.  By 

1997, regional concerns over the listings and their potential impacts were coupled 

with: 

 Uncertainty over a pending new NMFS biological opinion (BiOp) regarding 

the effect of hydropower operations on listed salmon species,
8
 

 A related study by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers on the impact of the four 

lower Snake River dams on salmon survival and the study‟s potential to lead to 

the breaching of  those dams,  

                                                 
6
 The Regional Forum is not to be confused with the Columbia River Basin Forum.  The Regional 

Forum was established as a provision of a biological opinion issued by the National Marine Fisheries 

Service on the FCRPS in 1995.  It consisted of state, federal, and tribal institutional representatives.  

The Executive Committee was comprised of the state Governors or their designated representatives, 

tribal government leaders, and regional federal agency executives.   

 
7
 The Pacific Northwest Electric Power and Conservation Planning Council was created under the 

Pacific Northwest Electric Power Planning and Conservation of Act of 1980 to balance hydropower 

planning with fish and wildlife needs.  Chapter 6 discusses the origins of the Council in greater detail.  

The Council‟s name was officially changed to the Northwest Power and Conservation Council in 2003 

in order to emphasize the fish and wildlife aspects of its mission.  In the 1980 Power Act, the word 

“Conservation” in the Council‟s name specifically referred to energy conservation.  The name change 

was intended to convey the equal status of enhancing and protecting fish and wildlife resources affected 

by the dams with energy planning in the Council‟s programs (NPPC, 2007).  To minimize confusion, 

this report uses the Council‟s most recent name throughout. 

 
8
 If an agency proposes an action that will take place in an area in which listed species reside, then the 

Endangered Species Act requires the agency to consult with the regulatory authority over the species 

affected.  Jurisdiction over salmon resides with the National Marine Fisheries Service.  Upon reviewing 

the proposed action, the regulatory agency issues a written opinion (referred to as a “biological opinion” 

or “BiOp”) as to whether the action is likely to jeopardize the continued existence of the listed species 

or result in the destruction or adverse modification to the listed species‟ critical habitat.  See ESA 

sections 7(a)2 and  7(a)3. 
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 Concern over the nationalization of the dam removal debate by fishery and 

environmental activists, 

 Uncertainty over the impacts of new policies regarding energy deregulation on 

the region‟s federally operated hydropower system,  

 The collapse of the Executive Committee of the Regional Forum, and 

 Frustration with the region‟s complex and often contradictory patchwork of 

treaties, statutes, regulations, policies, agency decisions and court 

determinations regarding salmon. 

Regional leaders presented three arguments in favor of a Columbia River Basin 

governance system.  First was the desire to better manage and organize the sheer 

complexity of Columbia Basin issues.  Regional leaders argued in favor of some form 

of system to eliminate duplication, confusion and conflict in regional decision-making 

then being carried out through multiple processes.  Second, and related to the first, was 

the desire for greater inclusiveness in the decision-making process.  Third was concern 

over periodic threats to the benefits derived from the Columbia – the most recent of 

which were outlined above - and the degree to which external forces could assume 

control over the system and divert those benefits out of region (Crampton, October 16, 

1998; Batt, Kitzhaber, Racicot, and Locke, July 15, 1998).   

A Government Accounting Office (GAO) report, released in June 2004, clearly 

portrays the complexity of Columbia River issues.  The states of Washington, Oregon, 

Idaho, and Montana share a geographic and jurisdictional footprint with the thirteen 
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sovereign Indian tribes with rights within the Basin and ten federal agencies.
9
  The 

report characterized federal responsibilities as “a multilayered collection of laws, 

treaties, executive orders, and court decisions.”  It identified two Canadian and six 

Indian treaties; thirty-one nationwide statutes; six basin-specific statutes; fourteen 

mission-specific statutes applying to individual federal agencies; seven federal 

executive orders and memoranda applying to all agencies; and seventeen court 

decisions that defined and guided agency responsibilities for mission authority and 

operations, fish and wildlife mitigation, and tribal relationships.  These in turn 

spawned thirty-eight supporting plans and programs involving a varying array of 

federal, state, and tribal involvement (GAO, 2004).  This array of rules, regulations, 

and programs constitute a structure of regional governance absent the benefit of a 

unifying system to mediate their often-inconsistent goals and requirements.
10

 

As complicated as it made the situation out to be, this GAO report was in fact 

somewhat simplistic in that it only addressed federal activity.  It did not discuss 

additional layers of regulation and bureaucracy resulting from state, tribal, and local 

levels of responsibility.  These other levels of government hold jurisdiction over 

                                                 
9
 The agencies identified in the GAO report are the Bonneville Power Administration, U.S. Army Corps 

of Engineers, Bureau of Reclamation, U.S. Forest Service, Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Fish and 

Wildlife Service, Bureau of Indian Affairs, National Marine Fisheries Service, Environmental 

Protection Agency, Natural Resources Conservation Service, and U.S. Geological Survey.    

 
10

 This research report on Basin governance uses the terms “system” and “structure” in the sense offered 

by Giddens (1984) and Sztompka (1991).  Social systems are relationships between and practices of 

human agents patterned to the point where they form recognizable entities.  These entities manifest as 

organizations, institutions, or other social groupings.  Structures are the formal and normative rules and 

resources by which established systems operate.  To use the CRBF as an example, the organization of 

institutional participants into an arrangement called the Columbia River Basin Forum constitutes a 

system.  The CRBF‟s memorandum of agreement, facilitation and note-taking support, and internal 

operating procedures represents its structure.   
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nonfederal Basin policy domains such as water rights, permitting, fishery harvest 

levels, recreational facilities, and hunting and fishing regulation and add additional 

levels of complexity to issues of resource management.  No single entity has the 

authority to integrate areas of jurisdictional overlap or resolve disputes.   

Further compounding the issue were nongovernmental private interests active 

in the Basin and dependent on the missions and programs of federal and state agencies.  

To use the federal agencies as examples, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 

traditionally draws its support from navigation interests; the Bureau of Reclamation 

from irrigation interests; the Bonneville Power Administration (BPA) from public 

utility districts and direct service industries; the NMFS with commercial fishing 

interests; and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service with sports fishermen, hunters, and 

state fish and game agencies (Clarke and McCool, 1996; Ogden, 1997).  Rightly or 

wrongly, these private interests were frequently perceived to bias agency decision-

making either through direct lobbying or by acting through their congressional 

representatives to ensure that agencies paid proper attention to their concerns. 

Such a dizzying array of requirements, activity, and competing interests all but 

guaranteed interpretative disagreement and jurisdictional dispute.  Writing to the 

CRBF following their June 24, 1999 meeting, attorney James Buchal argued for 

adoption of a clear salmon recovery goal.  In doing so, he underscored several of the 

arguments in favor of developing a coherent governance framework.  Buchal argued 

that unless the CRBF exercised leadership in “tempering and balancing them [fish and 

wildlife goals] with other relevant goals, the region‟s fishery managers will continue to 
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work at cross purposes.”  He noted that at several times during the meeting, members 

asserted the establishment in law of their relative positions to support their arguments.  

He argued that “the laws are vague and contradictory” and that “Columbia Basin 

salmon recovery is not progressing because of a lack of coordination among the 

relevant agencies to strike reasonable accommodations among these statutory goals.”  

“Only when some entity succeeds in taking charge of the recovery program, and 

giving meaningful guidance to those charged to implement it, can we obtain genuine 

progress” (emphasis added).
 11

 

The case for Northwest regional governance, based on the desire for greater 

efficiency, the desire for more inclusive decision making, the need to reconcile 

competing statutory and regulatory demands, and protection of regional benefits led 

many to conclude that existing governance systems were not adequate to the task.  For 

example, former Senator and Oregon Governor Mark Hatfield recommended that 

Congress expand the membership and authority of the Northwest Power and 

Conservation Council through legislative action (Collette, 1997).  Then-Governor John 

Kitzhaber stated that the Council “lacks the proper mission, proper representation, and 

the proper authority” to manage the Columbia River benefits (Crampton, October 16, 

1998) and eventually recommended replacement of the Council altogether (O‟Bryant, 

September 24, 1999).  Collectively, these issues convinced regional leaders that a new 

                                                 
11

 Quoted from a Murphy and Buchal, LLP, memorandum to Columbia Basin Forum Committee Members 

concerning Columbia Basin fish and wildlife goals.  The memorandum is dated June 29, 1999.  The original 

document is on file with Columbia River Basin Forum meeting notes held in the offices of the Northwest 

Power and Conservation Council and DS Consulting, Portland, Oregon.     
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system of decision-making was necessary to replace the Regional Forum‟s Executive 

Committee and to address weaknesses in the scope and authorities of the Council.    

  

Establishment of the Columbia River Basin Forum 

Seeking to offset the growing federal role in Basin decision-making generated 

by the salmon listings with increased state and tribal input, Oregon Governor 

Kitzhaber hosted a regional conference in October 1997 at which he promoted creation 

of a “Three Sovereigns” process.  The stated goal was to manage Columbia River 

basin issues in a more integrated, accountable, and responsive manner.  This was to be 

done through establishment of a collaborative decision-making process that would 

develop consensus recommendations for regional decision-making authorities 

(Crampton, October 16, 1998).  Kitzhaber was successful in convincing his fellow 

governors that some such effort was worthwhile.  In a memo issued on July 15, 1998 

the four governors presented a statement of joint intent to bring the region together on 

a “common position” and not let the issues be “determined solely at the national level” 

(Batt, Kitzhaber, Racicot, and Locke, July 15, 1998). 

Governor Kitzhaber, supported by the regional governors, envisioned the Three 

Sovereigns operating through a “high-level policy forum” consisting of one 

representative each from the federal government, the four Northwest states, and the 

thirteen Columbia River Basin tribes.  The members of this forum would “address, 

collaborate on and coordinate basin-level policy, planning, decision-making, and 

implementation issues.”  A senior staff-level committee of four state, four federal, and 
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four tribal representatives would constitute this forum.  Recognizing the difficulty of 

reaching decisions on the Basin‟s conflicting issues through consensus, the governors 

suggested that, “a river governance framework may need to be legislated by the U.S. 

Congress…a process that could take several years.”  They then initiated a parallel 

initiative to determine whether a new statutory structure could be achieved (Batt, 

Kitzhaber, Racicot, and Locke, July 15, 1998).   

The governors also proposed that a memorandum of agreement (MOA) 

institutionalizing the Three Sovereigns Process be developed and signed by November 

1998.  However, not all felt that the “Three Sovereigns” process was the “right 

solution to the right problem.”  Upriver agricultural and timber interests dependent on 

the river‟s commercial uses of irrigation and navigation and hydropower users were 

deeply concerned over a body so heavily represented by tribal and downriver fishery 

and environmental advocates.  They questioned whether any form of regional 

governance would be part of a “sensible solution” (Tansey, March 17, 1998; Senate 

Hearing Focuses on Three Sovereigns, 1998).   

This group found a receptive audience among some members of the regional 

congressional delegation.  In a joint letter to Kitzhaber, Representatives Bob Smith (R-

OR), Doc Hastings (R-WA), Michael Crapo (R-ID), and Rick Hill (R-MT) expressed 

their concern over the “scope and intent” of the Three Sovereigns proposal and the 

suggested one-per-government voting scheme.  They called for a greater 

representation of non-governmental interests and more non-governmental participation 

(Congressmen Rap Three Sovereigns Process, 1998).  Senator Slade Gorton (R–WA) 
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openly questioned whether the “problem” was a “lack of coordination or the inherent 

tension of federal agencies having to make decisions in the face of conflicting federal 

laws and the strong voices of diametrically opposed interests” and whether the Three 

Sovereigns was the proper response (Senate Hearing Focuses on Three Sovereigns 

Process, July 13, 1998).  Going a step further, Senator Gordon Smith (R-OR) 

introduced Senate Bill S-214 that would require a non-governmental advisory group 

for whatever system eventually chosen (Three Sovereigns Develops New Twist, June 

9, 1998; Senate Hearing Focuses on Three Sovereigns Process, July 13, 1998; 

Espenson, August 28, 1998).
12

    

The governors‟ memorandum of July 15 offered four governance options in 

addition to the original Three Sovereigns proposal.
13

  A regional discussion ensued 

from which emerged a compromise.  The compromise called for more inclusive 

involvement by non-governmental parties and a renaming of the resultant governance 

system as the “Columbia River Basin Forum” in order to distance it from the 

governments-only connotation of the Three Sovereigns label.  Commercial interests 

thus received assurances that CRBF-related meetings would be open to non-

governmental participants.
14

   

                                                 
12

 The state legislatures also voiced concern that more stringent recovery efforts may have to be funded 

from state resources.  They created the Legislative Council on River Governance (LCRG) to stay 

abreast of developments in the Three Sovereigns process.   

 
13

 The governance alternatives offered in the July 15 memo are discussed in detail in Chapter 7. 

 
14

 Ironically, there is no indication in any of the CRBF records or meeting notes that any non-

governmental participant ever attended a formal CRBF meeting. When asked about this, a public power 

participant to the process replied that once the MOA was signed, his organization realized that the 

CRBF would be unable to make any significant changes to the system, and therefore posed no threat to 
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Some saw the CRBF as an interim solution that allowed time for trust and 

relationship building and greater coordination.  Concurrently the parties – particularly 

the states – could explore whether enough common ground existed for a more formal 

arrangement with true decision-making authority empowered by statute (Crampton, 

October 16, 1998; Espenson, October 23, 1998).  Others held great hope and faith in 

the CRBF‟s own intrinsic potential, although from different perspectives.  The federal 

agencies in general voiced support for a process that would bring the regional parties 

together and result in greater input to and support for federal decisions.  NMFS in 

particular sought regional input and ultimate buy-in to whatever decisions the 

biological opinion - due by the end of 1999 - would ultimately make.  Many of the 

tribes were eager to get on with substantive discussions as governing equals.  Spokane 

tribal representative Howard Funke captured tribal feeling when he argued that “the 

idea of governments sitting down and talking about fish, wildlife, and the habitat…and 

in their ecosystem…is the right thing to do” (Crampton, October 16, 1998; Espenson, 

February 5, 1999).   

The compromise did not satisfy everyone.  Although supportive of regional 

governance in the abstract, the governors of Idaho and Montana expressed concern 

over how potential outcomes would affect the agricultural and recreational interests of 

their respective states.  Idaho particularly was leery of even the appearance of ceding 

authority over water use to some regional authority made up of parties suspected of 

designs on Idaho water and supportive of the breaching of the four lower Snake River 

                                                                                                                                             
their interests.  Consequently, they stopped investing any time into its workings (Personal 

communication with participant.)   
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dams.  Both states threatened to withhold support for the CRBF unless these concerns 

were addressed (Montana, Idaho won‟t Sign on to Northwest Salmon Plan, 1999).   

The Nez Perce, distrustful of excessive state influence in the process, felt that 

their time would more be effectively spent in dealing directly with federal agencies 

through consultation and, when necessary, litigation.  They also, more than other basin 

tribes, believed that the CRBF was not an appropriate forum for their tribal leaders.  In 

their view, government-to-government negotiations between the Nez Perce and the 

federal government should not occur through federal agency heads but rather through 

direct involvement by the White House.  They staunchly opposed the notion of 

representative involvement, stating that they would not allow anyone other than tribal 

leaders to represent tribal interests and insisting on direct tribal participation at each 

level of the process (Espenson, Feb 5, 1999; Espenson, Mar 12, 1999).  The Nez Perce 

never signed the MOA.   

Divisions existed among the Umatilla board of directors.  Like the Nez Perce, 

they harbored deep distrust of state motives, especially Oregon.  Citing previous 

efforts by the state attorney general to limit tribal fishing rights, many board members 

did not believe that collaborating with a body historically hostile to fundamental tribal 

interests was possible.  Others on the board believed that the benefits of participation 

outweighed the risk.  It is not clear whether the Umatilla ultimately signed the MOA.
15

 

                                                 
15

 Frankly, it is not entirely clear which of the lower Columbia tribes did or did not eventually sign the 

MOA.  The original MOA signature sheet was not filed among the records reviewed for this study.  The 

information presented as to signatories is derived from media accounts and recollection of process 

participants.   
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After two postponements
16

 generated by concerns over state decision-making 

prerogatives, tribal concerns, funding, and extensive review by the federal agencies, a 

CRBF signing ceremony finally occurred on January 29, 1999.  Fourteen regional 

sovereign entities signed.  Six others were supportive and signed a short while later, 

including Montana.  Governor Kempthorne of Idaho signed the following March, 

although in doing so he made it clear that the state of Idaho would not support any 

recommendation that included either removal of the Snake River dams or additional 

water flows out of Idaho (Espenson, Feb 5 and Mar 12, 1999). 

The signing ceremony in January of 1999 culminated almost two years of 

debate and negotiations over roles, responsibilities, representation, and institutional 

authority.  The discussion identified both a general interest in addressing the issue of 

regional governance and the myriad differences among regional interests that made 

structuring a governance framework so difficult.  Thus, it underscored the paradox of 

the effort.  Almost all parties agreed that a regional governance system could allow for 

more efficient decision-making, be more inclusive, and help protect regional 

resources.  However, the discussion also revealed a deep unwillingness to concede to 

the CRBF the decision-making authority that could make it a successful resolver of 

disputes.  A large reservoir of skepticism remained among regional parties as to each 

other‟s intent and motives.  This skepticism and the lack of agreement over formal 

decision authority led several to believe that a statutorily constituted body would 

                                                 
16

 The draft MOA was released for regional comment in August 1998 and originally scheduled for 

signing in the following November.  The signing date was postponed until mid December and again 

until January 1999.    
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ultimately be needed.  Nevertheless, signatories agreed to allow participation by non-

signatory entities in the interest of moving forward and with the hope that those parties 

who had not yet signed would eventually come around.   

The document that emerged from this process reflects the concerns and 

interests of the debate that created it.  Its structure and language played a significant 

role in the ultimate operation of the CRBF.  It embodies the rules and procedures of 

the CRBF‟s establishment through negotiation by regional agents.  It is therefore 

useful at this point to review its key elements.   

 

The Memorandum of Agreement 

The fifteen pages comprising the MOA signed in January 1999 contain detailed 

language laying out the Forum‟s purposes, organization, processes, guidelines for 

public involvement, and rules for financial management.  An appendix outlined five 

substantive issues intended to receive immediate attention.   

Section II of the MOA (1999) identified the Forum‟s purpose.  Its overarching 

purpose was  “to provide a high-level policy forum in which federal, state and tribal 

governments, working with interested members of the public, will address, collaborate 

on and coordinate basin-level policy, planning, decision-making and implementation 

issues that effect [sic] the Columbia River Basin fish and wildlife and related habitat.  

The parties recognize the need to prioritize their efforts, focusing on the most pressing 

issues with the greatest opportunity to improve the effectiveness of regional efforts.” 
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Specific purposes included ensuring coordination among governmental parties 

and addressing all factors that affect anadromous fish in the Basin, such as 

hydropower operations, harvest, habitat, and hatcheries.  Other purposes were to 

“harmonize actions and shape initiatives,” “simplify current processes by eliminating 

duplicative efforts and consolidating or eliminating existing committees or bodies,” 

provide for dispute resolution; improve financial management; ensure effective and 

independent scientific and economic review mechanisms; and “ensure a structured 

process of public information and involvement” (MOA, 1999, pp. 3-4).   

For funding, the MOA (1999) called on the parties to “commit to investigate 

the full range of funding alternatives.”  The parties agreed that “funding obligations 

are to be shared among the parties on an equitable basis,” subject to the availability of 

appropriated funds.  The Committee identified an initial budget of $119,000 to 

$189,000 and appended this budget to the agreement (MOA, 1999, p. 6 and Appendix 

B.) 

The MOA (1999) defined a two-tiered organizational structure almost identical 

to that prescribed under Governor Kitzhaber‟s Three Sovereigns concept.  At the upper 

policy level was the Columbia River Basin Forum Board (the Board).  The Board 

consisted of the governors of Oregon, Idaho, Washington, and Montana; the leaders of 

the thirteen Basin Indian tribes; and a “representative of the federal Administration.”  

The key functions of the Board were to provide policy guidance with regard to MOA 

implementation, review priorities and tasks, provide oversight for the Forum 

Committee.  The Board was also empowered to make determinations and 
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recommendations on matters upon which it reached consensus (MOA, 1999, pp. 4-5).  

There was no formal connection between the Board and the Northwest Power and 

Conservation Council or with the remnants of the NMFS‟ Regional Forum, both of 

which continued to function.   

The MOA delegated implementation to the Columbia River Basin Forum 

Committee (Forum Committee).  The Forum Committee consisted of twelve members.  

One each was to be appointed from the four Northwest states; four collectively 

representing the twelve tribes;
17

 and one each representing the federal Departments of 

Commerce, Defense, Interior, and Energy.  Committee members were to elect a chair 

to serve a one-year term.  Functions of the Committee included carrying out the 

purposes of the Forum; development of annual internal operating budgets; 

implementation of the MOA‟s public involvement and outreach provisions; 

monitoring implementation of agreed-upon actions; and preparing issues of such 

policy significance as would require referral to the Board (MOA, 1999, pp. 5-6).   

The MOA carefully defined the processes for getting an issue before the Forum 

Committee and for the Committee to issue a recommendation.  Although any 

Committee member could propose an issue for consideration, three separate voting 

processes were required before the Forum Committee could issue a formal 

recommendation.  First, the Committee put the issue to a vote to determine whether to 

                                                 
17

 Two represented the upriver tribes and two the lower river tribes.  The tribes could also designate up 

to four alternate representatives from those tribes whose programs were directly affected by an issue 

before the Forum Committee.  (As noted earlier, the Nez Perce did not delegate to anyone the right to 

represent Nez Perce tribal interests.) 
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consider it.  Nine (75%) of the twelve Committee members had to concur before an 

item could be taken up.  If an issue passed this step, it was designated a “Forum 

Issue.”  Forum Issues were eligible for further discussion, analysis, and the 

development of alternative resolutions.  Although not clear from the language of the 

MOA (1999), it appears that the Forum Committee could provide this level of analysis 

to relevant decision-makers without further action and without making a formal Forum 

Committee recommendation.  If, however, the Committee desired a formal 

recommendation or believed additional discussion needed then it would call for a 

second vote.  Putting a Forum Issue into the collaborative process required the 

consensus of the Forum Committee.  The Committee member with jurisdiction over 

the issue in discussion could limit or terminate the process at any time.  Once the 

collaborative process was completed, the Forum Committee could make its 

recommendation after a third consensus vote.  The MOA defined “consensus” as a 

recorded vote of all twelve Forum Committee members, with no votes in opposition.  

Members who did not register a vote within two weeks of an issue being called or who 

chose to abstain did not count against the consensus (MOA, 1999, pp. 6-7).   

In addition to spelling out what the Forum could do and how it would do it – 

and perhaps more importantly – the MOA (1999) included a list of twelve exclusions 

specifying what the Forum could not do.  Among these were prohibitions on limiting 

the otherwise lawful decision-making discretion of any of the parties; prohibitions on 

requiring parties to limit their use of Basin resources; prohibitions on addressing “local 

issues that do not have basin-wide effects;” prohibitions on any affect to private 
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property and water rights; and a prohibition on requiring any party to expend funds in 

support of the agreement (pp. 9-10). 

The language and procedures embodied in the MOA (1999) are reflective of 

both the hope and suspicion that underscored the debate and discussion leading up to 

its signing.  The hope was that the Basin‟s collective interests would outweigh more 

localized interests and render the restrictive provisions of the MOA unnecessary.  Yet 

this hope was undermined by the parties‟ deep seated (and, as this study report will 

show, long standing) opposition to centralized authority in any regional governance 

system.  The states, tribes, and federal agencies would not support a decision process 

that could challenge state or tribal sovereignty or federal agency prerogatives.  The 

MOA underscored this principle through the requirement for a super-majority to get 

issues even considered by the Committee; the requirement for consensus voting; the 

long list of exclusions; and the provision that allowed any party to terminate 

collaboration of any issue that fell under its jurisdiction.  These provisions are the 

heart of the paradox.
18

  The result was a document crafted on the optimism that 

consensus on substantive issues would emerge while denying the CRBF, as an 

institution, any mechanism for resolving issues for which consensus proved 

impossible.   

                                                 
18

 The predictable problems with this sort of arrangement caused some regional leaders to champion a 

permanent legislative solution to alter the institutional prerogatives that the MOA‟s provisions were 

designed to protect.  The CRBF debate illustrates how difficult it will ever be to get the political process 

to produce such legislation absent a regional crisis of such magnitude that it dwarfs parochial concerns.  

It is difficult to see how the MOA signers – all of whom represent sovereign entities that could have 

voluntarily surrendered some sovereignty to further region wide interests – would support creation of a 

statute leading to the same end.  As this study will show, they never have. 
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The CRBF in Action 

The Forum Committee
19

 met thirteen times between March 1999 and April 

2000.  The first two meetings, both in March 1999, understandably focused on internal 

organizational issues.  The Forum Committee appointed two ad hoc subcommittees, 

one to address budget and funding and the other to develop an agenda and logistical 

arrangements for a proposed Forum Board meeting.  It unanimously elected Eric 

Bloch, an Oregon representative to the Council and Oregon‟s representative to the 

Forum Committee, as chair.  It agreed that discussions of substantive issues would 

take place within the Forum Committee as a whole rather than developing an overly 

bureaucratic system of multiple subcommittees.  The Committee agreed that each 

representative should produce credentials from their respective agency head or 

government formally appointing him or her as their parent body‟s official 

spokesperson.
20

  The Committee agreed to hire a coordinator to manage its internal 

business and assigned a subcommittee to develop a work plan for meeting its MOA 

responsibilities (Meeting Minutes, March 10 and March 30 1999).  In short, the first 

meetings were used to “sort out the membership and begin formulating a plan for 

                                                 
19

 The Forum‟s tribal representatives were John Platt, Chad Colter, Howard Funke, and Brian 

Lipscomb.  State representatives were Eric Bloch (Oregon) who also served as the Forum Committee 

Chair, Bob Nichols (Washington), Mike Field (Idaho), and Stan Grace (Montana).  Federal 

representatives were Doug Arndt (U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, for the Department of Defense), 

Karen Hunt (Bonneville Power Administration, for the Department of Energy), Anne Badgley (U.S. 

Fish and Wildlife Service, for the Department of Interior), and Danny Constenstein (National Marine 

Fisheries Service, for the Department of Commerce). 

 
20

 By insisting on credentialing, the group hoped to avoid a problem that plagued the Regional Forum: 

different people claiming to represent the same governmental entity or non-government interest but 

advocating different policy positions (Meeting Minutes, March 10 1999). 
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addressing the tasks outlined in the MOA” (Espenson, March 12, 1999).  Subsequent 

meetings resulted in development of a work plan and agreement on a guiding goal 

statement (Meeting Minutes, April 29 and September 7, 1999). 

The tone of discussions as recorded in meeting minutes and reported in press 

coverage of meeting proceedings is civil, respectful, and conveys the sense of 

importance that all participants attached to Forum Committee business.  However, 

over time, the meeting notes also document the growing frustration with the group‟s 

inability to come to grips with issues of substance.   

Federal agencies and the Northwest Power and Conservation Council had six 

major, interrelated processes underway in the Columbia Basin at the time of the 

CRBF‟s formation.  These were:  

 The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers environmental impact statement (EIS) 

concerning juvenile fish passage through the Snake River dams.
 21

  The 

most controversial option under consideration in the EIS was potential 

removal of the earthen portion of four dams on the lower Snake River.  

Selection of this option would eliminate commercial navigation into Idaho 

and hydropower production.   

 The National Marine Fisheries Service biological opinion on the Federal 

Columbia Basin Power System (FCRPS).  This opinion and the Corps EIS 

                                                 
21

 The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) requires federal agencies integrate environmental 

values into their decision making processes.  To meet NEPA requirements, federal agencies must 

consult with any other federal agency holding jurisdiction by law or special expertise with respect to a 

potential environmental impact of a proposed action.  The agency then prepares a detailed statement 

known as an environmental impact statement.  See NEPA, 1970, section 102 (C).   
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comprised the core elements informing a much-anticipated decision 

expected by 1999 on the future of the FCRPS. 

 The Federal Caucus‟ Basinwide Salmon Recovery Strategy.
 22

  The federal 

agencies producing this document intended it to serve as a roadmap to 

salmon recovery.  It addressed all of the “Hs” believed to affect the salmon 

life cycle: habitat, harvest, hatcheries, and the hydropower system.
 23

 

 Then Northwest Power and Conservation Council‟s “Multispecies 

Framework.”  The Council undertook this initiative to look holistically at 

opportunities to improve environmental conditions for all Basin fish 

species. 

 Bonneville Power Administration‟s (BPA) 2001 – 2006 rate case.  The 

Bonneville Project Act of 1937 requires the BPA administrator to sell 

electricity generated from federal hydropower projects in the Columbia 

River to preference customers at cost.  Cost includes the cost of energy 

acquisition, conservation, and transmission and includes routine operations 

and maintenance and the amortization of capital projects.  The rates at the 

time of the CRBF went into effect in 1996 for the five-year rate period from 

                                                 
22

 At this point, the Federal Caucus was a loose consortium of the federal agencies involved with 

NFMS‟ Regional Forum.  The Federal Caucus would meet to coordinate federal agency positions in 

preparation for discussions within the Regional Forum and CRBF.  The CRBF envisioned three such 

caucuses; the Federal Caucus, a state caucus, and a tribal caucus.  The Federal Caucus was formally 

codified under a Memorandum of Understanding signed in 2000 (personal experience of author). 

 
23

 The Basinwide Salmon Recovery Strategy was initially referred to as the “4-H Paper.” This 

colloquialism was changed to the “All-H Paper” upon receipt of a letter of complaint sent by the 4-H 

Club organization (personal experience of author).  The original document can be found at 

http://www.salmonrecovery.gov/BiologicalOpinions/FCRPS/2000Biop/AllHStrategy.aspx. 

http://www.salmonrecovery.gov/
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October 1996 through September 2001 (BPA, 1996).  BPA was undergoing 

its rate setting process for rate period October 2001 through September 

2006.  The federal government was deregulating and restructuring the 

energy industry in order to improve competition and reduce prices.  

Deregulation was especially complex in the Pacific Northwest due to the 

dominant position in the energy market occupied by BPA, a federal agency 

under the U.S. Department of Energy.
 24

  The impact of deregulation on 

BPA in general and highly volatile swings in west coast energy prices 

during the summer of 2000 raised anxiety in the minds of many over the 

future of the region‟s cherished low energy prices (BPA, 2001). 

 The U.S. Forest Service, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and Bureau of 

Land Management‟s Interior Columbia Basin Ecosystem Management 

Project (ICBEMP).  Created through a 1993 directive from President 

Clinton, ICBEMP‟s purpose was to develop a “scientifically sound, 

ecosystem based strategy for management of 64 million acres of lands 

administered by the Forest Service and the Bureau of Land Management 

within the Columbia River Basin, and portions of the Klamath and Great 

basins in Oregon.”  Concerns over forest and rangeland health, wildland 

fires, and threats to fish and wildlife species inspired this effort.  ICBEMP 

released a final environmental impact statement and proposed decision in 

December 2000 (ICBEMP, undated).  The release initiated a period of 

                                                 
24

 At the time, BPA provided on average about 40% of the electrical power sold in the region and 

controlled more than 50% of the region‟s transmission lines (BPA, 2001). 
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protest and recriminations as communities grounded in resource extraction 

industries such as timber, mining, and ranching reacted to perceived threats 

to their ways of life.   

These six processes were each addressing substantive and far-reaching issues.  

The resolution of those issues had the potential to disrupt the status quo of regional 

economic and commercial arrangements.  Each participant in the CRBF, as well as 

numerous non-governmental organizations and institutions, had a substantial stake in 

the outcome of these other processes and the potential impact of one process on the 

others.  Despite this, as pointed out by the facilitator during the October meeting, even 

after four or five sessions, the time still being spent on discussing process to the 

exclusion of substantive matters (Meeting Minutes, October 11, 1999).   

It was the importance of the potential policy outcomes of these parallel 

processes that led to the creation of the CRBF.  Ironically, that importance was equally 

the reason that regional agents ensured, through the MOA‟s provisions, that the CRBF 

was impotent to substantively resolve differences over the underlying issues.  The 

resulting sense of frustration led to members eventually losing confidence in the Forum 

Committee‟s ability to achieve anything significant.    

 

The Collapse 

The group grew increasingly frustrated over (1) the uncertain role of the CRBF 

in relation to other regional processes addressing many of the same issues, (2) 
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questions by some participants over the actual level of commitment to the CRBF by 

member governments, (3) funding, and (4) the requirement for consensus decisions.    

Recall that the overlapping nature of multiple complex processes and the lack 

of any comprehensive coordinating mechanism was one of the motivations behind 

creation of the CRBF.  However, the lack of clarity in the MOA (1999) as to precisely 

what the Forum Committee was expected to do carried into the Forum Committee 

discussions.  Recall also that the purpose written in the MOA (1999) called on the 

CRBF to serve as “a high-level policy forum in which federal, state and tribal 

governments… will address, collaborate on and coordinate basin-level policy, 

planning, decision-making and implementation issues that effect [sic] the Columbia 

River Basin fish and wildlife and related habitat” (p. 3-4).  The parties interpreted this 

differently.  The representatives from Washington, the upriver tribes, and the Corps of 

Engineers felt the Forum Committee should be developing a basin-wide strategic plan 

to guide the other ongoing processes.
25

  Others (Montana, Idaho, and lower tribal 

representatives)
 26

 felt that such an overarching plan would be redundant to the other 

processes and instead looked to the Forum Committee to resolve specific issues 

(Meeting Minutes, April 29, May 27, June 24, September 7, 1999).   

                                                 
25

 Interestingly, this planning function was similar to that performed by The Pacific Northwest Regional 

Planning Commission (1933-1943), the Columbia Basin Inter-agency Committee (1946-1967), and the 

Pacific Northwest River Basins Commission (1967-1981).  Efforts at multi-domain, region wide 

planning essentially ended with the 1981 termination of the Pacific Northwest River Basins 

Commission.  These other governance systems will be discussed later in this report. 

 
26

 It is not exactly clear what Oregon‟s position was on the need for an overarching plan.  The July 

meeting minutes record the Oregon representative as stating that a desired goal of the group was a “plan 

that will lead to fish and wildlife recovery.”   In September, however, the meeting minutes state that he 

believed that, with other processes underway, it would not be appropriate for the Forum to develop 

another plan.       
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By July, group frustration over the lack of agreement over its role grew more 

pronounced.  Fundamental differences in policy objectives held by the parties 

exacerbated the situation.  For example, representatives from the Salish Kootenai and 

lower river tribal representatives argued for restoration of a “natural cycle” to the river, 

which could mean partial removal of the Snake River dams and/or additional flows out 

of the reservoirs in Montana and Idaho – actions that Montana, Idaho, and other upper 

river tribes vehemently opposed.  Other controversial issues included the role of 

hatcheries to supplement conservation objectives, the practice of barging of fish past 

the dams during the late summer, and a definition of the appropriate balance between 

“fish and people”.  Representatives from Idaho, Washington, and the upriver tribes 

were eager to move on with substantive discussions on these issues.  Meanwhile, 

Oregon and the representative from the lower river tribes believed the group needed to 

agree to specific objectives before such substantive discussions could be meaningful 

(Meeting Minutes, July 21 1999; Espenson, July 30, 1999). 

Although the Committee adopted an overarching goal statement in September 

(Meeting Minutes, September 7, 1999), the group was never able to agree to objectives 

that were more specific or engage on substantive issues.  Governor Kitzhaber, 

concerned over the lack of progress, noted in September that the region was at “grave 

risk” of losing its two most prized assets: salmon and the “reliable low cost supply of 

power produced for the Northwest by the federal dams on the Columbia River.”  

Noting once again that neither the Columbia River Basin Forum nor the Northwest 

Power and Conservation Council could authoritatively address the region‟s issues, he 
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renewed the call for congressional legislative action to replace both.  Governor 

Kitzhaber likened the situation to the Balkans of Europe, noting that regional parties 

have “no requirement for coordinated action and no way to resolve conflicts between 

themselves” (O‟Bryant, September 24, 1999). 

The second general source of member frustration was deep suspicion over the 

level of genuine commitment the other participating governments had to the process.  

Both the state and tribal representatives questioned the degree to which federal 

agencies were willing to accept CRBF recommendations on pending NMFS‟ 

biological opinions, the Corps‟s environmental impact statement on the effects of the 

Snake River dams on salmon survival, and elements of the Federal Caucus‟ Basinwide 

Salmon Recovery Strategy.  The continuation of federal-only meetings on those 

subjects formed the basis of state and tribal skepticism.  The states also noted a 

decreased participation by federal agencies in the Council‟s Framework process.  

NMFS, responding for all the agencies, stated that while input from the region was 

welcome, the federal government alone was statutorily responsible and legally 

accountable for the responsibilities charged to it under the ESA (Meeting Minutes, 

March 10 and March 30, 1999).  It could not risk failing in these duties should the 

CRBF be unable to come up with useful recommendations.  Adding to the suspicion 

over federal intent was the fact that, although the federal government had filled its four 

positions on the Forum Committee, it never formally put a name to its one position on 
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the Forum Board (Meeting Minutes, May 27, June 24, and October 1999).
27

  Federal 

Forum Committee representatives contended that this was a function of bureaucratic 

inertia rather than lack of support for the Forum (Meeting Minutes, May 27 1999).  

The lack of an administration-level representative symbolically reinforced the sense 

among states and tribal representatives that the federal government was not as 

committed to the spirit of the CRBF as had been hoped. 

Tribal commitment was internally mixed and externally perplexing.  Tribal 

leaders were among the most critical of the NPPC
28

 and Regional Forum as 

governance systems due to the lack of tribal membership in those bodies.  Tribal 

leaders had long called for greater input into regional processes and the inclusion of 

tribal governments in regional decision-making was a central and important purpose of 

the Three Sovereign‟s process and CRBF (Crampton, December 5, 1997). 

The Snake River and upper Columbia tribes all signed the MOA, and their 

representative was among the most vocal urging the Forum Committee to begin work 

on substantive issues.  However, a history of court battles over fishing rights had made 

the four lower river tribes skeptical of state motives.
 29

  The lower river tribes 

                                                 
27

 From the beginning, the Forum Committee struggled to identify a meeting date for the Forum Board.  

Although the federal government never formally appointed a representative to the Board, the Chair of the 

President‟s Council on Environmental Quality agreed to attend the Board meeting should it ever be held.  It 

never was.   

 
28

 It should be noted that the Council‟s Multispecies Framework process had the active support and 

participation of the tribes, and that the 1980 Power Act specifically required consultation with tribal fish 

managers on the Council‟s fish and wildlife program.   

 
29

 These comments are based on the author‟s personal experience in listening to tribal elders and leaders 

concerns regarding regional governance systems.  See also Taylor (1999), Pevar (2002), and Dompier 

(2005). 
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consistently made the point that their treaties are with the federal government and are 

leery of any process that may open an opportunity for state interests to encroach on the 

rights ensconced in the treaties.  Additionally, the Forum Committee‟s representative 

structure ran counter to tribal political culture of direct democracy (as underscored by 

the Nez Perce position).
30

   

The lower river tribal governments that were unable to resolve the question of 

whether to sign the MOA presented a frustrating conundrum to the Forum Committee.  

These tribes justified their reluctance to sign as by arguing that it was not yet clear if 

the CRBF process would prove worth their time.  Yet, as the Forum Committee chair 

noted, their official input was essential in the design of what that process would turn 

out to be (Meeting Minutes, July 21, 1999).  In effect, the lower river tribes refused to 

engage in the process to design the structure that would make their formal 

participation worthwhile. 

Federal and state CRBF members were rankled by the lack of formal 

involvement and sometimes participation by all of the Basin‟s tribes.  The Idaho 

representative voiced this frustration when he noted that other participants had signed 

on to the CRBF process with the understanding that formal tribal participation (the 

lack of which was noted as a “huge void” in the Regional Forum process) would be 

forthcoming.  If their participation did not occur, he argued that the group should 

“reassess” what the Forum was doing (Meeting Minutes, June 24 1999).  Ultimately, a 

                                                                                                                                             
 
30

 It was a significant concession on the part of those tribal governments that did sign the MOA to have 

their interests represented by people not directly associated with their respective tribe.   
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substantial part of the lower river tribal commitment problem was one of the Forum 

Committee‟s own making.  By agreeing early on to allow non-signatories to 

participate in CRBF business, they removed a major incentive for those tribes who had 

not already done so to sign on to formal membership.   

State commitment to participation in the CRBF process was very strong, which 

is not surprising given that the CRBF was the product of an initiative by the four 

regional governors.  However, the amount of authority carried by each state‟s 

representative to truly collaborate and compromise on substantive issues was limited.  

The governor of Idaho delayed signing the MOA and made it clear when he did so that 

the issue of dam removal was not up for discussion, a position also maintained by the 

Washington representative.  Idaho and Montana also opposed additional flow 

augmentation or increases to spill (Meeting Minutes, June 24 1999).  What emerges 

from the meeting minutes is the sense that the states were willing to talk about a great 

number of things, but would not negotiate or compromise on any action or 

recommendation from the Forum Committee contrary to core state interests.  An 

unwillingness to compromise or negotiate on key issues led a Yakama tribal council 

member to chide the group as a whole for “competing and jockeying for position 

rather than joining forces to improve the resource” [referring to salmon] and noted that 

“each participating party is unbending in representing its own interests” (Espenson, 

July 30, 1999). 

The third source of frustration related to the second in that questions regarding 

participant commitment brought attention to participant funding.  The MOA (1999) 
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required each participating government share an “equitable” distribution of costs.  

Unfortunately, the MOA failed to define “equitable.”    

The initial budget called for $119,000 - $189,000 for federal fiscal year 1999.  

The delay in signing the MOA and establishing the Forum Committee meant that the 

Committee did not need entire amount.  A revised estimate put direct costs for 1999 at 

$70,000.  The Council agreed to provide about $28,000 of in-kind services.
31

  Funding 

was not secured until the following July, and then only for $50,000.  Of this, the 

Northwest Power and Planning Council provided $40,000 but agreed to pay no more 

than 1/3 of direct costs for subsequent years.
32

  The four states represented the Council 

contribution as their share.  BPA provided an additional $10,000.  Contributions from 

the other entities represented on the Forum Committee consisted of in-kind support 

provided by member participation (Meeting Minutes, April 29 1999; Fazio, July 2, 

1999). 

The Bureau of Indian Affairs initially agreed to fund $3,000 per tribe for travel 

(Meeting Minutes, July 21, 1999) although they had trouble actually coming up with 

all of the money.  Despite MOA language calling for “equitable” sharing of costs, 

neither the tribes nor states contributed any of their general fund moneys to the CRBF.  

Other than BIA and BPA, no federal agency provided cash contributions.  In effect, 

the Bonneville Power Administration financed the lion‟s share of the CRBF, either 

                                                 
31

 CRBF funding followed the federal fiscal year of October 1 through September 30.  The $70,000 

noted here would fund the Forum Committee through September 1999.  The budget for fiscal year 2000 

was estimated at $75,000.  BPA contributed $10,000 and NPPC $25,000 consistent with its previous 1/3 

commitment.  No other entity offered funds.  As it turned out, additional funds were not needed. 

 
32

 BPA provides all funding for The Northwest Power and Planning Council and its programs in 

accordance with the Pacific Northwest Electric Power Planning and Conservation Act of 1980. 
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directly or through the Council‟s program (Meeting Minutes, April 29 and October 11, 

1999).   

The fourth area of frustration was the MOA‟s requirement for consensus 

decision-making.  Even the seemingly simplest decisions could become difficult.  For 

example, scheduling the first Forum Board meeting was a frequent subject of 

discussion.  The Forum Board never held its meeting, partly due to scheduling but 

mostly due to disagreement as to the meeting‟s purpose.  Oregon, the tribes, and the 

federal agencies felt that the first such meeting would be ceremonial in nature, 

representing a statement of commitment by each participating government.  

Washington, on the other hand, opposed a Forum Board meeting unless the Forum 

Committee provided substantive issues or accomplishments for Board member 

discussion.   

The Forum Committee chair summed up the problem of consensus based 

decision making at the October meeting.  He stated, “people think they can come and 

go, and any time they‟re not here, then they have a bye that month, and nothing that is 

accomplished or agreed to is in any way binding on them” (Meeting Minutes, October 

11, 1999).  The inability to schedule a meeting of the Board meant that the disputes 

within the Forum Committee could never be elevated, let alone resolved. 

The inability to come to agreement over the role of the Forum Committee; 

lingering suspicion over participants‟ true level of commitment; funding; and the 

inability to resolve the challenges of consensus decision making came to a head in 

January 2000.  The Montana representative stated he would no longer attend Forum 
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Committee meetings.  “I yet see little opportunity for this body to be effective in 

resolving solutions to the problems they address,” he said.  “Most of the issues are 

being debated in other forum arenas that we [Montana] have access to.  In those arenas 

the decision-making bodies have traction in bringing resolution to the issues and 

implementing those decisions.”  Also citing the lack of commitment and participation 

by other parties, he noted that Montana would reengage if the Forum Committee could 

agree to “changes and commitments” (O‟Bryant, January 14, 2000).   

Coupled with the withdrawal of Montana was the growing perception that the 

perceived threats enumerated by Governor Kitzhaber were not as severe as first 

thought.  For example, over time, regional utilities adapted to energy deregulation 

without major disruption to the region.  The Corps study of the Snake River Dams and 

the NMFS BiOp did not make the dramatic calls for dam removal that some feared.  

The collective sense of threat posed by the suite of issues facing the region dissipated 

as other venues worked through them.  In effect, the issues that caused so much 

concern in the beginning failed to rise to a level of criticality sufficient to justify the 

CRBF as an enduring governance system.     

The withdrawal of Montana signaled the end of the CRBF.  The Forum 

Committee held its last meeting on April 29, 2000 after which effectively dissolved.  

What could pass as its epitaph is captured in the last line of a document about the 

CRBF posted on the Northwest Power and Conservation Council‟s website:  “The 

Forum conducted its deliberations for slightly more than one year before collapsing 

through diminished participation of the Forum membership” (NPPC, undated). 
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Challenges to Governance in the Columbia River Basin    

Why is it that, even with agreement on the common goals of better decision-

making, a more inclusive process, and preservation of common regional interests, the 

CRBF failed?  Is regional governance intrinsically paradoxical?  The circumstances 

surrounding the CRBF illustrate several inherent challenges to establishing workable 

governances systems.  These are the difficulty of resolving deep-seated conflicts over 

resource use among resource users, especially when exacerbated by differing values; 

and structural issues of common vision, commitment to the governance body‟s goals 

and objectives, funding, and processes for substantive decision-making.   

Competing interests, aspirations, and values. 

Inter-institutional conflict can occur over conflicting interests and/or when 

parties perceive that their aspirations are incompatible with the aspirations of others 

and when mutually satisfactory alternatives are not available (Pruitt and Kim, 2004).  

For example, within the Columbia Basin, the interests and aspirations of those 

dependent on the commercial benefits of the dams were incompatible with those of 

advocates for dam removal in the interest of improved fish runs.  Another example is 

the incompatibility of the aspirations of those favoring market mechanisms for the 

pricing of electricity with those favoring cost-based rates.  Similar examples could be 

found of other perennially controversial issues in the region, such as flow 

augmentation (pitting aspirations of fish advocates against the aspirations of irrigation 

and recreation advocates) or levels of tribal harvest (pitting the aspirations of tribes 

against those of recreational and commercial fishermen).  No argument, however well 
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crafted, regarding dam removal, dam retention, or a significant modification to dam 

operations can ever completely satisfy all parties.    

What leads parties to become so intransigent in defending their aspirations and 

interests?  Pruitt and Kim (2004) identified four conditions that can cause   aspirations 

to become rigid to the point of precluding any opportunity for compromise.  These are 

(1) the importance of the underlying interests, (2) the degree to which strongly held 

principles are believed to be at stake, (3) the degree to which available options are 

perceived to be of the either-or variety, and (4) the degree to which parties see their 

aspirations as being legitimate or just (Pruitt and Kim, 2004).  All four conditions are 

present in the Northwest.  A few examples: The preservation of inexpensive 

hydroelectric power is of vital economic interest to the region as a whole.  The low 

cost of waterborne navigation is of vital importance to agricultural and wood products 

businesses in Idaho, Montana, and eastern Oregon and Washington.  The salmon 

fishery is of fundamental cultural and economic importance to the tribes and the 

economic mainstay of communities in the lower Columbia River and along the coast.   

Then there is water.  Many of the farmers and ranchers in the region are 

descended from original settlers lured to the region by the promises of free land 

supported by irrigation water (Smith, 1950; Dodds, 1986; Pisani, 2002).  To them 

preserving their water rights is the central priority, even to the extent of discouraging 

neighbors from voluntarily trading or selling their water rights for environmental 

purposes.   
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The disputes among regional parties are often perceived as zero-sum options 

that leave little room for compromise.  All parties claim legitimacy grounded in either 

law or tradition (Taylor, 1999).  Examples include tribal rights to fish as protected by 

treaties and federal trust responsibilities; the defense of long-established water rights 

by inland farmers and ranchers; and commercial fishermen struggling to maintain a 

way of life began by their grandfathers and great-grandfathers.   

All of this creates an enormous challenge for regional leaders.  Their 

constituents perceive any predilection of an elected or politically appointed official to 

compromise for the sake of a greater good as a betrayal.  One cannot simply attribute 

this lack of a basis for compromise as a rational defense of tangible institutional 

interests.  Many Columbia Basin resource advocates genuinely and honestly believe in 

the moral righteousness of their respective positions.  These positions are thus 

reflective of deeply held values and beliefs.   

Structural issues: Shared vision, commitment, funding, and decision-making. 

In addition to conflict over values, four significant structural problems crippled 

the CRBF.  The first was a lack of a common vision over what the CRBF was intended 

to do, especially given that other processes were underway in the region addressing 

many of the issues the CRBF was established to address (Meeting Minutes, April 29, 

May 27, June 24, July 21, and September 7, 1999; Espenson, July 30, 1999).  

 The second was a perceived lack of commitment on the part of all participants.  

From the beginning, participants approached the CRBF with varying degrees of 

enthusiasm.  All voiced commitment to the process, but the lack of support to address 
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key issues, the failure for all parties to sign the MOA, and the failure to appoint 

individuals to all positions served to aggravate existing senses of distrust over other 

parties‟ motives (Espenson, Feb 5 and Mar 12, 1999; Meeting Minutes, May 27, June 

24, and October 1999).   

The third contributing factor to the demise of the CRBF was funding.  Whereas 

the MOA (1999) called for each participant to contribute an equitable amount of funds 

for CRBF operations, only the Bonneville Power Administration (BPA) and, to a 

lesser degree, the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) did so.  Holding participants to the 

funding terms of the MOA could have potentially accomplished several things.  It 

would have signaled the commitment of each participating government to the process, 

would contribute to the sense that the deliberations of the group were “real” to its 

participants, and would have likely sustained attention of the region‟s elected 

leadership.  None of these occurred since BPA managed ratepayer dollars 

predominantly funded the CRBF.  Consequently, none of the participants other than 

BPA had a financial stake in ensuring process efficiency (Meeting Minutes, April 29, 

July 21 and October 11, 1999; Fazio, July 2, 1999).   

Fourth and perhaps most importantly was the cumbersome and ineffectual 

decision-making process called for in the MOA.  The process required almost 

complete agreement before the Forum Committee could even discuss and issue, let 

alone resolve it.  The results of this decision-making process were not binding, even if 

strong majority agreement existed, in that anyone disagreeing with an outcome could 
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simply veto it (MOA, 1999; Meeting Minutes, April 29, May 27, June 24, July 21, and 

September 7, 1999; Espenson, July 30, 1999).   

  

Chapter Summary: 

Following are the key points drawn from the CRBF history:   

 Regional leaders sought to establish a new governance system that would 

provide a reasoned and rational basis to resolve regional differences.  

 Pending significant decisions on energy deregulation, dams, and salmon 

occurring within processes from which many felt excluded motivated 

regional leaders to explore a new decision process.  These issues held the 

potential to exert considerable impact on the regional economy, 

environment, and individual livelihoods. 

 The CRBF was comprised of institutional actors with long standing 

attachments to regional resources and established worldviews and values 

regarding those resources.  These actors included federal and state 

agencies, regional Indian tribes, commercial firms and trade associations, 

and non-governmental organizations.  Each institution had rights, 

authorities, interests, and/or prerogatives they wished to protect. 

 Regional institutional leaders established the CRBF to address critical 

regional issues while paradoxically refusing it the authority needed to do 

so. 
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 Some signatories to the Forum MOA made their signature contingent on 

precluding discussion of key issues.  As a result, the Forum was unable to 

address many of the issues for which it was formed. 

 Regional political leaders who recognized this potential weakness from the 

beginning believed a more effective and authoritative system should be 

established through federal legislation.  However, this legislative effort was 

either not seriously attempted or eventually abandoned.
33

   

 Refusal of all parties to sign the CRBF MOA (1999) exacerbated the 

MOA‟s structural problems.  The Forum Committee decision to allow non-

signatories to participate in its discussions and decisions added to the 

dysfunction.  Representatives of non-signatory parties were thus free to 

engage in extended debates without being bound by whatever agreements 

or decision the group as a whole eventually reached.     

 Despite the time spent in negotiating the MOA, serious disagreement 

remained among Forum Committee members over the Forum‟s purpose 

and authorized scope of activity.  The Forum Committee spent most of its 

time debating process as opposed to debating and resolving substantive 

issues. 

 Serious distrust existed as to the commitment and motivation of other 

Forum Committee members to meet the spirit of the MOA. 

                                                 
33

 The records reviewed for this study are not clear on this point. 
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 Frustration with the inability of the Forum Committee to address issues of 

substance led Montana to withdraw.  The Forum collapsed soon thereafter. 

 The CRBF faced challenges of constitutional structure, competing interests 

and values, and structural design.     

The Columbia River Basin Forum had set for itself the purpose of simplifying 

processes by, “eliminating duplicative efforts and consolidating or eliminating existing 

committees or bodies” (MOA, January 1999, p. 4).  By denying itself any capability 

for definitive decision-making and lacking commitment from a significant number of 

participants, the CRBF had no basis for replacing other ongoing processes at the time, 

almost all of which focused on some substantive goal, however limited that goal may 

be.  In limiting its role to only discussion of the issues, the Forum Committee ended up 

replicating debates taking place within these other processes.  With no real ability to 

influence outcomes, the CRBF ironically positioned itself to be another one of the 

“duplicative efforts” it had hoped to eliminate. 

In designing the CRBF MOA, institutional negotiators deliberately created a 

consensus-based process based on the hope that, if reasonable leaders from regional 

institutional stakeholders could meet to rationally discuss the issues at hand, 

reasonable compromises would be reached.  However, they hedged their bets by 

ensuring that every representative reserved veto authority over any collective position 

not in accord with the interests of their respective constituency.  As a result, parties to 

the CRBF gave themselves no ability to address substantive issues.   
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As observed by Russell Linden (2002) in his book on collaboration, “the forces 

that pull people apart are very strong, some of them wired into the very DNA of 

organizations, and it takes far more than good intentions and kind-hearted people to 

make collaboration work” (Linden, 2002, p. 36).  This study researched the historical 

record to determine why Linden‟s assertion seems so applicable to the Columbia.  It 

adopted the apparent paradox of the Columbia River Basin Forum as its research 

question.  The next chapter explains the method through which this question was 

addressed. 
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CHAPTER 2 

ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 

  

 

Research Question, Purpose, and Relevance 

The paradox suggested by the Columbia River Basin Forum experience 

presents a fundamental question.  Whereas many prominent northwest political and 

institutional leaders strongly believed some form of regional governance system was 

necessary, why did those same leaders fail to empower the system with the authority 

necessary to resolve the issues that led them to create it the first place?   

This study is the first step in a larger research project to address this question.  

It presents an institutional level case history of Basin governance that identifies the 

various governance systems proposed and enacted since 1934 and categorizes them 

into models according to their locus of decision-making as defined by their dominant 

institutional participants.  Its purpose is to analyze the Basin‟s multi-jurisdictional 

governance experience for trends both in the types of systems enacted and those 

rejected.  The goal, in effect, is to understand and explain how the region chose the 

governance systems it established.   

This study identified twenty-six governance systems proposed during the 

period of study of which eleven were established.  It presents the history of those 

systems using an analytical framework suggested by the circumstances surrounding 

the rise and collapse of the Columbia River Basin Forum.  Chapters are organized by 

the catalytic, critical situations whose occurrences allowed existing systems and 

structures to be challenged or overturned and new ones formed in their place – an 



 

54 

 

approach inspired by Bessey (1963) in his history of northwest regional planning.  

Other elements of the framework include each system‟s dominant participants, the 

other institutional actors involved, the social and political context from which each 

system emerged, and the salient issues that they were intended to address or influenced 

their establishment.   

Why does any of this matter? 

Giddens‟ (1976, 1979, and 1984) theory of structuration and Sztompka‟s 

(1991) theory of social becoming argue that no social system springs anew.  All social 

systems evolve from those that came before and serve to shape those that follow.  The 

findings of this study support those arguments.  Each governance system identified, 

whether merely proposed and debated or actually enacted, demonstrably had roots in 

earlier systems and structures.  Each new system either evolved noncontroversially or 

resulted from some catalytic event that allowed excluded parties to challenge existing 

system(s) as they vied for influence over regional resources and institutional 

prerogatives.  Each was either a modification or an outright replacement of an earlier 

system and in turn formed the basis for those that came after.   

This point is relevant because efforts to establish new Basinwide governance 

systems did not end with the Columbia River Basin Forum.  For example, in 2004 

staff from the Northwest Power and Conservation Council presented a proposal to 

reconfigure the National Marine Fisheries Service‟s Regional Implementation Forum 
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and establish a new Executive Committee under the auspices of the Council
34

 (Council 

to Look, May 7, 2004).  More recently, sovereign parties in litigation over the impacts 

of the FCRPS on salmonid species listed under the Endangered Species Act 

established a Regional Implementation Oversight Group to oversee the measures 

called for in the National Marine Fisheries‟ 2008 FCRPS biological opinion (personal 

experience of author).  Understanding the historical connections to past governance 

systems can inform these and future governance efforts.   

The author found no history centered on Columbia Basin governance systems 

as a whole in researching this report.  Of the materials reviewed for this study, only 

two (Scheufele, c.1970 and Hemmingway, 1983) wrote to objectively analyze a 

particular governance system.  Scheufele (c.1970) analyzed the Columbia Basin Inter-

Agency Committee and Hemmingway (1983) the Northwest Power Planning and 

Conservation Council.  All other accounts were written to either address other aspects 

of the region‟s history (for examples, see Ogden (1949), McKinley (1952), Bessey 

(1963), White, (1995), DeLuna (1997), Brigham (1998), Vogel (2007), Pope (2008) 

and others) or promote a particular system (see McKinley, 1952 and Ogden, 1997).  

Consequently, their discussion of any particular governance system was usually 

limited to those elements relevant to the story they wished to tell.   

                                                 
34

 This proposal is fully laid out in two NPCC staff memos.  The first, dated June 1, 2004 and authored 

by Doug Marker, is entitled Discussion of Implementation of Mainstem Amendment Measure 

Concerning Council Sponsorship of Federal Hydrosystem Decision Making Structure.  The second, 

authored by John Shurts, John Ogan and Doug Marker, subject: Proposal for revision to mainstem 

implementation forum consistent with fish and wildlife program amendments, is dated July 6, 2004.  

The July 6 memo is available at the Northwest Power and Conservation Council‟s web site at 

http://www.nwppc.org/news/2004_08/ aug04_13.pdf.  A May 4 draft of the June 1 memo can be found 

at http://www.nwppc.org/news/2004_05/ fw2.pdf. 

http://www.nwppc.org/news/2004_08/aug04_13.pdf
http://www.nwppc.org/news/2004_05/
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In addition to providing a history, this study offers diagnostic, predictive, and 

normative contributions to the general understanding of the Northwest‟s governance 

experience.  The study provides its diagnostic contribution through its exploration of 

the social and political contexts and issues from which various governance systems 

emerged.  As such, it provides an in-depth look at how Basin governance evolved with 

the region‟s history and in response to the motives and interests of institutional 

participants.  It thus helps explain why things are the way they are and provides a 

partial explanation as to why getting to accord over governance of the region‟s natural 

resource issues has often proven so difficult.    

The study provides predictive contribution through its identification of two 

sources of system change.  The first is noncontroversial evolutionary change from 

within existing systems.  The second is conflict-based change that involves a sequence 

of activities that appears to repeat itself each time certain conditions are present.  In 

essence, this conflict change pattern showed that regional governance arrangements 

maintained themselves in relative stability until faced with a critical situation 

(Giddens, 1984).
35

  These critical situations allowed existing arrangements to be called 

into question and opened the door for introduction of new governance systems by 

previously excluded parties.  The region then goes through a period of adjustment as 

these previously excluded entities attempt to gain influence while the included entities 

seek to retain and/or expand the influence they have.  Certain procedural events 

                                                 
35

 Giddens (1984) defines critical situations as those that result in changes to social systems and 

structure.  By this definition, if no change occurs then circumstances were not sufficiently “critical.”  

Consequently, the occurrence of such a situation can only be confirmed in hindsight. 
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follow, with regional institutional leaders calling for public meetings, engaging in 

negotiations, and eventually deciding to either reach agreement on new systems and 

structures or modify those already in place.  Assuming the situations that inspired the 

effort prove sufficiently critical, the region adopts new systems that eventually settle 

into a condition of stability pending arrival of the next critical situation.  What the next 

critical situation will be, or when it will arrive, cannot be predicted with any precision.  

What is predictable is that, once institutional leaders perceive such a situation to have 

arrived or be imminent, they will likely initiate the change pattern.  By understanding 

this dynamic, those seeking to change (or preserve) the status quo of governance 

arrangements can plan accordingly for the day when such circumstances appear. 

The study provides its normative contribution in part through its identification 

of the patterns of change noted above and through its proposal for additional research 

into the role of values in governance related decision-making.  The pattern of system 

development can lead to expectations over how things are supposed to be and how 

individual institutional members should behave when critical situations present 

(Schein, 1984; Giddens, 1984).  Consequently, such circumstances can serve to shape 

the behavior of individuals as similar conditions present themselves in the future.  The 

history reviewed for this study alone did not completely answer the paradox question.  

It did, however, suggest that a more complete answer might be found through 

additional research into the role that values associated with institutional worldviews, 

cultures, and identities play in individual decision-making during periods of 



 

58 

 

negotiation.  Such research may offer further prescriptions to increase the likelihood of 

success in future governance efforts. 

 

 Scope 

The geographic scope of this study is that portion of the Columbia River Basin 

lying within the United States Pacific Northwest, including its major tributaries, as 

illustrated in Figure P-2.  This corresponds to the geographic scope of the CRBF and 

most of the other multi-jurisdictional governance systems with which the region has 

experimented over time.
36

  The study focused only on governance systems involved 

with the planning, development, and/or operation of what became the Federal 

Columbia River Power System and the impact that FCRPS operations had on the 

commercial and sports fishery, natural regional salmon runs, Indian treaty rights, and 

the region‟s economic and social development.   

The study did not address international issues of governance, such as the 1964 

treaty with Canada that governs flood control and power benefit allocations between 

the two countries.  Nor did it examine other natural resource governance systems and 

structures involving other natural resources issues, such as the Regional Interagency 

Executive Committee organized under the Northwest Forest Plan or the Pacific 

Fishery Management Council established under the Magnuson Fishery Conservation 

and Management Act of 1976.     

 

                                                 
36

 All systems identified in this study encompassed the Columbia River Basin.  Some, such as the 

Pacific Northwest Regional Planning Commission encompassed the entire Northwest. 
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Methodology 

Whereas this study presents a case history, it does not follow a traditional case 

study methodology.  With the exception of the discussion of the Columbia River Basin 

Forum, it uses an historical method, relying on secondary sources to research 

governance systems at the institutional level.  This section describes this method.  It 

discusses the methodological sources upon which the study design relies, the 

methodological approach, and the study‟s potential limitations and weaknesses.  

Method. 

The methodological approach used generally followed those offered by 

Neustadt and May (1988) in Thinking in Time: The Uses of History for Decision 

Makers and Ritchie and Spencer (2002) Qualitative Data Analysis for Applied Policy 

Research.  Neustadt and May‟s (1988) Thinking in Time is based on the authors‟ Use 

of History course offered through the Kennedy School of Government.  The authors 

intended their book for senior policy makers as a manual for staff work regarding the 

use of history to inform decision-making.  Using a case study approach, the authors 

advocate a reflective and systemic process for analyzing history to inform policy 

choices.  They offer a seven-step process that focuses on storytelling to make the links 

between what is known to what the researcher wishes to find.  Ritchie and Spencer‟s 

(2002) Qualitative Data Analysis, although intended for use in analyzing original data, 

offers useful advice for the review of secondary sources as well.  Their framework 

involves a systematic process for sifting and sorting material according to key issues 

and themes.   
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This study‟s unit of analysis was the institutions involved in Basin governance 

systems.  These institutions included those Indian tribes, federal and state agencies, 

and private enterprises involved with land and water use, river infrastructure 

development, and the salmon fishery within the boundaries of the Columbia River 

Basin (Figure P-2).  This study emphasizes the federal agencies in the interest of space 

and since the operation of the Columbia River is essentially a federal responsibility 

(Ogden, 1997, Williams, 2006).   

Research proceeded through three steps.  The first step documented the history 

of events leading to the rise, activity, and collapse of the CRBF.  This step analyzed 

the issues and challenges faced by the CRBF as presented in Chapter 1.  This study 

used the results of that analysis to develop a framework around which to construct a 

history of Basin governance systems.  The components of that framework were: 

 The catalytic events or circumstances that created the opportunity for 

conflict-based change to existing systems and structures.  This study frames 

the narratives of Chapters 3 through 7 using these critical situation events. 

 The governance systems proposed or enacted in response to the perceived 

changes in circumstances. 

 The dominant institutions that would form or formed the locus of decision 

making for each governance system proposed or enacted.  This study used 

this criterion to define the six models subsequently identified.  

 The political and social context surrounding the points in time at which 

change occurred. 
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 The salient issues in the Pacific Northwest for which new governance 

systems were proposed or enacted to address. 

 The institutional participants and their interests. 

 The worldviews held by the institutional participants. 

 Additional information as available.  Such information included the 

duration of enacted systems, types of products produced, effectiveness, and 

any other material as may be relevant to the research question. 

The second step reviewed regional histories in the method recommended by 

Neustadt and May (1988) and Ritchie and Spencer (2002) and used the framework to 

develop an institution-oriented historical overview of past governance efforts.   

The third step inductively analyzed the historical record, identifying key 

themes and lessons as may explain the CRBF‟s institutional genealogy and provide 

insights that may inform future governance efforts.   

Potential problems and limitations. 

This study identified four categories of potential problems and limitations.  

These were source reliability, source completeness, the risk that the historical record 

alone would prove insufficient to fully explain the paradox of governance, and the 

author‟s proximity to the circumstances surrounding the CRBF.    

Source reliability 

This study used both primary and secondary sources.  The history of the 

Columbia River Basin Forum presented in Chapter 1 relied exclusively on primary 

source material.  These included press reports from print and electronic media, CRBF 
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meeting notes taken by a contracted note taker, and notes taken by the CRBF‟s 

contracted facilitator.  All of these materials represented firsthand accounts by 

witnesses to the events being recorded.  They are, however, potentially subject to the 

biases, misinterpretations, and/or lapses of attention of those who prepared them.   

This study partially mitigated this potential weakness by cross checking, where 

possible, the accounts of one against the accounts of the others for the same events.  

As an additional step, the author allowed several of the direct participants to the CRBF 

process to review early drafts of Chapter 1.  None offered substantive corrections.  As 

such, the author is confident that the events portrayed occurred essentially as 

presented.       

The history of governance presented in Chapters 3 through 7 relied 

predominantly on secondary sources.  This study pieces together fragmentary 

discussions of governance found in a wide array of historic accounts.  As such, there is 

some risk of misinterpretation regarding the details of each system‟s purpose, 

organization, and membership.  This author attempted to mitigate that risk by cross 

checking significant events and facts among multiple sources.  As a matter of protocol, 

this study notes disagreements either in the text or in an accompanying footnote.  If 

research found sufficient information to resolve the difference, the resolution was so 

explained.  

 The following example illustrates the risk and approach to mitigate possible 

misinterpretation.  Both McKinley (1952) and Bessey (1963) mention state 

participation in the Columbia Basin Inter-agency Committee.  McKinley (1952) 
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claimed that the states participated only as observers, while Bessey (1963) reported 

that they participated as full voting members.  Scheufele (c.1970) resolved the 

difference.  The CBIAC existed from 1946 into 1967.  During that time, the nature of 

state participation fluctuated between passive observation and active participation.  

Thus, both McKinley (1952) and Bessey (1963) were accurate as of the time they 

wrote.  However, having relied only on one or the other would have resulted in a 

misrepresentation as to what actually occurred.  This study used a general approach of 

crosschecking multiple sources within each domain throughout to present as accurate a 

portrayal as possible.    

Source completeness 

Even if the primary and secondary sources used were completely accurate in 

the information they contained, there was still risk that they did not tell the complete 

story.  And there are, in fact, gaps in the narrative.  For example, as detailed as was the 

reporting on the events leading up to the signing of the CRBF memorandum of 

agreement (MOA), there were no records found by this author describing the specifics 

of the MOA negotiations.  Presumably, if they exist, they would be in the form of the 

personal notes kept by the negotiators.  The CRBF story would benefit from additional 

interviews to see if these additional sources exist in addition to exploring the 

motivations and institutional objectives as understood by the participants. 

This risk also applied to the history of governance as inferred from the 

secondary sources used.  In some cases, secondary source authors provided a great 

deal of information for some systems.  For example, there was a wealth of published 
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material regarding the Northwest Power and Conservation Council, the Regional 

Forum, the Columbia Basin Inter-Agency Committee, and the Pacific Northwest 

Regional Planning Commission.  Alternatively, the sources reviewed contained only 

passing references to the Northwest States Development Association, the Committee 

on Fish Operations, and the Fish Operations Executive Council.  Consequently, the 

sources reviewed did not contain all of the information sought for each governance 

system identified.  However, they did provide sufficient information to warrant the 

findings and conclusions presented in Chapters 8.      

Risk of insufficient material in the historic record to resolve the paradox 

There was a risk that the historical record alone, including both primary and 

secondary sources, would not present sufficient information to answer the research 

questions or offer a satisfactory resolution to the paradox of regional governance.  

That proved to be the case.  Most accounts of the Columbia Basin‟s development 

spoke to events and the related economic and political interests and issues.  Examples 

included McKinley (1952), Bessey (1963), Scheufele (c.1970), DeLuna (1997), 

Brigham (1998), Pope (2008), and others.  It is a fundamental conclusion of this study 

that events, politics, economics and disagreements over tangible party interests offered 

only a partial answer to the question of the paradox.  Relatively few spoke to the social 

issues of worldview, institutional culture and identity, and values that drove 

individuals to so passionately believe in one position or viewpoint.  Examples of those 

that did were Hays (1957 and 1999/1959), Wiebe (1967) and Taylor (1999).  

Particularly good at describing the role that worldview (or conceptual framework) 



 

65 

 

plays in policy decisions and social structure are Lichatowich (1999), Dunlap (2004), 

and Williams (2006).  However, none directly linked how those values actually 

affected regional governance or policy choices.  The understanding of the CRBF‟s 

history in particular and the study of regional governance in general would be greatly 

improved by in-depth interviews with participants to better explore the role that 

worldview, social identity, and individual values played in negotiations over the MOA 

and the CRBF‟s operations.   

Author’s proximity to the events under study 

 Maxwell (2002) argues that good qualitative work must be transparent in its 

articulation of author background, potential biases, and selected methodology.  The 

author of this study was closely associated with the events that led to the Columbia 

River Basin Forum‟s creation.  He served as the Deputy Commander and Chief of 

Staff of the U.S. Army Corp of Engineer‟s Northwestern Division, headquartered in 

Portland, Oregon.  He held that position from 1997 to 2001.  He held supervisory 

authority over and appointed the Corps‟s CRBF representative.  He exercised 

executive coordination with other federal agencies regarding the Corps‟s 

environmental impact statement on salmon survival through the lower Snake River 

dams, one of the major issues in which the CRBF members took interest.  He presided 

over four regional public meetings regarding that study and on several times testified 

to Congressional committees regarding the study and related biological opinions on 
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the operation of the Columbia Basin dams.
37

  Consequently, he was familiar with 

many of the issues and events discussed. 

To mitigate the effects of any bias, points supported only by the personal 

experience and observations of the author were kept to a minimum and offered only 

when no other source could be found or to amplify a point made by others.  To the 

maximum degree possible, this study presents information found in already published 

accounts, the public record, and other sources accessible to the public.   

The author is currently on contract as facilitator and program coordinator for 

the Columbia Basin Federal Caucus.  In that capacity, he is required to maintain a 

confidentiality agreement regarding information presented in meetings, discussions, or 

documents to which he is available.  The events discussed in this study predate this 

confidentiality agreement and concern events outside of the confidentiality 

agreement‟s scope.  There are no instances in which information was withheld due to 

constraints or conditions from the author‟s past or current professional duties. 

 

Sources 

Primary sources. 

Primary material for the rise and collapse of the Columbia River Basin Forum 

presented in Chapter 1 included meeting minutes, facilitator notes, and other CRBF 

related documents and committee reports.  The Northwest Power and Conservation 

                                                 
37

 A transcript of one such testimony as presented to the House Committee on Environment and Public 

Works, Subcommittee on Fisheries, Wildlife, and Water Works, can be found at 

http://bluefish.org/mogren.htm. 
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Council in Portland, Oregon, maintains one set of files of these documents.  The other 

set of files is located with DS Consulting, a firm also located in Portland.
 38

  To the 

author‟s knowledge, these are the only existing collections of CRBF records.  Both the 

Council and DS Consulting were very gracious in allowing the author full access to 

their files to research this paper.  This was fortunate in that some records were 

included in one file but not the other.  It may be that additional records exist in the 

private hands of CRBF participants.  However, the effort to contact those individuals 

was beyond the limit of this research project.  Consequently, the material reviewed 

bounded the CRBF history presented in Chapter 1.   

In addition to official CRBF related documents, the files contained notes 

prepared by two sources.  The Northwest Power and Conservation Council hired a 

contractor (Mr. Jeff Kuechle) to prepare CRBF meeting minutes.  Although not 

verbatim transcripts, these minutes provide a relatively detailed summary of meeting 

discussions.  Copies of minutes are on file in both the Council and DS Consulting 

collections for meetings conducted on March 10 and 30, April 29, May 27, June 24, 

July 21, September 7, and October 11 1999.  The files did not contain minutes for any 

of the meetings held in 2000.  Apparently, Mr. Kuechle was not replaced when his 

contract expired.  Chapter 1 cites information from Mr. Kuechle‟s notes as “meeting 

minutes.”   

                                                 
38

 DS Consulting specializes in public health, natural resource, organizational, and health care issues.  

Services include facilitation, mediation, conflict-needs assessment, systems design, negotiated 

rulemaking, collaborative problem solving, and consensus building.  Additional information is available 

from the company websites at http://www.mediate.com/dsconsulting/index.cfm and 

http://www.mediate.com/DS/index.cfm.  

http://www.mediate.com/dsconsulting/index.cfm
http://www.mediate.com/DS/index.cfm
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The second source of notes was DS Consulting, contracted to provide 

mediation and facilitation support for meetings beginning on May 27, 1999.  In 

addition to the meeting minutes recorded by Mr. Kuechle, Ms. Donna Silverberg, 

meeting facilitator, and/or members of her staff, took abbreviated outline notes.  These 

notes are on file with DS Consulting for the meetings held on July 21, 1999, and 

February 25, March 10, April 21, and April 28, 2000.  Chapter 1 cites information 

from these documents as “facilitator notes.”  An attendance sheet and references in 

media reports indicate a meeting also held on January 19, 2000 although the files 

contained no record of what transpired at that meeting.  Subcommittee memos, budget 

reports, meeting agendas, and the memorandum of agreement developed to guide 

CRBF activities provided additional information.       

In addition to the meeting notes and CRBF records, regional news outlets 

carried a running account of the CRBF‟s formation, operation, and collapse.  The 

author screened online websites of regional news sources for “Three Sovereigns” and 

CRBF related articles.  This study used almost every news article thus found; the few 

not used were rejected solely because they were superficially redundant of coverage 

found elsewhere.  The articles and editorials used appeared in the Oregonian and the 

online NW Fishletter and Columbia Basin Fish and Wildlife News Bulletin.  Energy 

NewsData produces the Fishletter.  Founded in 1982, Energy NewsData provides 

reports of interest to the electric and utility industry.  The NW Fishletter is found 

online at http://www.newsdata.com/fishletter/index.html, with specific locations of the 

articles used identified in the list of references following Chapter 8.   

http://www.newsdata.com/fishletter/index.html
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Although the Oregonian and Fishletter articles were helpful, this study drew 

the preponderance of its news account related information from reporters Barry 

Espenson and Mike O'Bryant from the Columbia Basin Fish and Wildlife News 

Bulletin.  Intermountain Communications of Bend, Oregon publishes the Bulletin.  

The Northwest Power and Conservation Council‟s Fish and Wildlife Program funds 

the Bulletin, a program funded by the Bonneville Power Administration.  The Bulletin 

is found online at www.cbbulletin.com.  In addition to meticulously following the 

establishment of the CRBF, either Espenson or O‟Bryant attended and reported on 

each CRBF meeting.  Their reporting thus greatly supplements the CRBF meeting 

minutes and facilitator notes.  The list of references following Chapter 8 identifies the 

specific online location for each Bulletin article cited.   

Secondary sources. 

Secondary sources provided the preponderance of of information for the 

governance history discussed in Chapters 3 through 7.  There were several reasons for 

this.  First, delving into the archives for primary material on each of the twenty-six 

proposed systems identified in this study was time prohibitive.  Second, this study 

found the body of material in each literature domain to be substantial and well 

developed.  Third, although this account would undoubtedly benefit from additional 

analysis of primary documents, the published material reviewed provided sufficient 

information to support the findings and conclusions presented herein.     

This study constructed its historical narrative from references to governance 

systems and contextual trends in works generally intended to address other issues or 

http://www.cbbulletin.com/
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present other arguments.  The study reviewed published material selected from the 

following topical domains: 

 Regional Native American tribes and tribal perspectives, 

 Euro-American exploration and settlement of the Pacific Northwest,  

 Columbia River Basin commercial development,  

 The impact of Basin development on regional salmon runs, and  

 The American environmental movement. 

The discussion below reviews the material considered essential to this study‟s 

argument.  Appendix A presents an expanded review of this literature.  This study used 

additional sources to cross check information and to add or supplement details to 

specific incidents or issues.  The reference list that follows Chapter 8 identifies these 

other sources. 

  

Literature Review  

This section summarizes the literature used to write the history of Basin 

governance, organized by domain.  Works categorized under more than one domain are 

listed under each that applies.      

Domain: Regional Native American tribes and tribal perspectives. 

The research into regional Indian tribes (1800s through 2000) focused on a 

general background of Northwest tribes, their interactions with white settlers, the 

worldviews and perspectives around which tribal society was organized and how these 

views shaped later debates over Columbia Basin issues.   
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Trosper (1995), Pevar (2002), and Wilkinson (2005) provided information on 

tribal social values.  Trosper (1995) summarized Indian cultural precepts based on his 

study of native peoples.  Pevar (2002) focused on the legal and political evolution of 

tribal rights.  Wilkinson (2005) traced the history of the tribal sovereignty movement.  

Lichatowich (1999), Taylor (1999), and Williams (2006) provide additional tribal 

social context.  These works offered insights into the connection between worldview 

and tribal social organization and behavior.  They also provided a comparison of tribal 

worldviews and with those of early Euro-American explorers and settlers and discussed 

the impact of shift from one to the other on the region‟s natural resources.   

Three other books provided regional context oriented from the tribal 

perspective.  In two books, Ruby and Brown (1981 and 1992) provide an encyclopedia-

like overview of the tribes and bands of the Pacific Northwest.  Clark (1953) 

transcribed traditional Northwest Tribal stories that provided Indian interpretations of 

the creation and man‟s relationship with nature.  Collectively, this body of work 

provided a sufficient array of historical context, facts and circumstances relevant to the 

tribal role in the region.   

Domain: Euro-American exploration and settlement of the Pacific Northwest. 

Research of regional exploration and settlement focused on the worldviews of 

the new arrivals, the impact of those worldviews and white expansion on native tribes, 

and the impact settlement had in setting the region‟s social trends.  This study reviewed 

material for facts, dates, and circumstances; the early roots of regional institutions; and 

the context from which later efforts at planning and governance emerged.  
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In their essay promoting a new conceptual framework to guide regional salmon 

management, Lichatowich, McConnaha, Liss, Stanford, and Williams (2006) argued 

that conceptual foundations (or worldviews) have a profound effect on social 

organization and behavior.  Taylor (1999) and Lichatowich‟s (1999) critique of 

regional fishery management also argued the power of worldviews on social structure.  

They further argued that the replacement of the tribal foundation of unity with nature 

with the Euro-American concept of nature as a warehouse of marketable resource 

commodities directly resulted in the depletion of those resources – some, like salmon, 

almost to the point of extinction.   

Four authors captured the origins and nature of the worldviews brought by 

settlers to the Pacific Northwest.  These were Max Weber (2002/1920), Henry Nash 

Smith (1950), Jenks Cameron (1928 and 1929) and Dodds (1986).  That worldview 

believed in the moral rightness of the creation of personal wealth (Weber, 2002/1920).  

It embraced the right of property ownership, especially land, as a guarantor of 

individual liberty and republican virtue (Smith, 1950), a belief in the west as an 

Edenic garden of opportunity (Smith, 1950), a belief in the inexhaustibility of the 

resources the west offered (Cameron, 1928 and 1929).  It also carried a belief in the 

doctrine of Manifest Destiny.  The doctrine of Manifest Destiny held that some 

combination of God, nature, and/or fate ordained an American empire from coast to 

coast (Dodds, 1986).   

Dodds (1986) further argued that the institutions of the Northwest evolved 

under circumstances of relative complacency.  This was because white settlers the 
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region predominantly emigrated from the upper Midwest of the United States.  

Consequently, they already shared a common belief in American values and how those 

values were to be applied in social, political, and economic settings.  As the region 

filled with people all operating within the same conceptual framework, the institutions 

they chose to establish faced little crucial review or challenge (Dodds, 1986).    

   This study relied upon the following sources to document the Northwest 

settlement up to the early 1900s.  Robert Wiebe (1967) and Samuel Hays (1957) wrote 

from national perspectives, discussing broad trends that shaped American settlement 

and development in the 19
th

 century and thus provided context for the settlement of the 

Pacific Northwest.  Research into the history of Northwest exploration and settlement 

examined the work of Lyman (1963/1917), Johansen (1967), Schafer (1943/1918), 

Dodds (1986), and Robbins (1997 and 2004).  Lyman (1963/1917), Johansen (1967), 

and Dodds (1986) concentrated on key personalities and the region‟s economic, social, 

and political development.  Robbins (1997 and 2004) wrote from an environmental 

perspective, focusing on the impact of regional development on the regional ecology.  

All provided at least some additional insight into the worldview carried by the white 

settlers to the region and the influence of that worldview on Indian culture and 

development of the region‟s Anglo-American political and social institutions. 

 

Domain: Columbia River Basin commercial development. 

This study found that almost all references to Columbia Basin governance 

systems were contained in histories of the river‟s commercial development.  Johansen 
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(1967), White (1995), DeLuna (1997) and Brigham (1998) provided contextual 

background regarding the impact of Progressive and New Deal philosophies in general 

and the public-power debate in particular on Columbia River development.  Ogden‟s 

1949 doctoral dissertation traced the economic and social reasons behind the river‟s 

development and the political environment in which that development took place.  

White (1995) argued the social impact of converting the Columbia from a natural 

ecologic system into an “organic machine” producing multiple commercial benefits is 

what makes the Northwest a true region of common interest.  Vogel‟s 2007 doctoral 

dissertation took White‟s (1995) argument a step further.  She concluded that the 

concept of the Northwest as a unified region centered on the provision of inexpensive 

hydroelectricity and socially institutionalized through the Pacific Northwest Regional 

Planning Commission (PNWRPC).  Vogel (2007) based her argument on review of 

primary materials in PNWRPC archives.  Although not focused on the PNWRPC as a 

governance system per se, her work provided a great deal of insight into PNWRPC 

origins and operation.    

McKinley (1952), Bessey (1963), Scheufele (c.1970), and Norwood (c.1981) 

provide firsthand accounts written by men with active roles in regional developmental 

policy and governance in the 1950s and „60s.  McKinley (1952) provided an overview 

of federal responsibilities in the region, analyzed the voluntary nature of interagency 

governance, and argued for establishment of a more authoritative Columbia Valley 

Authority to plan and manage Basin resources.  Bessey (1963) traced the region‟s 

efforts at regional planning.  Scheufele (c.1970) provided an insightful analysis of the 
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Columbia Basin Inter-Agency Committee and in so doing provided an applicable 

critique to collaborative governances systems in general.  Norwood (c.1981) traced the 

history of the policies of the Bonneville Power Administration.   

Histories of more recent events included Pope‟s (2008) account of the hydro-

thermal crisis of the 1970s; Blumm‟s (1982) discussion of the background of the 1980 

Pacific Northwest Electric Power Planning and Conservation Act; Hemmingway‟s 

(1983) analysis of the Northwest Power Planning and Conservation Council; and 

Crampton and Espenson‟s (2009) synopsis of salmon litigation between 1991 and 

2009.  This study effort researched these works with the goal of identifying the key 

issues facing the Pacific Northwest at the time, and the governance systems proposed 

or enacted in order to address those issues.  Also researched were the key arguments 

for or against the various governance systems and the positions of regional institutional 

actors as those debates played out.        

Domain: The impact of Basin development on regional salmon runs.  

All Columbia Basin efforts at collaborative governance were initiated to guide 

planning and management of the Basin‟s resources and/or to provide a forum where 

differences among regional institutional actors could be resolved.  Many of the most 

dominant differences have involved conflicts among commercial, sport, and tribal 

fishery interests and the collective opposition of fishery interests to the construction 

and operation of mainstem dams.  This issue was central in the formation of the 

Columbia River Basin Forum and has been at least a component issue of every 

governance system proposed or enacted since the 1940s.  Its importance intensified 
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once NMFS began listing Columbia basin salmonid species as threatened or 

endangered under the Endangered Species Act in 1991.  Fish management and 

conservation will likely continue as a central governance issue into the future. 

Literature on the Northwest salmon situation proved a mix of objective analysis 

and issue advocacy.  Research focused on basic facts, dates, and circumstances; 

institutional context with regard to governance; insights into various advocates‟ 

interests and worldviews; and the role the issue played in governance choices.  The 

National Research Council (1996) provided an objective and comprehensive general 

overview of the salmon crisis and interrelated causes of salmon declines.  Cone and 

Ridlington (1996) provided excerpts from statutes, policy statements, Indian treaties, 

speeches, and technical reports considered central to policy decisions and editorial 

comments on each from regional salmon scientists and activists.  Lichatowich (1999), 

Taylor (1999), and Williams (2006) provide holistic critiques of the causes of salmon 

decline and the impacts of cultural perspectives on salmon policy.   

This study researched advocacy books and articles for basic facts, dates, and 

circumstances and insights into how worldviews of the parties on whose behalf the 

authors were writing influenced perspectives on causes and solutions.  Buchal (1998), 

writing from the perspective of those dependent on the commercial benefits of the 

developed river, tends to dismiss the impact of dams and primarily attributes the 

salmon decline to overfishing, mismanaged hatchery practices, and ulterior political 

motives of federal regulatory agencies.  Alternatively, Blumm et al. (1998) placed 

primary blame on the existence and operation of Columbia and Snake River dams.  
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Lichatowich (1991) critically focused on hatchery policy, arguing that it was an 

application of industrial-scale fish production through hatcheries that created a 

misguided belief that the region could continue to have harvestable fish runs and 

commercial development – all of which came at the expense of natural salmon runs.        

Notwithstanding the enormous cultural importance of salmon to tribal culture, 

much of the salmon debate in the first half of the 20
th

 century consisted of a contest 

among competing economic interests framed within the market-capitalist worldview.  

In the 1960s and 70s a new worldview emerged that emphasized environmental values.  

Arguably, one of the underlying reasons that the salmon crisis seems so irreconcilable 

is the view by some parties of salmon as an economic commodity to be exploited and 

by others as an ecological treasure to be preserved.  The environmental worldview has 

gained significant traction in the Northwest with adherents insisting that resource 

managers consider ecological concerns.  Understanding that worldview is therefore 

important to understanding the Basin‟s more recent governance history.   

Domain: The American environmental movement. 

This study effort researched literature on the United States environmental 

movement primarily for its contextual roots and the role environmentalism played in 

recent American political life.   

Many environmental historians generally credit George Perkins Marsh as 

providing the intellectual foundation of the American environmental movement.  

Marsh (1965/1864) provided an intellectual framework for the conservation 

movement.  Marsh (1965/1864) promoted a responsible stewardship approach to 
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natural resource use grounded in the American capitalist and protestant traditions.  

Kline (2000) and Thomas Dunlap (2004), while giving Marsh his due, traced the 

historical trajectory of environmental philosophy from the Middle Ages up through the 

1990s.  Both are self-described environmentalists who provided critiques of the impact 

of the market-capitalist worldview on natural resources.   

Hays (1999/1959), Riley Dunlap and Mertig (1992a), and Rosenbaum (2005) 

collectively presented a history of the movement‟s political and institutional 

development.  Hays (1999/1959) argued that to most environmental historians, the 

significance of the progressive conservation movement lay in the substance of 

progressive policies concerning sustained yield forestry, multiple use river 

development, and efficient public land management.  He argued that the movement 

was much more than that.  It was nothing short of a major realignment of American 

political power away from private corporations and into the hands of government 

administrative agencies in the moral interest of promoting the public good.  Dunlap 

and Mertig (1992a) argued that despite predictions to the contrary, the American 

environmental movement has not had the short life span of most social movements 

and has embedded itself in American political life as a core value.  Rosenbaum (2005) 

offered an accounting of the nation‟s progress toward environmentalism, how much 

lost, and how much gained.  He chronicled changes in national policy due to changes 

in presidential administrations and congressional makeup.  He discussed the shift from 

single-issue policies for protection of individual elements of the environment such as 

water, air, and discrete species to more holistic concerns over ecological impacts.  He 
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addressed the uncertainty of science and the political difficulty of justifying costs for 

environmental consequences that fall to individual consumers whereas the benefits are 

spread over the population.   

Although no piece of the environmental literature reviewed directly addressed 

the Pacific Northwest, they provided a context for the environmental worldview that in 

recent years played an increasingly significant role in Northwest natural resource 

issues. 

  

Summary of Findings and Conclusions 

Findings. 

This study produced five primary findings, outlined here and discussed more 

fully in Chapter 8.  First is the sheer complexity of the governance task.  This 

complexity is due to several factors.  The first is the sheer scope of the operational 

issues to be addressed, especially in balancing the commercial purposes of the river‟s 

operation with mitigation for impacts on fish and wildlife.  The second is the legacy 

effects of localism, institutional power, and perspectives over resource use dating to 

the region‟s early settlement.  Third is the challenge of structure, or coming to 

agreement on a common vision of purpose and the internal rules and procedures to 

guide routine business and decision-making.  The complications of scope, institutional 

legacy, and structure are further exacerbated by the different worldviews institutional 

participants bring to debates over substantive issues.   
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The second general finding concerns the role of law and legal structure.  The 

U.S. constitutional framework and federal and state laws establish legal standing for 

state and federal agencies to carry out assigned tasks.  They also define relationships 

among institutional parties, delegate decision-making, and mandate tasks and 

objectives to be achieved.  Consequently, the legal structure both enables and 

constrains efforts at multi-jurisdictional governance. 

The third general finding is that, despite these complexities and legal 

framework, the Basin managed to employ some form of inter-jurisdictional 

governance system since establishment of the Pacific Northwest Regional Planning 

Commission in 1934.  The Basin has not been without at least one governance system 

in place since.  Between 1934 and 2000, twenty-six different governance systems were 

proposed.  Eleven were established.  This study found that either each system 

identified was an evolutionary progression from an existing system or a new system 

specifically established to displace another.  This study categorized each identified 

system as either decision oriented or collaboration oriented.  As the names imply, 

decision oriented systems favored efficient, authoritative decisions regarding resource 

management and use at the expense of inclusiveness.  Conversely, collaborative 

systems favored broad inclusion at the expense of efficient decision-making.   

This study further subdivided these two broad characterizations into six 

governance models as determined by the dominant institutional actors in each system.  

The study identified three decision oriented and three collaboration oriented models.  

This study termed the decision-oriented models as the Market Model, the Iron 
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Triangle Model, and the Valley Authority Model.  Private enterprises led decision-

making under Market Model systems.  Three-way arrangements among federal 

agencies, their congressional oversight committees, and private interests controlled 

individual resource policy domains under the Iron Triangle Model.  In contrast to the 

decentralized decision-making nature of the Market and Iron Triangle Model, Valley 

Authority Model systems centralized federal decision-making under one 

administrative structure.   

This study categorized collaborative systems under models termed the Federal 

Cooperation Model, the State Cooperation Model, and the Three Sovereigns Model.  

Under the Federal Cooperation Model, federal agencies coordinated their discretionary 

decision-making and programs.  State Cooperation systems were led by state entities, 

usually representatives from the governors‟ offices.  Three Sovereigns systems 

envisioned federal, state, and tribal representatives working as co-equal management 

partners.  Chapter 8 discusses the models in more detail and identifies the systems 

assigned to each.   

The fourth general finding concerned patterns of system change.  Change came 

about either through evolutionary processes within models or the emergence of 

circumstances that allowed for dramatic shifts between models.  Evolutionary changes 

occurred through collapse due to internal structural weaknesses for which participants 

lacked a compelling reason to resolve or mutual agreement to improve and replace 

extant systems.  Conflict-based system change occurred through emergence of a 

critical situation that called existing governance systems into question and allowed a 
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new set of participants to achieve dominance.  This study found four such critical 

situations to have occurred between 1929 and 1999.  These were the onset of the Great 

Depression in 1929, events surrounding the end of World War II circa 1945, the 

issuance of a notice of insufficiency by the Bonneville Power Administration in 1976, 

and the first listings of regional salmon under the Endangered Species Act in 1991.  

Events and circumstances that precipitated the Columbia Basin Inter-Agency 

Committee (the end of World War II), the Northwest Power Planning and 

Conservation Council (the BPA notice of insufficiency in 1976), and the Columbia 

River Basin Forum (potential threat of deregulation and loss of regional benefits from 

the FCRPS) suggest a patterned response to perceived pending critical situations.  

Chapter 8 explains this pattern and illustrates it in Figures 8-4 and 8-5.  The events that 

led to formulation of the CRBF did not rise to the level of criticality that would justify 

replacement of other extant forums and regimes.  This circumstance undermined any 

incentive for participants to invest in CRBF success, rendered it duplicative of these 

other forums, and thus contributed to its collapse.   

Fifth is the regional preference for collaboration-oriented governance systems.  

Between 1934 and 2000, the region repeatedly rejected decision-oriented models in 

favor of collaboration-oriented models.  All eleven systems enacted were collaboration 

oriented under one model or another; no decision-oriented system has yet been chosen.  

This is in spite of a mixed record of success.  Some collaborative systems, such as the 

Pacific Northwest Regional Planning Commission, the Columbia Basin Inter-Agency 

Committee, and the Northwest Power Planning and Conservation Council, existed for 
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decades and delivered substantive and credible programs, plans, products and services.  

Others, such as the Pacific Northwest Governors‟ Power Planning Committee, 

Regional Forum Executive Committee, and Columbia River Basin Forum collapsed 

after a relatively short period, accomplishing little.  The systems that succeeded appear 

to have achieved a shared sense of purpose and identity among their members that 

transcended individual participant institutional interests.  Those that failed apparently 

did not.  

Conclusions. 

The study‟s findings led to the following six conclusions, introduced below 

and discussed more fully in Chapter 8.  First, regional leaders are likely to continue to 

support some form of multijurisdictional governance system.  The reason for that 

support is the continuing desire to establish a rational process for resolving (or 

precluding) problems of competition and disagreement over resource uses that 

transcend individual federal agency, state and tribal government jurisdiction.    

Second, the apparent paradox of Basin governance is inherent in the Basin‟s 

consistent preference for collaboration-based governance systems.  The challenge of 

reaching consensus among multiple parties with deeply held interests, strong 

institutional cultures, and differing worldviews seems one the region is consistently 

willing to tackle.  This elusive – if not unattainable – goal seems an institutionalized 

characteristic of the Northwest‟s approach to natural resource management within the 

Columbia River Basin.  It is not likely to change.  The region derived value and 

benefit from collaboration-oriented systems established under the Federal 
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Cooperation, State Cooperation, and Three Sovereign models.  Despite recurring 

frustration over the inability of such systems to solve the region‟s more intractable 

problems, regional leaders find that living with that frustration is preferable to the 

outcomes that may be produced by more decision-oriented alternatives.    

Third, statutory support for collaboration-oriented governance systems is 

neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition to ensure system success.  This study 

found examples of successful collaborative systems that were not established through 

law and examples of not-so-successful systems that were.  The reason is that the 

effectiveness of the collaborative systems identified in this study was more dependent 

on the relationships among the institutional leaders involved than any external 

mandates. 

Conversely, statutory support is a necessary condition and may be a sufficient 

condition for any decision-oriented system that the region may desire to establish.  The 

authorities and prerogatives of state, federal, and tribal governments and agencies and, 

to some degree, the relationships among them are all established in law.  Any system 

with the authority to direct agency priorities and prerogatives must therefore have 

statutory authority to do so.  The degree to which the relationships and decision 

hierarchy of participating entities are defined in some new authorizing statute will 

determine the degree to which effectiveness will depend on voluntary compliance with 

system decisions. 

Fourth, the region is highly unlikely to ever support an authoritative decision-

oriented governance system.  Even if the region were able to overcome the 
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constitutional, statutory, and institutional challenges at the state and federal levels, 

institutional leaders have historically rejected such systems.  The regional preference 

for collaborative systems does not reflect an avoidance of tough choices.  Rather it 

reflects a strong desire to obtain as much agreement on choices made as possible – 

even though getting to those choices frequently involves a contentious mix of 

negotiation, legislation, and/or litigation.  It may be possible that, at some point in the 

future, a critical situation of such magnitude occurs that allows establishment of a 

more authoritative system.  However, the history shows that the Great Depression, the 

end of a World War, a major regional financial crisis represented by BPA‟s notice of 

insufficiency in 1976, and the listing of regional salmon under the Endangered Species 

Act were not of sufficient criticality to allow enactment of such a system.  At this 

point, it is difficult to imagine one that would. 

Fifth, regardless of the level of unity achieved within any one system, there 

will likely always be parties who believe that the system(s) in place do not properly 

serve their interests.  These parties will look for opportunities to challenge existing 

structures when presented with critical situations.  As was shown in the CRBF 

experience, the perception of a pending critical situation is not sufficient to 

institutionalize a new system or overturn existing ones.  When such situations do arise, 

the region‟s experience with past governance system changes suggests the behavioral 

model explained in Chapter 8 and illustrated in Figure 8-4 will likely be followed.    

The sixth and final conclusion concerns limitations to the institutional 

methodology as used in this study to fully explain the governance paradox.  The 
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history recounted provided only partial answers to the study‟s research question.  This 

study findings suggest that worldview belief patterns embedded in institutional 

identity and culture, (Tajfel and Turner, 1979/2004; Albert and Whetten, 1985; Hogg 

and Terry, 2001; Schein, 2004) inculcated in individual institutional members as the 

correct way to think, perceive, and feel (Schein, 2004) and manifest through individual 

decision making processes (Beach, 1998) condition the agents of those institutions as 

to what constitutes acceptable policies and systems.  The experience of the Columbia 

River Basin Forum offers an opportunity to investigate this question in greater depth.  

Appendix B presents a framework for such a study. 

  

Organization of Study 

This study used an organizing framework inspired by Bessey (1963) and drawn 

from Giddens‟ (1984) argument regarding critical situations.  According to Giddens 

(1984), when social systems become established, they remain in place until a significant 

event occurs that upsets the status quo and allows new or previously suppressed 

alternatives to become viable.  Giddens (1984) terms such occurrences “critical situations” 

and defines them as those situations where the “established modes of accustomed life are 

drastically undermined or shattered” and “circumstances of radical disjuncture of an 

unpredictable kind which affect substantial numbers of individuals, situations that threaten 

or destroy the certitudes of institutionalized routines” (Giddens, 1984, p. 60-61).  Writing 

in 1963, Roy Bessey presented changing economic factors alone as the primary catalysts 
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for this sort of dramatic change within the Columbia Basin.
39

   This study takes advantage 

of the additional context offered by the forty-plus years since Bessey published his work 

expands his argument to include the catalytic effect of events other than economic drivers 

of change.   

This study found major events that marked a turn in public interest for or against 

various regional governance systems from the 1920s to the present.  The first two are in 

accord with Bessey (1963): the onset of the Great Depression and the end of World War 

II.  The second two are the Columbia River power system‟s hydro-thermal crisis of the 

1970s and the first listing of Columbia basin salmon under the Endangered Species Act in 

1991.  These events frame Chapters 3 through 7.  

Chapter 3 summarizes the region‟s history up to the first of these critical 

situations, the onset of the Great Depression in 1929.  It presents the region‟s early 

exploration and settlement by Euro-Americans and their impact on Native Indian 

people.  It explains the Indian and white settler worldviews and how those worldviews 

influenced their respective social organizations.  It identifies the key institutions that 

would come to be significant actors in regional governance debates.  It also 

summarizes the political and social context leading up to the Depression.  It concludes 

by explaining the market and agency-oriented governance systems that managed 

regional natural resources at the time.   

                                                 
39

 Giddens‟ (1984) theoretical construct and Bessey‟s (1963) empirical work reflect Gersick‟s (1991) 

theory of “punctuated equilibrium.”  Gersick argues that social activity tends to follow status quo 

behaviors until disrupted by a threat or changed condition that calls those routine behaviors into 

question and sets the conditions under which new policies and behaviors can be brought into being.   
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Chapter 4 focuses on the onset of the Depression in 1929 and the changes the 

policies enacted in response to the nation‟s economic crisis caused in regional 

governance systems.  The chapter outlines the national political and social context of 

the time, the salient regional issues that directly or indirectly affected Basin 

governance and the governance systems proposed in response.  Chapters 5, 6, and 7 do 

the same for the three other critical situations found in this study to have created the 

circumstances that led to Basin governance changes.  These are the end of World War 

II in 1945, the region‟s hydro-thermal crisis and resultant BPA notice of insufficiency 

(NOS) in 1976; and the first listings of regional salmon under the Endangered Species 

Act in 1991, respectively.   

Chapter 8 summarizes and analyzes the findings of Chapters 3 through 7 and 

presents the study conclusions.  It categorizes the twenty-six governance systems 

proposed or enacted under the six governance models introduced above.  It also 

presents a pattern of governance development that in which the region appears to 

engage each time a perceived critical situation presents.  A complete reference list 

follows Chapter 8.  Appendix A provides the detailed literature review; Appendix B a 

theoretical framework to guide future research.  
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CHAPTER 3 

SETTING THE STAGE:  

THE COLUMBIA BASIN PRIOR TO 1929 

 

   

Introduction 

This chapter establishes the point of departure for the discussion of Columbia 

Basin governance systems in the chapters that follow.  It documents the legacy effects 

of regional settlement that would influence future governance debates.  It begins with 

a discussion of the worldview of the Native tribes in the region and a comparison of 

those views with those of the first European explorers.  The chapter ends with a 

discussion of the impact of the Great Depression in 1929, an event that dramatically 

altered the market-based, decentralized systems of regional governance in place up to 

that time. 

This chapter also introduces the major regional institutions that would come to 

shape future governance systems.  These institutions include the Indian tribes, federal 

and state agencies, and private enterprises that were established around the Columbia 

Basin‟s fisheries, land and water use (agriculture, grazing, and timber harvest), and 

river development (irrigation, navigation, flood control, and – eventually - 

hydropower).  Since the Columbia as currently developed is a primarily a federal 

responsibility, emphasis is placed on federal agencies with jurisdictional 

responsibilities over the Basin‟s land, water, fish, wildlife, and timber.    

The chapter is divided into the following eight sections: 

 The social structure and worldview of the region‟s Indian tribes.   
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 Early European exploration and Anglo-American settlement.   

 The region‟s economic development and its underlying worldview. 

 Regional institutional development, focusing on the institutions established 

around land use, western water law, early federal Columbia River 

development projects, the salmon fishery, and the rivers hydropower 

potential. 

 The earliest indications that the philosophies that guided initial settlement 

and development may carry serious consequences. 

 The Progressive conservation movement and the implications of that 

movement for the Northwest. 

 The governance systems by which the Basin‟s resources were being 

managed as of 1929.A short chapter summary. 

 

Native Social Structure and the Tribal Worldview 

The Columbia region‟s temperate climate, abundance of water, and plentiful 

food sources resulted in a large variety of early native tribal bands and cultures in the 

Pacific Northwest.  Ruby and Brown (1992) identified fifteen “language families” 

comprised of 115 native Indian tribes that lived in the present states of Oregon, 

Washington, Idaho, and Montana by the early 1800s.  Of these, five language families 

dispersed among thirty-eight tribes lived in the Columbia and Snake River basins.
40

   

                                                 
40

 Information on the number of historic tribes and language families is taken from the maps in Ruby 

and Brown (1992), pages 116-124.  The authors note that this information is based on the best available 

information, but may not be complete.  They also do not identify the time periods over which the tribes 
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Indian social systems were clan based.  Social mores varied.  Coastal peoples 

were highly individualistic, materialistic, and competitive with a limited concept of 

“tribe”” loyalties belonged to the family and village.  Inland people were less 

materialistic and more likely to identify with tribal allegiances (Johansen, 1967).  

Indian economies were dependent on the wildlife and plants of the surrounding 

countryside for food and materials for tools, weapons, and building materials.  Wealth 

accumulated at the clan level; Indians sought wealth for the power and security of the 

clan (as opposed to individuals) and depended on the clan to sustain them through 

hard times.  Marriage and trade brought wealth to the clan while gift giving circulated 

it within the clan.  In addition to the practical effect of distributing food and other 

items throughout the community, gift giving enhanced individual prestige and 

influence (Johansen, 1967; Lichatowich, 1999; Taylor, 1999; Lichatowich, 

McConnaha, Liss, Stanford, and Williams, 2006).    

Underlying all of the various tribes was a shared worldview grounded in 

cultural values of respect and commitment to the community, connectedness with the 

natural world, humility, and the need to consider the impact of one‟s actions today on 

those that will live seven generations hence (Trosper, 1995; Taylor, 1999; 

Lichatowich, McConnaha, Liss, Stanford, and Williams, 2006).  This worldview led to 

complex social and ethical arrangements that prescribed how humans should interact 

with the world around them.  Tribal culture grounded natural resource use in a 

                                                                                                                                             
they identify existed, and the assertion that the number of tribes identified was as of the early 1800s is 

based on the authors‟ reference citations.  The authors note that many of the tribes they identify no 

longer exist and it is unknown how many others disappeared and whose histories are lost. 
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spiritual basis that recognized the “inexorable linkage between salmon, humans, and 

the world” (Lichatowich, McConnaha, Liss, Stanford, and Williams, 2006, p. 32).  

Tribal stories and legends in which landforms, fish, and animals routinely interact with 

Indian peoples and occasionally change from one form to another illustrate this 

“inexorable linkage” (Clark, 1953).  Within this general conceptual framework, each 

tribe prided itself on its own distinct traditions and orally passed them from generation 

to generation (Clark, 1953; Wilkinson, 2005). 

Central to Northwest tribal economies was the concept of reciprocal exchange as 

practiced through the potlatch – although its practice varied between coastal and inland 

tribes (Johansen, 1967).  The potlatch was a gift giving and barter event that distributed 

the clan‟s collective wealth among individuals.  It modeled what the Indians observed in 

the processes of nature: soil gave seeds the opportunity to produce plants; plants fed the 

animals; animals fed other animals; and, in death, the animals fed the soil.  It was a natural 

cycle in which no element was dominant, not even humans, and in which each element 

depended on the others.  The etiquette of reciprocal exchange called for a return in equal 

or greater measure for gifts received (Trosper, 1995; Lichatowich, 1999).       

None of this precluded the use of technology to manage nature‟s resources to 

improve tribal life.  Indians used fire throughout the Northwest to enhance root 

gathering and hunting and weirs, gillnets, seines, dip nets, and spears to enhance the 

harvest of fish (White, 1995; Robbins, 1997; Hays, 2000; Taylor, 1999).  Salmon was 

the “largest single source of protein” (Taylor, 1999, p. 13) for Northwest tribes and 
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preservation through drying, smoking, and pemmican-making allowed food to be 

stored for winter and transported over extended distances for trade or gift giving.   

These technologies, coupled with the stable and healthy populations of tribal 

people, posed potentially significant threats to fish runs.  Natural calamities caused 

periodic food shortages, but tribal tradition and custom provided normative restraints 

that prevented human over-use.  “Restraint flowed from the concepts and practices of 

Oregon country Indians, who filled their world with spirits that demanded respect.  

The way they understood this relationship resulted in a series of activities dedicated to 

propitiating salmon, and although conservation was not the stated purpose, moderation 

of harvests was the effective result” (Taylor, 1999, p. 27).  The result was a regime of 

natural resource management that sustained tribal society for centuries (Taylor, 1999; 

Lichatowich, McConnaha, Liss, Stanford, and Williams, 2006). 

Spanish explorers first arrived along the Northwest coast in the early 1540s.
41

  

They sought new sources of wealth to supplement the treasure taken from the Aztecs 

and Incas of Central America (Dodds, 1986).  Lyman (1963/1917) and Dodds (1986) 

argue that the Spanish maps of the Northwest coast, unlike those drawn of other parts 

of the North American coastline, were wildly inaccurate implying little or no inland 

exploration.  In an oft-repeated story,
42

 William Lyman (1963/1917) records a legend 

                                                 
41

 Dodds (1986) says the first Spanish ships arrived in 1542; Lyman (1963/1917) says 1543.  Schafer 

(1943/1918) and Johansen (1967) do not specify. 

 
42

 This story appears in Clark (1953), Indian Legends of the Pacific Northwest and Judson (1916), Early 

Days in Old Oregon.  Both cite Lyman (albeit from different editions of his book) and others.  Judson 

states that a Chinook version of the story was recorded in 1896.  Judson and Lyman also relate a story 

from a book by Gabriel Franchere, an early settler in Astoria.  Franchere tells of meeting an old man in 
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told him by an old Clatsop woman.  According to Clatsop tribal lore, two white sailors 

of unrecorded origin, perhaps shipwrecked or marooned, landed in a small sail boat 

about two miles south of the Columbia‟s mouth.  One or two local tribes, depending 

on the version, either adopted or enslaved them, again depending on the version.  One 

was apparently a blacksmith, providing the tribes a new and invaluable technology for 

tool making and jewelry.  Using this story, coupled with other circumstantial evidence 

and a healthy dose of speculation, Lyman (1963/1917) concludes that the landing of 

the two sailors could have occurred as early as 1725.
43

  Lyman also argued that this 

explains why, as recorded in the journals of Captain James Cook in 1778, the Indians 

showed no surprise at Cook‟s weapons or other iron implements.
44

  Later explorers 

engaged in trade with the tribes and, occasionally, violence (Lyman, 1963/1917; 

Schafer, 1943/1918; Johansen, 1967).  Thus, Northwest Indians may have had up to 

250 years of sporadic contact with whites before arrival of the Lewis and Clark 

expedition in 1805.   

Prior to 1828, the official policy of the American government toward the tribes 

was one of “agreements between equals” (Pevar, 2002, p. 6).  Congress passed laws 

                                                                                                                                             
1811 near the Cascades who claimed that his father, a Spaniard, had been wrecked at the river‟s mouth 

many years before.    

 
43

 Judson (1953) and Lyman relate a story from a book by Gabriel Franchere, an early settler in Astoria.  

Franchere tells of meeting an old man in 1811 near the Cascades who claimed that his father, a 

Spaniard, had been wrecked at the river‟s mouth many years before.  Lyman suggests that the father of 

the old man was one of the two found by the Clatsops and uses this in support of his 1725 date of the 

landing.    

 
44

 Presumably they could have been made aware of European metalwork through contact with earlier 

Spanish explorers as well. 
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restricting access by whites onto tribal lands, regulated white-Indian trade relations to 

ensure fairness to the tribes, and exempted tribes from state trade laws.  Although well 

intentioned, the states and settlers in general did not respect these laws and they 

proved virtually impossible to enforce.  Besides, they also stood in direct conflict with 

the growing nation‟s westward expansion (Pevar, 2002). 

Official policy changed with the election of President Andrew Jackson in 

1828.  Under Jackson‟s administration, continuing through 1887, removal and 

relocation to make way for white settlement became the dominant federal policy 

(Pevar, 2002).  The General Allotment Act, passed in 1887, further reduced tribal land 

holdings.  The Act was motivated both by well-meaning reformers who believed tribal 

interests were best served by turning Indians into farmers and by white developers and 

speculators who coveted Indian land.  The Act, applied to about three-fourths of the 

nation‟s tribes, provided every member of a reservation tribe a personal allotment of 

160 acres (80 acres on some reservations), with reservation land in excess of that 

amount declared “surplus” and put up for sale to non-Indians.  By the time Congress 

repealed the Act in 1934, federal policy had relegated Indians to a state of “coerced 

dependency” on the federal government (Pevar, 2002, p. 7).         

The beginning of settlement in the Northwest in the early 1800s held dire 

consequences for regional tribes.  Initially, white dependence on Indians to provide 

fish and furs for trade moderated consumption.  As the number of white settlers grew 

through the mid- to late-1800s, the demand for land and resources increased 

exponentially.  Concurrently, disease decimated tribal populations.  Taylor (1999) 
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cites estimates of Oregon Indian populations declining by 95% from 1840 to 1900 as 

non-Indians increased from less than 800 in 1840 to over 1.1 million in the same 

period.  Robbins (1997) relates similar numbers.        

Tribal society was under assault from Anglo-American influences other than 

disease.  Fur trappers introduced alcohol to Northwest tribes in the 1820s and 30s with 

devastating results.  Burgeoning pride in American nationhood, coupled with 

Protestant missionary zeal in the late 1700s, led to national Indian policies intended to 

“civilize” Indian tribes and assimilate their people into mainstream American society.  

For many, “‟civilize‟ quickly became a near synonym for “Christianize” (Pevar, 2002; 

Wilkinson, 2005, p. 33).  The goal of the missionaries, often with the best of intentions 

and believed in the best interest of the Indians, was in effect to eradicate the tribal 

cultural worldview and replace it with white values regarding private property, 

agriculture, and religion.  Less altruistic trappers and settlers simply took what they 

wanted.  Violence was sporadic until the Cayuse war of 1847.  Unable to effectively 

compete militarily with encroaching white settlement, Northwest tribes signed a series 

of treaties between 1854 and 1863.  These treaties relegated the tribes to designated 

reservations, most of which were beyond areas in which white settlers were initially 

interested.  War erupted again with the Modocs in 1873, the Nez Perce in 1877, and 

the Bannacks in 1878.  Organized tribal resistance ended by 1880.  From then on, the 

tribes had little choice but to accept life on the reservations (Lyman, 1963/1917; 

Johansen, 1967; Dodds, 1986; Ruby and Brown, 1981; Wilkinson, 2005). 
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Although the treaties and subsequent legislation resulted in the loss of most 

Indian lands and relocated the tribes to remote reservations, the Northwest tribes 

retained important rights to hunt and fish at their usual and accustomed locations 

(Wilkinson, 2005).  These treaty rights would come under repeated assault over the 

following years by whites seeking additional land and by fishery interests.  

Nevertheless, federal courts upheld the treaty promised rights.  These court cases 

would come to play a significant role in the governance debates in the decades to 

come.
 45

  But by 1929, and despite having been formally recognized as United States 

Citizens in 1924, the tribes lost virtually all influence over the management of 

Columbian Basin resources – influence they would not begin to regain until the 1970s 

(Ruby and Brown, 1981; Pevar, 2002).   

 

European Exploration and Anglo-American Settlement 

Whereas early Spanish interest in the Northwest centered on gold to replace 

that taken from South and Central America, it was the abundance of furs that sparked 

initial settlement (Lyman, 1963/1917; Schafer, 1943/1918; Dodds, 1986).  The 

potential value of the Northwest fur trade was in effect discovered by accident.  

According to Schafer (1943/1918), the sailors of James Cook‟s 1778 voyage 

exchanged “baubles as the sailors cared to part with” with natives for sea otter and 

                                                 
45

 The treaty tribes have consistently prevailed in federal court in defending their treaty fishing rights, 

and the judicial history of the Pacific Northwest contains numerous milestones in the development of 

Indian law.  The National Research Council (2004) identifies United States v. Winan (198 U.S. 371), 

decided by the U.S. Supreme Court in 1905, as the foundational legal case regarding treaty reserved 

fishing rights.  Others are discussed later in this report.       
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other furs to supplement their clothing and bedding and improve shipboard comfort.  

Upon arrival in Canton, China, they were beset by merchants willing to pay “a 

hundred dollars” for “[s]kins that did not cost the purchaser sixpence sterling” 

(Schafer, 1943/1918, p. 15).  As word spread, Spain, France, Holland, Portugal, 

Russia, Great Britain, and the United States all sought or claimed rights to the Pacific 

Northwest.  A growing demand for fur pelts in China and East India and long-standing 

interest in finding a northern waterway linking the North American east and west 

coasts fueled this international interest. 

  United States and Great Britain held the strongest claims; those of the others 

eventually fell away or were otherwise resolved (Schafer, 1943/1918; Lyman, 

1963/1917
46

).  The United States based its claim on Robert Gray‟s exploration of the 

mouth of the Columbia in 1792 (which gave the river its current name
47

) and the 

Lewis and Clark expedition of 1804-1806.  Great Britain rested its claim on the sea-

based discoveries of Francis Drake, James Cook and George Vancouver and 

Alexander Mackenzie‟s overland expedition in 1793.  A treaty in 1846, establishing 

the current border between the United States and Canada, settled British claim 

(Lyman, 1963/1917; Schafer, 1943/1918; Dodds, 1986).     

 “Mountain Men” operating as independent trappers (mostly from Kentucky 

and Virginia) or as employees of large fur companies followed in the wake of the 

                                                 
46

 See Lyman, 163/1917, pp. 157-162 for discussion as to how these various claims were resolved. 

 
47

 Gray named the river after his ship, the Columbia Rediviva.  See Schafer (1943/1918), Lyman 

(1963/1917), Dodds (1986), and just about everyone else who has ever written about the Northwest.   
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Mackenzie and Lewis and Clark expeditions.  These companies included the British 

Hudson‟s Bay Company, first chartered in 1670; the Canadian Northwest Fur 

Company, established in 1783; and the American Pacific Fur Company founded by 

John J. Astor in 1810.  These companies did more than just pursue their business 

interests.  Their posts and forts established the first systems of white governance in the 

region, providing social organizations for defense, trade, food production, 

administration of justice, and other regulations over day-to-day life (Lyman, 

1963/1917; Schafer, 1943/1918; Dodds, 1986; Robbins, 1997).   

In the 1820s, the Hudson‟s Bay Company (the Company) merged with the 

Northwest Fur Company and bought out the American Pacific Fur Company.  The fact 

that the the Hudson‟s Bay Company almost derailed establishment of a provisional 

government in the Oregon Territory demonstrates the Company‟s regional political 

power.  The policy of the British as implemented through the Company was to “keep 

the country a wilderness, to maintain amicable relations with the Indians, and to 

depend mainly on the fur trade for the great profits of their enterprise” (Lyman, 

1963/1917, p. 162).  American interests, in contrast, lie in regional settlement and 

development.   

The Northwest established its first provisional territorial government in May 

1843 when local leaders called a meeting of American and French Canadian settlers to 

create a framework of laws and elect officers.  The Hudson‟s Bay Company ordered 

their employees, which accounted for about half of the delegates selected, to vote 

against any such plan.  Nevertheless, the proposal to form a provisional government 
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passed albeit by a narrow margin.  The new government laid the basis for American 

settlement and eventual establishment of the Oregon Territory in 1848 (Schafer, 

1943/1918; Lyman, 1963/1917; Johansen, 1967).
48

    

The Oregon Territory of 1848 (see map at Figure P-1) consisted of the current 

states of Oregon, Washington, and Idaho and portions of Wyoming and Montana.  In 

1853 settlements north of the Columbia, located around Puget Sound and along the 

Cowlitz River, petitioned Congress to form a new Territory from within the 

boundaries of the Oregon Territory.  Noting that the current Oregon Territory was too 

large to form a single state and stating their frustration at the distance between their 

communities and the Territorial capital in Oregon City, proponents argued that 

division was inevitable anyway.  Presciently identifying the governance conflicts that 

were to follow, their petition stated that the residents north and south of the Columbia 

“would always rival each other in commercial advantages…”  The petitioners 

predicted the communities around Puget Sound and those within the Willamette 

Valley would always “as they are now and always have been, be actuated by a spirit of 

opposition” (Johansen, 1967, p. 248).  The bill creating the Washington Territory 

passed in 1853 with little opposition.  Similar arguments led to further dividing the 

Washington Territory to create the Idaho Territory in 1863, followed by the Montana 

Territory in 1864 and Wyoming Territory in 1868.  Statehood came for Oregon in 

                                                 
48

 See Lyman, 1963/1917, pp, 162-169 for a detailed and dramatic account of the proceedings leading 

up to this vote and description of the newly formed provisional government.  He claims the measure 

passed by two votes from over a hundred cast.  The veracity of his telling may be suspect, however, 

given that he mistakenly reports the year of the provisional government‟s formation as 1841 apparently 

confused it with a different meeting that occurred in that earlier year.  Johansen (1967) questions the 

closeness of the vote.     
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1859, Washington and Montana in 1889, and Idaho in 1890 (Johansen, 1967; Dodds, 

1986).  With formal government structures in place and treaties signed with the 

Indians, migration to the Northwest began in earnest. 

 

Regional Economic Development and the Anglo-American Worldview 

White economic and social development flourished just as tribal societies 

disintegrated.  The economy of the Pacific Northwest developed along five lines of 

extractive industries between the late eighteenth and late nineteenth centuries.  These 

were the fur trading, fishing, mining, forestry, and agriculture (to include farming and 

ranching) and their supporting social and institutional infrastructure (Norwood, 

c.1981; Robbins, 1997; Taylor, 1999). 

Trapping died out as a major commercial enterprise by the 1840s.  Fueled by 

the trappers‟ stories, promises of free land, and discovery of gold in California in 1848 

and in Oregon in 1850, the population quickly grew.  The rapid influx of settlers and 

prospectors created demands for food, land, and timber.  The market for increased 

food supported development of an extensive salmon fishery in the lower Columbia 

River and farms and ranches throughout the region.  Canning technology provided the 

means to preserve food economically transport it over long distances supported the 

growth in food production.  Farm land in the water-rich area west of the Cascades, 

particularly in the fertile Willamette Valley, was developed first and was fully claimed 

by the 1850s.  Timber harvest from the forests of the Northwest and northern 

California, made efficient through the use of the steam engine, fed the need for 
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building material for mines, and towns (especially San Francisco) (Smith, 1950; 

Johansen, 1967; Dodds, 1986).   

The railroads arrived in the 1870s, connecting the resources of the Northwest 

to growing demand from the nation in general and the meteoric growth and 

development in California in particular.  With the arrival of the railroads, the period 

1870 – 1914 saw an expansion of cattle and sheep ranching and the growth of dry land 

farming east of the Cascades in Oregon and Washington and in southern Idaho.  

A belief in market capitalism and divine support for the American political 

system grounded the general social values of the Euro-American settlers.  These 

values held nature as a warehouse of natural goods provided by Providence for human 

enrichment (Taylor, 1999; Lichatowich, McConnaha, Liss, Stanford, and Williams, 

2006).  These values epitomized the Judeo-Christian belief in human dominance over 

nature (Kline, 2000) and the accumulation of individual wealth as a divinely endorsed 

moral good (Weber, 2002/1920).  They were coupled with uniquely American 

concepts of private property in general and land ownership in particular as guarantors 

of social equity, individual wealth creation, and democratic government.  These 

concepts were combined with a belief that divine providence preordained an American 

empire from coast to coast (Smith, 1950).   

In addition, those arriving in the Pacific Northwest, having survived the 

arduous cross-country journey, brought with them an enormous sense of self-

confidence.  New settlers poured into the region, especially following the Indian 

treaties.  Most came from the Midwest, descended from British stock and already 
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American by several generations.  They were conservative, ambitious, and strongly 

believed in the west as a mythical garden awaiting the plow and settlement.  They saw 

the land of the West as an opportunity for a better life and for the growth of American 

republican virtue.  Thus, they added to an already American value of economic 

prosperity through capitalist enterprise and the belief that settlement of the west was 

part of God‟s divine plan (Smith, 1950; Dodds, 1986).    

These philosophical predispositions were coupled with the seemingly limitless 

natural resources of the North American continent.  Writing with regard to timber, 

Jenks Cameron (1928) argues that a “legend of inexhaustibility” evolved beginning 

with the earliest reports from European New World explorers.  The perception of 

inexhaustibility applied to fisheries (Weber, 2002; Cart, 2004) and game (Cameron, 

1929) as well.  Estimates of annual salmon and steelhead returns to the Columbia 

River Estuary are as high as 16 million (National Research Council, 2004).  With 

regard to game, Cameron (1929) wrote that the abundance of birds and wildlife 

…bred in the early American settler a fixed idea and a trait.  The fixed idea 

was a conviction that any such thing as the extermination of game was 

impossible.  The trait was a prodigal disregard for not merely game but 

wildlife of all sorts comparable to the solicitude which the boy with a stick in 

his hands feels for the weeds by the wayside.  And both the trait and the idea 

were transmitted to the early settler‟s children and to his children‟s children.  

And along with them were transmitted the fierce conviction that a free-born 

American had the right to bear arms, and to „gun‟ pretty much where, when, 

and how he pleased (Cameron, 1929, p. 5). 

 

The national belief in markets and individual liberty, an assumption of resource 

inexhaustibility, and dubious assumptions about water availability led to federal 

policies on western settlement, agriculture, mining, grazing, water, and timber 
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intended to encourage passage of western public lands into private hands with little 

regard for consequences (Wilkinson, 1992; Reisner, 1993).  As settlement progressed, 

the newcomers began to call for the institutional infrastructure needed support their 

ambitions.   

 

Regional Institutional Development 

America as a whole in the late 1800s was largely a country of “island 

communities” - small towns separated by miles of rural land.  Most people‟s concept 

of the nation was limited to their immediate and surrounding communities (Wiebe, 

1967).  Drawn by the region‟s abundance and the land and wealth promised by 

national policy, people and business enterprises established isolated, independent, and 

relatively self-contained communities built around mining, farming, ranching, fishing, 

and timber throughout the Northwest (Robbins, 1997, Vogel, 2007).  Seattle, 

Washington (timber); Bend, Oregon (timber); Astoria, Oregon (initially a fur-trading 

outpost; later fishing); Wenatchee, Washington (initially a fur-trading outpost; later 

agriculture) and Kellogg, Idaho (mining) provide examples of these early communities 

and the resources around which they were built.      

Isolation and independence also occurred in the administrative framework for 

oversight of federal and state statutes and policies.  Responsibility for policy oversight 

and implementation was assigned to specific government agencies, such as the Corps 

of Engineers for waterway navigation and flood control; the Bureau of Reclamation 

for irrigation; the U.S. Forest Service and General Land Office for timber harvest, 
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grazing, and mining on and/or distribution of public lands; the Department of 

Agriculture for farming; the state fish and wildlife agencies and federal Fish and 

Fisheries Commission (later the Fish and Wildlife Service and National Marine 

Fisheries Service) for fishery management (Conover, 1923; Holt, 1923; McKinley, 

1952, Steen, 1976; Shallat, 1994; Cart, 2004; Pisani, 2002; Rowley, 2006 ).     

Thus, local communities, private enterprises, and state and federal agencies 

evolved together around the region‟s fisheries, water resources, land, farms, ranches, 

and timber.  The approach and attitudes of the federal agencies were functions of their 

origins.  The earliest agencies, such as the Army Corps of Engineers (established 

1802), the General Land Office (established 1812), and the Department (later Bureau) 

of Indian Affairs (established 1824) had organizational roots and traditions dating 

back to the nation‟s colonial period.  Congress expected the Corps, GLO, and the 

Department of Agriculture (established 1868) to work with private interests to support 

and promote development of the nation‟s economy.  Later arrivals, such as the 

Reclamation Service (later Bureau of Reclamation) (established 1902) and U.S. Forest 

Service (established 1905), while grounded in Progressive values of scientific 

management, efficiency, and management of public resources for the greatest public 

good, were also development oriented albeit with the twin goal of sustainability over 

the long term.  Each developed close working relationships with the private 

constituencies that came to depend on them (Conover, 1923; Holt, 1923; Steen, 1976; 

Shallat, 1994; Pisani, 2002; Rowley, 2006).     
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The upshot was that by 1929 the Northwest economy and social system rested 

almost entirely upon extraction and development of the region‟s rich natural resources.  

Although frequently in conflict over markets and other tangible interests, regional 

institutions met with little challenge during their formative years (Dodds, 1986).  Later 

attempts to provide a more holistic management system, regardless of how well 

intentioned, would often be seen as threats to established ways-of-life, entrenched 

interests, and agency prerogatives and thus met with deep suspicion.  (Ogden, 1949; 

Smith, 1950; Bessey, 1963; Norwood, c.1981; Dodds, 1986; Wilkinson, 1992; White, 

1995; Robbins, 1997; Lichatowich, 1999; Taylor, 1999).      The remainder of this 

section introduces the major institutional actors that would come to play significant 

roles in future debates over the Basin‟s governance systems.  In addition to the 

already-discussed Indian tribes, these include the federal and state agencies and 

private enterprises developed around regional land development, water law, river 

development, fisheries, and hydroelectric power.    

Land use: farming, ranching, and timber.
49

 

Eighteenth and early 19
th

 century policies focused on the sale of public land to 

help fund the federal government (Conover, 1923).  By the mid 19
th

 century, federal 

policies offered both free land ownership to encourage an agricultural life style for 

average Americans and generous access for resource extraction to support settlement 

and economic development.  The Homestead Act of 1862 promised160 acres to 

                                                 
49

 Mining was also a major land use activity and a significant factor in regional settlement.  However, 

the research for this study revealed no involvement by mining interests in any of the proposed or 

enacted governance systems identified.  Consequently, discussion of mining is limited to its 

interconnection with other agencies and land uses.   



 

107 

 

anyone willing to claim and work the land; the Hardrock Mining Law of 1872 allowed 

free access to public land for extraction of minerals; and state grazing laws permitted 

private use of public land free of charge.  The stated goal of these policies was to build 

a society of small, “yeoman” farmers in the Jeffersonian tradition to avoid the 

European practice of an aristocracy of major landowners.  The west‟s abundance of 

natural resources could support regional settlement, enhance the national economy, 

assist in establishing the United States‟ place in international commerce, and offer a 

relief valve for potential crowding and social unrest in the east (Smith, 1950; 

Wilkinson, 1992; Cortner and Moote, 1999). 

The strategy for implementing settlement policy was simple and 

straightforward.  Adopting laissez faire policies at the state and federal levels, the 

government would essentially “open the gates to western public lands, step back, and 

allow American ingenuity to take over” (Wilkinson, 1992, p. 18).  Federal policy 

encouraged the exploitation of resources on public land; federal and state laws 

provided incentives for people to move west and codified the practices of those 

already there.  The two federal agencies charged with implementing these policies 

were the General Land Office (GLO) and, later, the Forest Service. 

Originally organized under the Department of the Treasury, GLO was moved 

to the newly created Department of the Interior in 1849.  In effect, GLO served as the 

nation‟s real estate agent (Conover, 1923).  GLO opened its first office in the Pacific 

Northwest in the Oregon Territorial capital, Oregon City, in 1855.  Field offices later 

opened in Olympia, Seattle, Walla Walla, Yakima, and Spokane in what is now 
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Washington and Burns, Lakeview, Roseburg, The Dalles, and Vale in the future state 

of Oregon.   

GLO‟s already large workload increased with the issuance of railroad grants 

between 1851 and 1872, the mission of managing public timber in 1855, the 

Homestead Act, and the Hardrock Mining Act.  These laws intended settlement to 

proceed in an orderly fashion guided by careful surveys.  The additional 

responsibilities imposed on GLO by these laws did not bring with them new staff, and 

the agency felt constantly besieged by more work than it could handle (Conover, 

1923).  Complaints over the slow processing of claim and requests by the agency 

mounted, and settlers, developers, and business interests often moved ahead with their 

development plans without formal approval.   

The agency compensated for its staff shortages by depending on grant 

applicants to provide their own surveys.  This often led to fraud, especially with regard 

to timber and minerals.  Reports to Congress requesting additional funds, larger staffs, 

better regulation, and greater authority went largely unheeded (Steen, 1976).
50

   

Much of the abuse on public land involved timber poaching.  Progressive 

reformers, motivated by the efforts of Franklin Hough, repeatedly tried to establish a 

professional forest service to combat the wasteful and damaging practices by timber 

companies on public land.  Congressman Mark Dunnell of Minnesota tried 

unsuccessfully to get such a bill through the Public Lands Committee in the mid 

1870s.  Private timber interests and their supporters on the committee opposed the bill.  

                                                 
50

 For an example, see the report to Congress from the Commissioner of the General Land Office, 

1888). 
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In frustration, Dunnell slipped a rider for a “forest study” under seed distribution 

provision in the Department of Agriculture appropriations bill.  Conducted by Hough, 

the report proved highly influential.  Congress appropriated funds for additional 

reports on a case-by-case basis until establishment of a formal Division of Forestry in 

Agriculture in 1881 with Hough as its chief.  Upon its establishment in 1905 under the 

leadership of Gifford Pinchot, the U.S. Forest Service assumed full responsibility for 

public forest management (Steen, 1976).  Six local district offices (later regions) were 

established the same year.  District (region) 6 was headquartered in Portland, Oregon. 

The federal government owns a large percentage of land within the Northwest, 

land now managed by the Bureau of Land Management and Forest Service.
 51

  The 

agencies developed close working relationships with local cattlemen‟s associations, 

farm bureaus, and timber companies interested in leasing access for grazing, farming, 

and timber harvest on lands under agency management (Conover, 1923; Steen, 1976).  

This close relationship with local interests coupled with the shear amount of land 

under their control destined both agencies to become significant actors in future 

governance activities.    

Western water law: the doctrine of prior appropriation. 

Prior to the early 1800‟s, east coast states based access to water on a doctrine 

of riparian rights and reasonable use.  Those holding streamside lands had a right to 

draw water for use as long as the use was “reasonable” in relation to other stream 

                                                 
51

 As of 2007, USFS and BLM owned land constituted 60% of Idaho, 46% of Oregon, 27% of Montana, 

and 23% of Washington.  Data obtained from http://www.wildlandfire.com/docs/2007/western-states-

data-public-land.htm. 
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users.  Although this began to change in the 1820‟s with industrialization in New 

England, in general private individuals could own the land along lakes and riverbanks 

while the water itself was considered a public resource (Steinberg, 1991; Wilkinson, 

1992).   

This concept of water use was carried west by the early settlers.  It began to 

change with the use of water in hydraulic gold mining in California in 1848.  The 

demands for water at mining sites located far from any water supply resulted in 

construction of elaborate systems of canals throughout western mining states.  

Predating written law and court decisions, miners developed their own water rules – 

which paralleled the rules they developed for mineral extraction.  The rule was simple: 

“first in time, first in right” or “prior appropriation.”  Influenced by the role of gold 

mining in the newly admitted state, the Supreme Court of California upheld this 

doctrine in 1855 (Wilkinson, 1992).   

Newly arriving ranchers and farmers adopted the doctrine of prior 

appropriation and incorporated it into state constitutions and statutes throughout the 

west.  Later developments clarified that, in order to maintain a water right, the user 

had to put the water to “beneficial use.”  The water had to be diverted from its natural 

bed and consumed for specified purposes such as mining, agriculture, municipal or 

domestic supply, livestock, or hydropower.  Not included were in-stream uses such as 

recreational boating, swimming, or fish and wildlife protection.  Although some states 
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eventually adopted exceptions,
52

 by 1929 prior appropriations doctrine governed 

almost all water use in the West (Wilkinson, 1992).   

Prior appropriation doctrine was embedded in the Reclamation Act of 1902, 

which – while claiming a water right for the federal government on water on public 

lands not already appropriated - prohibited the federal government from interfering 

with State and Territorial laws governing control, use, appropriation or distribution of 

water (Rowley, 2006).  Jurisdiction over water use and allocation was vested in the 

state, and not federal, governments.  The Northwest states would jealously guard their 

prerogatives over water in future governance debates.  Local parties quickly contested 

any hint of encroachment on local water by federal or other regional entities.    

State water law provides rules for water use.  Other than the provisions 

respecting the doctrine of prior appropriation found in the 1902 Reclamation Act, state 

law does not govern the development of water infrastructure.  That responsibility 

would ultimately fall to the Army Corps of Engineers and Bureau of Reclamation.   

Early federal development of the Columbia River.  

Given the centrality of hydropower to the region‟s economy today, it is worth 

noting that electricity was not the first commercial purpose envisioned for the river.  

Irrigation water for farms and river transportation to move agricultural and timber 

products to market were more pressing needs for early settlers (Ogden, 1949, 

Norwood, c.1981).   
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 For example, Oregon exempted from appropriation several of its scenic waterfalls in 1915 

(Wilkinson, 1992). 
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Whereas farms in rain-rich areas west of the Cascades did well, most of the 

19
th

 and early 20
th

 century farming efforts east of the mountains failed due to limited 

rainfall.  The lack of rain, coupled with ever-increasing demand, prompted residents 

and political leaders to look to the region‟s major river systems as sources of large-

scale irrigation.  Additionally, monopolistic pricing practices by the railroads caused 

inland farmers, organized through the Grange, to promote development of the rivers as 

means of cheaper transportation (Ogden, 1949, Norwood, c.1981).   

The demand for irrigation and inland navigation were the two primary 

motivators for the series of dams and reservoirs that exist today.  Private investors or 

other local resources developed smaller tributaries and rivers, such as found in the 

Klamath and Umatilla basins.  However, major projects on the mainstem of the 

Columbia River were far too complex and expensive for local developers or the states 

(Robbins, 1997) and the cost of mainstem dam construction could not be economically 

justified based on irrigation and navigation benefits alone.  Eventually, projected 

revenue from hydroelectricity provided the economic justification for large-scale dams 

that irrigation and navigation improvements alone could not (Ogden, 1949; Norwood, 

c.1981).     

Early visionaries foresaw a system of dams providing efficient and inexpensive 

navigation and irrigation, the cost of which would be subsidized by the sale of 

hydroelectricity.  Consistent with the Progressive emphasis on the instrumental use 

and scientific management of natural resources, proponents of river development 

sought to harness the water being “wasted” by allowing it to run to the sea and transfer 
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it to equally “wasted” open land lying unused for want of moisture (Robbins, 1997).  

Their plan was to turn the unpredictable Columbia into a machine serving commercial 

and developmental purposes (White, 1995).   

Federal responsibility for irrigation and navigation rested with the U.S. 

Reclamation Service (later the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation) and the U.S. Army Corps 

of Engineers, respectively.  The Reclamation Act of 1902 established the Reclamation 

Service.  Whereas the older Corps of Engineers drew its members from the U.S. 

Military Academy at West Point, the Reclamation Service was initially staffed from 

the U.S. Geological Survey, self taught engineers, and graduates of the many 

engineering colleges opening around the country.  Progressive values of competence 

and scientific management grounded the Reclamation Service.  It based career 

advancement on merit and demonstrated achievement.  By 1926, the government had 

authorized twenty-nine federal irrigation projects.  Northwest projects included 

Minidoka, Idaho (1904), Boise, Idaho (1905), Klamath and Umatilla, Oregon (1905), 

Okanogan and Yakima, Washington (1905), King Hill, Idaho (1917), and Owyhee and 

Vale, Oregon (1926) (Rowley, 2006).  Eventually, the Boise office would be 

designated the headquarters for the Service‟s Pacific Northwest Region.  Reclamation 

project offices established close working relationships with local Grange offices, 

irrigation districts, irrigation associations, and other agricultural interests and entities. 

The Minidoka project, located on the Snake River, was the first federally 

constructed hydroelectric facility built by the Reclamation Service.  The Minidoka 

project came on line in 1909 (Pisani, 2002; FCRPS, 2003).  The 1902 Reclamation 
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Act authorized dams to be outfitted with turbines to generate hydroelectricity in order 

to power the pumps that would move reservoir and groundwater to farms.  Later, the 

Town Sites and Power Development Act of 1906 authorized the Bureau to lease 

surplus power with a preference to municipal purposes (Bureau of Reclamation, 

2006).  Later Bureau irrigation-hydropower dams came on line in the Snake Basin at 

the Boise River Diversion project in 1912 and Black Canyon in 1925.  The Federal 

Columbia Basin Power System All would eventually come to encompass all of these 

projects (FCRPS, 2003).  

These first dams were single-purpose in that they were oriented primarily on 

irrigation; the hydropower plants provided the electricity needed to pump water from 

the projects‟ reservoirs to higher elevations.  Proposals for multi-purpose water 

development were beginning to be made in 1908 but did not gain widespread support 

until the broader push for development and promotion of hydroelectric power began 

around 1918.  The multi-purpose approach ultimately reinforced the notion that the 

federal government needed to take the lead on river development due to the 

complexity of the issues and the multiple jurisdictions that spanned major watersheds 

(Billington et al., 2005).   

Federal civil engineering expertise also resided in The U.S. Army Corps of 

Engineers (the Corps).  Congress provided for the first American military engineers in 

1775 on the day before the Battle of Bunker Hill.  The Continental Army was heavily 

dependent on French trained engineers, as there were few technically trained 

Americans.  The Military Peace Establishment Act of 1802 formally established what 
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the Corps of Engineers.  This act also established a military academy focused on the 

teaching of civil engineering at West Point, New York (Holt, 1923; Shallat, 1994; U.S. 

Army Corps of Engineers, 1998).   

The Corps civil works mission dates to the River and Harbors Act of 1824.  

Supporters of the act hoped to create an interconnected series of improved waterways, 

canals, and roads to facilitate national defense and promote the commercial 

development of the interior.
53

  However, Congress never fully supported this nation-

wide vision, electing instead to fund projects on a piecemeal basis in keeping with 

local needs and interests (Holt, 1923; Shallat, 1994; U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, 

1998).       

In the early 1900s, the Corps officially opposed multi-purpose river 

development.
54

  The Corps position was that development of waterways for navigation 

purposes, both to enhance national defense and to facilitate internal growth and 

development, was justified under the “general welfare” and “promotion of commerce” 

clauses in the Constitution.  The constitutional support for other proposed purposes 

was, in the Corps‟s view, suspect.  Hydropower – even if constitutionally supportable 

- was untested in the open market and investing in large dams risked a significant 

                                                 
53

 The United States had been invaded by Great Britain from Canada, the eastern seaboard (which 

resulted in the burning of Washington, DC), and the south at New Orleans during the War of 1812.  

Improving inland transportation infrastructure would improve the ability to move troops and military 

supplies within the country.  See U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, 1998, pp. 37-39. 

 
54

 The Corps‟s “official” position on any given issue at any particular point in time can be hard to 

determine.  The Corps traditionally operated in a decentralized decision making structure.  Thus, despite 

“official” positions being often declared by Corps or administration officials, actual practices in local 

district offices could be far different.  See Shallat (1994), Maas (1974/1951), and/or Ferejohn (1974) for 

further discussion.  
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waste of public funds should the expected demand never materialize.  Furthermore, 

river transportation was facing stiff competition from the railroads and diluting river 

purposes among other functions could weaken the effort to promote and enhance 

navigation.  Critics claimed that the Corps‟s arguments had more to do with protecting 

the agency‟s dominance over the nation‟s waterways than concern over broader 

national interests.  Regardless, the Corps found support in the members of their 

Congressional oversight committees who did not want their influence eroded or shared 

with other committees and agencies holding jurisdiction over other water purposes 

(Hays, 1999/1959; Billington et al., 2005; Rowley, 2006; Pope, 2008).   

The Corps would hold to its single-purpose perspective until forced to 

incorporate flood control due to a series of devastating floods in the early 1900s and 

the abject failure of its policy of relying on levees for protection during floods on the 

Lower Mississippi in 1927.  The final shift away from its single-use philosophy 

occurred when the 1925 and 1927 River and Harbors Acts called on the Corps to study 

opportunities for multiple uses, to include flood control and hydropower development, 

on the nation‟s major rivers (Billington, et al. 2006). 

The Corps‟s first improvements in the Columbia River began in 1868.  It 

opened an office in Portland (later the Portland District headquarters) in 1871 and 

another in Seattle in 1896.  These offices were organized under the North Pacific 

Division established in 1901, originally located in San Francisco.  The division 

headquarters office would alternate between San Francisco and Portland until finally 

settling in Portland in 1931 (Scheufele, 1969).    
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Like the General Land Office, Forest Service, and Bureau of Reclamation the 

Corps established close ties with the local business and trade associations built around 

their activities.  Steam ship companies and coastal fishing communities depended on 

navigation improvements in order to carry out their business.  Given their respective 

places in the regional economy and their jurisdictional responsibilities on the 

Columbia, both the Bureau of Reclamation and Corps would become major players in 

future governance debates.  Their projects would be at the center of the future 

controversy between river development and the region‟s salmon fishery.    

The Columbia River salmon and steelhead fisheries.   

The seemingly limitless bounty of Pacific Northwest fish attracted a robust 

fishing industry, especially with the advent of canning technology.  The tribes, of 

course, had fished the river and its tributaries for centuries.  Tribal fishers also 

provided all of the settlers‟ fish needs until a few white entrepreneurs began fishing 

commercially in 1850.  In 1861, the Territory of Washington granted two white men 

exclusive gill net fishing rights in the lower Columbia.  This seemingly simple act 

symbolized the beginning of conflict among tribal and state fishery managers and a 

profound transition from a fishery focused on regional subsistence to an integral part 

of a capitalism-driven market.  Industrial-scale fishing arrived in 1866 along with the 

first cannery.  By 1887, 39 canneries packed 42 million pounds of salmon per year 

(Taylor, 1999). 

The first hatchery was built in 1877 and was soon followed by others.  

However, hatchery production could not keep pace with the loss of habitat upriver due 



 

118 

 

to mining, timber, agriculture, and other development and ever-increasing harvest 

levels by an essentially unregulated fishery.  The fish also suffered severe natural 

setbacks between the early 1860s and late 1890s from periodic redds-scouring floods 

and stream-drying drought.  The combination of upriver habitat degradation, over 

harvest, and natural occurrences caused Columbia salmon runs to crash in the 1890s 

with some predicting imminent extinction.  The decline in the numbers of fish and 

subsequent consolidation of the market drove many commercial fishermen out of the 

market and closed a number of canneries.  Control of the market soon shifted from the 

Columbia to Alaska.  The Columbia market rebounded briefly with an increased 

military demand for food in the mid 1910s during World War I, largely met with 

increased hatchery production, but it declined again soon after the War‟s end.  It 

eventually stabilized, largely dependent on hatchery-produced fish.  An entire 

institution evolved around the science of artificial propagation of fish for the purposes 

of food production.  Despite the hatchery effort, the fishery never regained the size it 

enjoyed in its early heyday (Lichatowich, 1999; Taylor, 1999).   

The formation of a federal fisheries service was almost single handedly 

accomplished by Spencer Fullerton Baird.  Baird sent a letter to Congress laying out 

his proposal for a federal fish commission.  He recommended, “…careful, scientific 

research be entered upon, for the purpose of determining what should really be done.”  

The federal fish commissioner‟s duties included conducting such investigations and 

“…perhaps, after conferences with the Fish Commissioners of the several states, 

advise what action, if any, should be taken by the General Government alone or in 
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conjunction with the states…”  (Baird, quoted in Cart, 2004, p. 4).  Congress 

forwarded a joint resolution establishing the U.S. Fish and Fisheries Commission to 

President Ulysses Grant who signed it on February 9, 1871.  Grant appointed Baird as 

Commissioner.  The Fish Commission, located under the Department of Treasury, had 

three duties: 

 Research oriented to preserving the commercial fishery. 

 Research into fish culture and artificial propagation.   

 Compilation of statistics and evaluation of the efficacy of fishing 

methods. 

The goal of Fish Commission research was production of fish as a marketable 

commodity.  Consequently, close ties developed between Baird and his subordinates 

and promoters of hatcheries intended to increase sport and commercial harvest.  The 

stated goal of the fish culture research was to “make fish so abundant that they can be 

caught without restriction” (Cart, 2004, p. 6.).    

Although it opened investigations into the Alaska salmon fishery around 1890, 

the Fish Commission‟s presence in the Northwest was initially limited.  In 1903, the 

Fish Commission lost its status as an independent agency when it was transferred to 

the Department of Commerce and Labor and renamed the Bureau of Fisheries.  The 

Bureau opened a small office in Seattle in 1914 as the center for the Bureau of 

Fisheries Pacific operations.  In 1921, at the request of and in conjunction with the 

Oregon Fish Commission, it initiated a study on Columbia River salmon.  Although it 

would push for regulation when needed, particularly with regard to salmon 
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exploitation in Alaska, the Bureau of Fisheries in general cultivated close working 

relationships with state fishery and hatchery managers (Cart, 2004).  

 Already stressed by overfishing and habitat loss, the Columbia salmon runs 

now faced a new threat – the construction of dams in the Columbia mainstem. 

 Hydropower: the public – private power debate. 

No issue of the early 1900s arguably held greater implications for the future of 

the Columbia River than the debate over whether electrical generation and 

transmission should be a public or private enterprise.  Nationally, a backlash to the 

electricity monopoly exercised by major trust and holding companies grew along with 

the public‟s increasing concern over corporate power and other social inequities.   

Private utilities and holding companies viewed electricity as a commodity 

whose price and availability should be determined by the open market.  Critics 

contended that the electrical market was hardly “open.”  By 1912, ten holding 

companies owned 60% of the nation‟s hydropower with local monopolies setting rates 

with limited, if any, competition or regulation.  Private power interests dominated the 

policy arena in the 1920s, supported by Republican majorities in Congress and an 

administration generally hostile to public utility ownership and anti-monopoly 

policies.  As a result, there were few regulatory constraints and low permitting fees.  

As a result, private waterpower development boomed until passage of the Water 

Power Act in 1920 (Blumm, 1982). 

Electricity became a political issue due to the growing recognition of its 

potential to affect peoples‟ lives.  Despite arguments that large companies would 
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ensure low rates through economies of scale, greed and questionable business 

practices often resulted in the opposite.  Technology advances in communications and 

transportation at the turn of the 20
th

 century resulted in a nationwide transformation of 

American business from predominately small, locally owned enterprises to 

nationwide, multi-unit corporations.  The complicated ownership structure of holding 

companies that spanned multiple jurisdictions often rendered local regulation 

meaningless.  Frequently, company executives either bribed or ignored local 

regulators.  Monopoly power allowed companies to set prices without fear of 

competition and to avoid expanding electrical service to areas deemed unprofitable, 

such as rural communities (Ogden, 1949; Blumm, 1982; Brigham, 1998). 

Private power advocates argued it inappropriate for the the government to be 

involved in power production, transmission, or distribution.  They pointed out that the 

very existence of electrical power was the product of entrepreneurial experimentation 

and innovation by private inventors such as Thomas Edison.  In the late 1800s and 

early 1900s, private power supporters heralded such individual examples as classic 

success stories of American capitalism.  They viewed public ownership as 

“socialistic” and equated it to the confiscation of private property in order to place it 

under “political management” (Brigham, 1998, pp. 108-109).  Private power 

supporters defended the consolidation of locally owned utilities into large holding 

companies and interlocking corporations as an essential evolution necessary to ensure 

economies of scale and low rates.  As pressure for public ownership grew, privately 

owned businesses and utilities reluctantly agreed to support locally regulated 
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monopolies in order to protect investments and guarantee some level of return (Ogden, 

1949; Brigham, 1998).   

Conversely, Progressives and public power advocates viewed electricity as a 

powerful social force that could raise the standard of living for everyone if made 

affordable.  They did not, however, speak with one voice.  Those advocating outright 

government ownership and operation of energy facilities and those who sought a 

balance between the extremes of unconstrained markets and socialism split the 

movement.  Moderate Progressives argued less for government ownership and more 

for regulation of private utilities, the use of cost-based pricing as a “yardstick” against 

which to measure private rates, and “postage stamp” pricing that guaranteed customers 

of similar service would pay the same rate regardless of location (Ogden, 1949; 

McKinley, 1952; Brigham, 1998).   

Public power had numerous successes at the local level, with municipally 

owned utilities emerging in urban areas and energy cooperatives in rural areas, 

especially in Washington.  State measures were passed in California in 1913; Arizona, 

Nebraska, and Montana in 1915; and several other western states between 1927 and 

1930 (Ogden, 1949; McKinley, 1952; Brigham, 1998).  However, success at the local 

and state levels did not translate into similar success at the federal level.  The Federal 

Water Power Act of 1920 affirmed federal jurisdiction over water power sites on 

navigable rivers, limited licenses of private facilities to 50 years, affirmed the right of 

the federal government to charge for private licenses, established public preference for 

the power generated from federal projects, and authorized federal construction of 
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hydroelectric projects as recommended by the Federal Power Commission.  But 

congressional support for federal licensing of hydropower projects was limited to 

concern that uncontrolled dam building would impede navigation, and did not equate 

to support for outright public project ownership (DeLuna, 1997).  Although the 1920 

Act established a uniform process for licensing private hydroelectric projects, it did 

not provide any funds for planning those projects (National Research Council, 1999).  

Furthermore, the small government and pro-market/pro-business administrations of 

Warren Harding (1921-1923), Calvin Coolidge (1923-1929), and Herbert Hoover 

(1929-1933) preferred that actual development be left in private hands.  In their view, 

the federal government role was to provide technical support and studies to inform 

private entity development (DeLuna, 1997; Blumm, 1982). 

The River and Harbor Act of 1925 directed the Corps of Engineers and Federal 

Power Commission to estimate the cost for a comprehensive survey to study multiple 

use development of the Nation‟s navigable streams, to include hydropower, flood 

control, navigation, and irrigation.  The Corps replied in 1926 with what became 

House Document No. 308.  The report identified 180 rivers for study, including the 

Columbia.  Congress responded with the River and Harbor Act of 1927, authorizing 

the Corps to undertake comprehensive surveys and formulate general plans for water 

resources development in the nation‟s major watersheds.  The Corps responded in turn 

with its 308 Report in March 1932.  The 308 Report represented the nation‟s first 

basin-wide development plan (Ogden, 1949 and 1997; Billington, et al., 2005; 

National Research Council, 1999).   
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The Hoover administration intended the 308 Report to guide private 

investment in water resource development.  It was not to turn out that way.  The onset 

of the Depression and the election of President Franklin Roosevelt shifted the public- 

private power debate decisively in favor of public power advocates.  The next chapter 

presents the impact of that shift for the Columbia. 

Section summary. 

By 1929, a large number of the institutional actors that would participate in 

future governance activities were well established in the Northwest.  These institutions 

include the federal and state agencies, private businesses and trade associations, and 

political supporters involved with land use, water use, river development, fisheries, 

and early hydropower production.  Each operated in a relatively autonomous manner 

within their respective jurisdictions and often competed with each other for federal 

funding, increased jurisdiction, and expanded missions (McKinley, 1952; Clarke and 

McCool, 1996).  Although their organizational roots originated in different eras of 

American history, they all shared a common worldview grounded in market 

capitalism.   

  

Early Signs of Stress on Northwest Resources 

By the late 1920s, the Pacific Northwest comprised about 9% of the United 

States land mass but held only 2.5% of its population.  Planners estimated it to hold 

40% of the nation‟s timber and 40% of its hydropower potential.  The region‟s mines 

were leading national producers of copper, silver, lead, and zinc (Bessey, 1963).  
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Fertile soil and plentiful water beckoned farmers to the Willamette Valley, and the 

promise of irrigation made agriculture and farming viable in the dry areas east of the 

Cascades (Bessey, 1963; Taylor, 1999).  Pre-development salmon runs have been 

estimated by some at between 6.2 and 12 million fish per year (Taylor, 1999; 

Williams, 2006) with some estimates as high as 16 million (National Research 

Council, 1996).  Commercial fishermen harvested 20 to 40 million pounds of salmon 

between 1875 and the 1920s (Taylor, 1999; Williams, 2006).  Given this “unlimited” 

bounty, it was extremely difficult to make a compelling case for restraint and 

regulation. 

Despite the relatively sparse population, negative impacts were beginning to be 

felt as early as the late 1800s.  The hard winter of 1886-1887 caused a massive die-off 

of cattle from starvation.  The overstocking of cattle, coupled with several subsequent 

years of drought, devastated public grasslands (Wilkinson, 1992).  The salmon 

fisheries, while strong, were beginning a serious decline due to over harvest and the 

destruction of habitat due to mining, timber practices, and the construction of dams in 

Columbia tributaries (Bessey, 1963; Taylor, 1999).  These declines caused Livingston 

Stone, an agent of the U.S. Fish Commission in the Northwest, to call for a national 

salmon park in 1892 to protect declining wild runs from the impacts of development 

(Cone and Ridlington, 1996, pp. 332-334).   

The effects of over grazing and fishery declines were the first indicators that 

the region‟s rapid and virtually unconstrained economic development could have 

significant long-term consequences.  New political and social forces were emerging 
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that would challenge the underlying premises upon which the region‟s institutional 

arrangements were based. 

 

The Progressive Conservation Movement 

Unlike the east, where the Progressive movement carried strong support from 

the population, Progressive reforms in the Northwest were more the work of 

legislatures, political parties, and party leaders.  More interested in visibility at the 

national level, regional leaders enacted reforms for which the population often seemed 

ambivalent, at best.  Progressive reformers constantly struggled against the more 

conservative strain of the Northwest population (Johansen, 1967). 

More relevant to the Northwest was the Progressive Movement‟s strong 

resource conservationist members.  There were motivated by disgust at over-harvest of 

timber, over-grazing of grassland, soil depletion through poor agricultural practices, 

degradation of public lands due to mining, and water pollution due to factory waste.  

For the public as a whole, the concern was less about environmental degradation than 

the unfair advantage and heavy-handed tactics exercised by large businesses (Wiebe, 

1967; Cortner & Moote 1999).   

Viewing natural resources as an interconnected ecosystem was in its earliest 

stages in the latter 1800s.  John Perkins Marsh, largely credited with being the first to 

record the impacts of development on natural processes, first published his 

observations in 1864 (Marsh, 1965/1864; Dunlap, 2004).  Two philosophical 

conservation perspectives emerged to challenge the prevailing view of nature as an 
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inexhaustible warehouse of marketable commodities, both of which had their origins 

in the observations of Marsh.  The “conservation” perspective was personified by 

Gifford Pinchot for public land, C. Hart Merriam for wildlife, and Spencer Fullerton 

Baird for marine fisheries.  “Conservation,” as used in the context of the time, called 

for management of natural resources in a way that ensured their long-term availability 

for utilization.  Under this view, failure to develop and use existing resources was 

considered as wasteful as depleting them to a point where they could not be recovered.   

A letter from James Wilson, Secretary of Agriculture, provided initial guidance 

to Gifford Pinchot, Chief Forester of the just-established Forest Service, and concisely 

captured the Progressive conservation philosophy regarding natural resources.  

Although written specifically for the newly established Forest Service (and written by 

Pinchot for Wilson‟s signature
55

), the letter articulates the Progressive philosophy.  

Public land was to be “devoted to its most productive use” for “the permanent good of 

the whole people” as opposed to individuals or private companies.  Water, wood, and 

forage are to be “conserved and wisely used” to ensure “permanent and accessible 

supply” in support the “continued prosperity of agricultural, lumbering, mining, and 

livestock interests.”  The letter directed that the new agency professionally manage its 

assigned resources under “businesslike regulations” “under the eye of thoroughly 

trained and competent inspectors” (Wilson, 1905).     

As such, Progressive philosophy did not repudiate the concepts of private 

markets and commercial utilization of natural resources.  Instead, it introduced a new 
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 For detailed discussion of the origin, significance, and far-ranging influence of the “Pinchot Letter,” 

see Wilkinson (1992) pp. 127-130 and Steen (1976) p. 75. 
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role for government.  Professionally trained, apolitical civil servants would apply 

scientific management principles to regulate against the excesses of the market.  New 

federal agencies established in part to curb the power and excesses of corporations on 

public land through competent government stewardship (Wilson, February 1, 1905; 

Wiebe, 1967; Steen, 1976; Wilkinson, 1992; Billington, et al., 2005).         

The second perspective that emerged to challenge the market model placed an 

inherent aesthetic value on natural resources independent from their economic value.  

John Muir personified this “preservationist” perspective.  Muir argued that the 

wilderness had an intrinsic worth all its own that was worth preserving in its natural 

state.  Both the conservation and preservation movements established initial 

beachheads into corporate and private exploitation of public land due in no small part 

to the passion and energies of Pinchot, Merriam, Baird, and Muir and their support by 

President Theodore Roosevelt. 

The conservation perspective found expression through laws and policies 

governing the use of wildlife, fisheries, forests and water under federal jurisdiction 

and institutionalized through establishment of federal agencies such as the Bureau of 

Biological Survey, U.S. Fish and Fisheries Commission, Forest Service, and Bureau of 

Reclamation.  Establishment of the state and national park systems, starting with 

Yosemite and Yellowstone, and creation of the National Park Service implemented the 

preservation perspective (Cameron, 1929; Steen, 1976; Cortner & Moote, 1992; 

Clarke and McCool, 1996; Cart, 2004; Dunlap, 2004).  All of these agencies or their 

successors would come to play dominant roles in future Basin governance systems.  
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Opposition to the Progressive conservation and preservation movements came 

mostly from westerners opposed to eastern-based interference with their prerogatives.  

They saw hypocrisy from those preaching conservation principles that were too late to 

implement in the already largely developed east (Steen, 1976) and a complete lack of 

understanding by easterners of the challenges and hardships of settling the often brutal 

conditions in the west (Wilkinson, 1992).  Corporate interests used to all but 

unrestricted access to the resources on public land were equally opposed to both 

movements (Hays, 1999/1959; Wilkinson, 1992).    

Despite the opposition from the west and large corporate interests,  the 

administration of Theodore Roosevelt and the Progressive conservationists in 

government and in Congress successfully led and shaped the formal government 

conservation and preservation policies of the era.  The American public generally 

supported these efforts, but not because of any affinity for environmental protection.  

The direct experience of many nineteenth century Americans with nature presented 

personal challenges and outright threats, especially in the west.  Struggling against 

harsh weather, floods, drought, predators, insects, and rodents they carved an often-

precarious livelihood on small farms, ranches, mills, and homesteads (Cameron, 1929; 

Wiebe, 1967; Wilkinson, 1992; Robbins, 1997).  Often the actions and practices of 

legions of individual homesteaders, prospectors, and ranchers resulted in 

environmental consequences as severe as those of the industrialized giants (Hays, 

1999/1959).  Given the prevailing “legend of inexhaustibility,” many simply would 
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not have believed that any restrictions on the pursuit of personal economic 

advancement were necessary. 

Attitudes shaped by a strong protestant ethic of individual work and distrustful 

of the apparently unearned wealth, power, and corruption of large corporate entities 

underscored public support for the Progressive cause.  Values and lifestyles developed 

in isolated small-towns and centered on natural resource extraction, agriculture, and 

local factory working conditions left most Americans wary of monopolies, rising 

waves of immigration, land speculators, and wealthy land-grabbers (Wiebe, 1967).  

Progressive conservationism thus found public traction not because of any deep-seated 

public belief in environmental values, but because of deep-seated skepticism over the 

motives of moneyed interests (Cortner and Moote, 1992).  The result was a partial but 

significant shift in power from large corporate trusts and the market to the federal 

government as exercised through public agencies over public resources (Hays, 

1999/1959).    

   

Regional Governance Systems up to 1929: 

Regional natural resource governance up through the 1920s consisted of 

private enterprises working in concert with supportive and relatively autonomous 

federal agencies responsible for specific resource domains, constrained only by the 

authorities and funds provided by Congress.  Laissez faire policies left development to 

the market and individual ingenuity and many in the Northwest felt that minimum or 

no government equated to good governance.  In addition, many had little patience with 
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anyone, government or otherwise, interfering with their affairs or their rights to 

resources (Dodds, 1986; Wilkinson, 1992).  For example, Gifford Pinchot, then head 

of the U.S. Forest Service, imposed a modest grazing fee on ranchers in 1906 to 

attempt some control over the overstocking that led to the cattle disaster in the late 

1880s.  His effort outraged ranchers who had grown used to free grazing on public 

land with no government oversight or controls.  They pilloried him in the western 

press as a “dictator and carpet bagger” (Wilkinson, 1992).   

Progressives made some inroads in the laissez faire environment of the day by 

establishing federal agencies charged with the responsibility to better manage public 

resources.  These agencies included the Reclamation Service, the Forest Service, the 

National Parks Service, and the U.S. Fish and Fisheries Commission (later the Bureau 

of Fisheries).  These new agencies joined those previously established, most notably 

for this study, the Corps of Engineers, the General Land Office, the Office of Indian 

Affairs, and the Department of Agriculture.  Legacy effects from the nation‟s earlier 

expansionist period and that era‟s policy emphasis on localism, support for 

commercial development, and the transfer of public lands into private hands 

established the traditions and cultures of the earlier agencies.  Some of these agencies, 

like the General Land Office and Office of Indian Affairs, had roots dating back to the 

nation‟s colonial period (Conover, 1923; Holt, 1923; McKinley, 1952; Shallat, 1994; 

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, 1998; Pisani, 2002).  Regardless of origin, all agencies 

developed close ties with regional interests dependent on their respective programs 

and services and for whom they had originally been largely established to support. 
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Authorizing statutes and assigned jurisdictional oversight of specific policy 

domains governed each agency.  Agencies exercised decision-making in keeping with 

their respective missions and authorizing statutes and regulations.  Just as American 

society was segmented into island communities at the end of the 19
th

 century (Wiebe, 

1967) so too were federal agencies segmented into island communities of policy and 

program jurisdiction.  Each agency was focused on a constituency that was dependent 

on the agency‟s authorities and expertise and supported by constituency-centered 

Congressional authorizing and appropriating committees.  Political scientists variously 

characterize these powerful triads of agency expertise, Congressional support, and 

local constituencies as “subgovernments,” “policy whirlpools,” or “iron triangles” due 

to their autonomy, strength, and resistance to reform (Cater, 1954; Griffith, 1961; 

Heclo, 1978).  But a dramatic alternative to functional-management-by-individual-

agency was evolving in the East on the Tennessee River. 

Muscle Shoals is approximately the midpoint of the 600-mile long Tennessee 

River.  At this point, the river drops 134 feet over 37 miles creating a series of rapids 

and waterfalls that long impeded the use of the river for navigation.  The sharp drop in 

elevation offered the opportunity for hydropower development and attracted the 

attention of private corporations.  President Theodore Roosevelt vetoed a bill to allow 

the site to be privately developed in 1903.  The National Defense Act of 1916 

authorized the Corps to construct a dam, nitrate plant, and related temporary steam 

generating plant near the site to support the production of munitions for World War I 

and eliminate about 15 miles of rapids.  The War ended before construction was 
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completed, and project funding subsequently slowed.  The Corps ultimately completed 

the plant and Wilson Dam in 1925 (Norwood, c.1981; Conklin 1983).
56

   

To thwart further private interest in taking over the site, Progressives 

introduced a bill in 1922 to create a government corporation to run the nitrate plant 

(ultimately retrofitted to produce fertilizer) and to be responsible for future 

development.  The bill failed.  Although the public-private power debate was part of 

the Muscle Shoals controversy since 1897 (Conklin, 1983), the 1922 bill made Muscle 

Shoals a national focal point.  Both President Coolidge in 1928 and President Hoover 

in 1931 vetoed subsequent similar bills passed by Congress.  The election of President 

Franklin Roosevelt removed White House objections.  Roosevelt signed the Tennessee 

Valley Authority Act into law in 1933 (Norwood, c.1981; Conklin 1983).     

The Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) was destined to provide an inspiring 

governance model for Northwest Progressives.  However, as of 1929, management of 

resources in the Columbia Basin meant governance through private corporations 

operating independently on private land or in concert with supportive federal and state 

agencies.  Private companies and individual federal and state agencies exercised 

decision-making in keeping with their individual objectives and priorities.  This 

combination of the laissez faire doctrine toward private businesses, weak government 

regulation, and public agencies exercising “iron triangle”-type functional jurisdiction 

over discreet policy domains characterized a market-oriented governance preference.  

All involved, whether in the private or public sectors, shared a common worldview 
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 Wheeler Dam was subsequently constructed to solve remaining Muscle Shoals navigation issues. 
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regarding natural resources.  There simply were no voices challenging the “rightness” 

of whether the various programs and projects underway or under consideration should 

be undertaken.   

The sharing of a common worldview did not automatically translate to 

cooperation.  The division of federal agencies among four cabinet level departments, 

the exercise of Congressional prerogatives by oversight committees, and strong 

support from agency constituencies often drove agencies to compete rather than 

cooperate (McKinley, 1952; Clarke and McCool, 1996).  As the government grew in 

size and complexity, a growing realization emerged among the major actors that better 

coordination and control arrangements were necessary.   

 

Chapter Summary 

The situation in the Pacific Northwest stood as follows by 1929: 

 The earliest regional governance structures consisted of clan-based tribal 

societies located on traditional tribal lands (Ruby and Brown, 1992).  The 

rules and regulations of large fur trading companies governed the earliest 

white communities in the late 1700s and early 1800s.  These in turn gave 

way to provisional governments, followed by establishment of the Oregon 

in 1848, later subdivided into the Territories of Oregon, Washington 

(1853), Idaho (1864), and Montana (1868).  County and municipal 

governments were first established under the Territorial governments.  The 

states of Oregon, Washington, Montana, and Idaho Montana were admitted 
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to the Union in 1859, 1889, 1889, and 1890 respectively (Schafer, 

1943/1918; Lyman, 1963/1917; Johansen, 1967; Dodds, 1986).  

 The role of Native American tribes in the development of policy in the 

Northwest was dramatically mercurial.  The role began with dominance in 

the early 1800s but declined to a point of all-but-extinction from the mid 

1800s to the mid 1900s.  In essence, the tribes were simply not a relevant 

voice in the early 1900s (Taylor, 1999; Pevar, 2002; Wilkinson, 2005).   

 The West experienced a major demographic shift with the decline of Indian 

populations and increase of Anglo-American settlers.  The territorial 

population was distributed among a few large cities and numerous small 

towns.  Isolated, “island” communities developed with economies centered 

on agriculture, ranching, or resource extraction (Lyman, 1963/1917; 

Wiebe, 1967; Dodds, 1986; Wilkinson, 1992; Taylor, 1999). 

 National policy up to the 1860s was focused on helping fund the federal 

government through sale of public lands to private individuals or interests; 

thereafter the policy shifted to the transfer of public lands and resources to 

private control through sale, grants, or patents (Conover, 1923; Wilkinson, 

1992). 

 The Protestant-market-capitalism worldview dominated, modified in the 

Pacific Northwest by unique attitudes toward western land and a self-

confidence bred by surviving the move westward.  Disease, efforts to 

civilize their culture, and displacement to reservations all but erased the 
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tribal worldview (Cameron, 1928 and 1929; Smith, 1950; Dodds, 1986; 

Robbins, 1997; Taylor, 1999; Hays, 1999/1959; Kline, 2000; Weber, 

2002/1920; Wilkinson, 2005; Lichatowich, McConnaha, Liss, Stanford, 

and Williams, 2006).   

 The environmentalist worldview was in its infancy and expressed through 

the tenets of Progressive conservatism (Kline, 2000; Dunlap, 2004; 

Rosenbaum, 2005). 

 This dominant worldview held by policy makers and administrators 

fostered localized decision-making.  Communities, private businesses, and 

federal agencies exercised a great deal of autonomy in determining what 

they were going to do and how they were going to do it.  Corporate 

interests working alone or in partnership with federal agencies and 

appropriate congressional committees provided the governance framework 

for natural resource management (Cater, 1954; Griffith, 1961; Wilkinson, 

1992).   

 The Northwest was a region rich in natural resources, with a large potential 

for timber, agriculture, ranching, fisheries, mineral, irrigation, and 

hydropower development.  Exploitation of these resources was driven by a 

“legend of inexhaustibility,” the lack of effective regulation, and the 

opportunities for creation of private wealth.  Natural resource development 

was largely in the hands of large corporations and holding companies, such 

as timber, railroads, and mining interests, supported by federal agencies 
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(Cameron, 1928 and 1929; Lyman, 1963/1917; Dodds, 1986; Wilkinson, 

1992; Robbins, 1997; Taylor, 1999; Lichatowich, McConnaha, Liss, 

Stanford, and Williams, 2006). 

 Federal agencies developed as policy autonomous “island communities” 

with little cross-agency coordination or planning and frequent conflict over 

turf and congressional attention (Cameron, 1928; McKinley, 1952; Steen, 

1976; Shallat, 1994; Clarke and McCool, 1996; Pisani, 2002).  

 Progressive era ideals of sustainable use and conservation-oriented public 

management of public resources for the public good were very much part 

of the political debate, but failed to overturn the prevailing belief in private 

markets and the laissez faire doctrine of minimum government 

involvement in private business activities.  The Progressive goal was a 

better life for average Americans through planning, scientific management 

of natural resources, and provision of electricity through public ownership 

or strict regulation of power production (Hays, 1957; Hays, 1990/1959; 

McKinley, 1952; Steen, 1976; Norwood, c.1981; Cortner and Moote 1999; 

Billington et al., 2005).  

 Commercial fishing on the Columbia began in 1850, growing to industrial 

scale in 1866.  The first hatchery was built in 1877.  By 1887 the river 

housed 39 canneries.  Overfishing, habitat degradation, and a series of 

naturally occurring floods and drought crashed salmon runs in the 1890s 
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(Cone and Ridlington, 1996; National Research Council, 1996; Taylor, 

1999).  

 Any debate over natural resource development was a debate over who 

should own, control, or operate natural resource exploitation.  There was 

no question among the relevant parties as to the rightness of such 

exploitation (Cortner and Moote 1999; Pisani, 2002; Billington et al., 2005; 

Lichatowich, McConnaha, Liss, Stanford, and Williams, 2006). 

 The Corps, acceding to the demand for multiple use waterway 

development, was preparing its 308 Report on major rivers, a report that 

would assess the feasibility for hydropower, navigation, and irrigation on a 

scale not yet seen in the United States (Ogden, 1949; McKinley, 1952; 

Norwood, c.1981). 

Such was the situation as of 1929.  On October 29 of that year the stock market 

crashed and dramatically “punctuated the equilibrium” (Gersick, 1991) of private 

market dominance through laissez faire and symbolically marked the onset of the 

Great Depression.  The Depression proved “a major turning point in American history.  

It changed the Nation‟s economic beliefs and attitude toward business.  It revised 

American politics and the Government‟s role.  The laissez faire doctrine gave way to 

public demands for government action to battle the depression [sic], and the policies 

and special interests that contributed to its onset” (Norwood, c.1981, p. 34).     
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CHAPTER 4 

THE ONSET OF THE DEPRESSION (1929) 

  

Introduction 

The onset of the Great Depression presented the first critical situation that 

induced changes to prevailing Basin governance systems.  It created the conditions for 

a dramatic shift away from a model of governance based on private market enterprises 

working in concert with supportive federal agencies.  Rejecting calls for consolidation 

of federal agency missions under an authoritative valley authority, the region adopted 

a new model characterized by state-led centralized planning.  The onset of the 

Depression also resulted in the creation of a model for Basin operations that was 

characterized by cooperation among federal agencies.  

The catastrophic economic collapse of the Great Depression ushered in a 

decade of “persistent, continuing unemployment and unrelenting, grinding poverty” 

(Norwood, c.1981, p. 30).  Its wide effects significantly undercut the prevailing laissez 

faire attitude toward unconstrained free markets and challenged the relatively 

autonomous “iron triangle” arrangements among local interests, federal agencies, and 

their congressional supporters.  It created the conditions under which prevailing 

market and agency-centric governance systems could be changed as the public looked 

to government to restore the national economy.
 
 The changes in governance did not 

eliminate the market role in the economy or fundamentally alter federal agency 

missions.  What changed was the autonomy under which these long-standing 

institutions previously operated.  Private corporations were subject to greater 
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government regulation.  Federal agencies in the Columbia Basin were required to be 

more collaborative and inclusive in their discretionary decision-making. 

In addition to Progressives who believed in a more activist role for government 

was an influential group of advocates who embraced the concept of “regionalism.”  

Regionalists critically looked at state and federal government structures seeking 

criteria other than private markets or jurisdictional boundaries to suggest logical 

administrative arrangements.
57

  The Tennessee Valley Authority exemplified this 

thinking.  TVA admirers saw the watershed of the Tennessee River as a more efficient 

organizational concept than the political boundaries of the states, the market 

boundaries of privately incorporated businesses, or the jurisdictional boundaries of 

individual federal agencies (White, 1995; Vogel, 2007).    

The concept of multi-state regions presented, among other challenges, two 

fundamental questions.  The first was the structure under which long-range planning 

of regional resources was to take place.  Regionalists and Progressives believed 

planning to be the answer to the resource waste and inefficiency they saw as inherent 

in the fractured decision-making processes for land, soil, water, timber, fish, and 

timber development as practiced through unrestrained markets and uncoordinated 

agencies (Bessey, 1963; McKinley, 1952).  The second question focused on 

operational issues.  The desires for rational region-scale planning to guide river 

development and other resource use meant determining how responsibilities for 

design, construction, and operations of resulting activities that crossed traditional 
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 Ogden (1949 and 1997), McKinley (1952), Bessey (1963), and Norwood (c.1981) all wrote from a 

regionalist perspective. 
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agency jurisdictional boundaries were to be allocated (McKinley, 1952; White, 1995; 

DeLuna, 1997; Brigham, 1998).       

This chapter identifies the Northwest governance systems proposed and 

enacted to address these functional questions in the 1930s.  It documents the social and 

political context from which governance proposals emerged and the key issues in the 

Northwest that influenced those proposals.  The following four governance proposals 

emerged in this period of which two were enacted: 

 The Pacific Northwest Regional Planning Commission (PNWRPC or 

Commission), established in 1934 under the National Planning Board 

to perform the planning function. 

 Proposals in 1935 to assign full responsibility for all purposes of the 

dams, to include marketing and transmission of electricity, to either the 

Corps of Engineers or Bureau of Reclamation (not enacted). 

 Proposals made later in 1935 for a Columbia Valley Authority modeled 

after the Tennessee Valley Authority (not enacted). 

 Establishment of the five-agency Bonneville Advisory Board under the 

Bonneville Project Act of 1937. 

 

Social and Political Context 

Franklin Roosevelt achieved a landslide electoral victory in 1932, winning 472 

electoral votes to Hoover‟s 59.  Democratic majorities were swept into Congress.  

Democrats won 70% of seats in the House of Representatives and commanded a 22-
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seat majority in the Senate (Norwood, c.1981).  The Depression provided a catalytic 

opportunity for a more robust government role in the economy, marking “the final, 

inevitable collapse of an economy that had been beset for at least fifty years by 

overproduction and an excess of competition” (Kennedy, 2009, p. 261).  

 The Depression presented a critical situation that opened opportunities for 

change beyond regional governance systems.  It also enabled responses to other 

demands that had gained momentum in American society (Norwood, c.1981).  The 

1932 election was a clear public mandate to get the economy back on track.  It was 

also a mandate that was far more sensitive to Progressive ideals than its predecessor 

and far more activist in pushing for both regulation and, in some limited cases, direct 

government involvement in areas previously relegated to private markets (Norwood, 

c.1981; Kennedy, 2009).  Kennedy (2009) argued that the New Deal crowded more 

social and institutional change into American society than at any comparable period of 

time in its history, addressing issues such as social security for the elderly, the 

financial desperation of small farmers (especially in the Midwest), health, and 

housing.
58

  Although many of Roosevelt‟s specific organizational experiments did not 

last long, the New Deal succeeded in creating a set of institutional arrangements 

establishing unprecedented economic security for average citizens.   

                                                 
58

 One could argue that the periods of the Civil War and subsequent Reconstruction brought far greater 

change given the abolition of slavery, the economic destruction and eventual recovery of the South, the 

growth in power assumed by the federal government at the expense of the states, the emergence of 

transportation and communications technologies, and the beginnings of national industrialization, all of 

which presented major challenges to the traditional foundations of American society.  See Hays 1957; 

Wiebe, 1967; and Hays, 1999/1959.    
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The New Deal brought dramatic reversals to private power interests.  Building 

on previous success at the state and local levels, public power advocates effectively 

swept the national policy field in the early 1930s.  With the support of President 

Roosevelt and the congressional Democratic majorities, they were able to enact 

legislation strongly regulating corporately owned activities and played a strong role in 

passage of the Bonneville Project Act in 1937 (Hays, 1959/1999; Bessey, 1963; 

Norwood, c.1981; Kennedy, 2009). 

The New Deal created the belief in the minds of the American public that the 

government had a major responsibility to ensure national economic health and citizen 

welfare.  This represented a major shift away from the laissez faire period that 

preceded it.  This shift notwithstanding, the New Deal did not challenge the 

fundamental tenant of capitalism – the private ownership of production – and left the 

nation‟s dominant market-capitalist worldview intact, if badly tarnished (Kennedy 

(2009).   

Kennedy additionally claimed that, excepting the Tennessee Valley Authority, 

“no significant state-owned enterprises emerged in New Deal America” (Kennedy, 

2009, p. 253).  Whereas this generalization may be true on the national scale, it 

overlooks the significant regional impacts that the New Deal had on the Northwest.  

These impacts include the conceptualization of the Northwest as an administrative 

entity oriented on the Columbia River (White, 1995; Vogel, 2007), establishment of 

the Bonneville Power Administration, and expansion of the roles that the Corps of 
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Engineers and Bureau of Reclamation were to play in the Columbia Basin following 

federal dam construction (McKinley, 1952; Norwood, c.1980).   

 The period also opened opportunities for major changes within the federal 

bureaucracy.  New agencies were created, such as the Public Works Administration 

and its associated national planning committee,
59

 the Soil Erosion Service (later the 

Soil Conservation Service), and the U.S. Grazing Service.  Others were reorganized.  

Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes, pursuing his vision of consolidating all natural 

resource agencies into the Department of Interior, successfully acquired the Bureau of 

Biological Survey from the Department of Agriculture and the Bureau of Fisheries 

from the Department of Commerce in 1939.  These were subsequently combined to 

create the Fish and Wildlife Service in 1940 (Clarke and McCool, 1996; Weber, 

2002).  Ickes also tried to acquire the U.S. Forest Service and the civil works function 

of the Corps of Engineers.  He failed in both due to those agencies‟ strong support 

from their respective Congressional oversight committees and local constituents 

(McKinley, 1952; Clarke and McCool, 1996) demonstrating that “iron triangle” type 

arrangements were still very much in play with some agencies.
60,61  

                                                 
59

 This “central planning committee” underwent several organizational changes between 1933 and 

1943.  It operated as the National Planning Board from 1933-1934; the National Resources Board from 

1934-1935; the National Resources Committee from 1935-1939, and the National Resources Planning 

Board from 1939-1943.  See Bessey, 1963, pp. 48-52.  This report uses the generic phrase “central 

planning committee” to minimize confusion. 

 
60

 Ickes frustration at being unable to overcome the bureaucratic and political power of the Corps and 

Forest Service resulted in frequent invective against both agencies, invectives that were subsequently 

cited in periodic calls for agency reform.  For the Corps, see Ickes‟ introduction to Arthur Maas 

(1974/1951) Muddy Waters, in which he describes the Corps as “lawless and irresponsible” and 

Reisner‟s subsequent reference to those comments in Cadillac Desert (1993).  For the Forest Service, 

see Fromes‟s The Forest Service (1971) where he quotes Ickes as characterizing the Service as a 

“bureaucracy run wild.” 
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Salient Issues in the Pacific Northwest     

Two overriding policy issues influenced Pacific Northwest governance during 

this period.  The top national and regional priority, up until the United States‟ entry 

into World War II in 1941, was economic restoration.  New Deal programs addressed 

the economic challenge through tighter regulation of markets, central planning, and 

public works projects.  Complementing the belief in planning and public works were 

completion of the Corps 308 Report in 1932 and construction of the massive 

Bonneville and Grand Coulee dams across the Columbia.  The emphasis on economic 

restoration provided the backdrop for the governance proposals put forth during this 

period.  Following the attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941, the emphasis shifted to winning 

World War II, an emphasis that finally achieved the economic recovery sought under 

the New Deal.
62

  The need for electrical power to support the Northwest industries 

engaged in the production of war materials forced an unprecedented level of 

operational cooperation among the newly created Bonneville Power Administration, 

Corps of Engineers, and Bureau of Reclamation and tested the collaborative 

governance arrangement between them called for in the 1937 Bonneville Project Act.       

Economic development through centralized planning. 

Bessey (1963) traces the roots of the Northwest‟s regional planning to the 

watershed management philosophy of John Wesley Powell in the late 19
th

 century and 
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 See McKinley, 1952, pp. 411- 423.  

 
62

 Kennedy (2009) argued that it took the mobilization for World War II to create a context that 

permitted levels of deficit spending that finally restored the economy.  He further argued that such 

deficit levels were “intellectually inconceivable” and politically impossible in the 1930s despite the 

widespread unemployment and economic misery.   
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the progressive conservation philosophy of the Theodore Roosevelt administration in 

the early 20
th

 century.  Progressive goals were to be achieved through integrated 

planning on a watershed scale to optimize use of all natural resources, especially 

water.  Advocates called for nationally coordinated planning commissions to design a 

“rational distribution” of goods and services that would not be “hamstrung” by 

interstate differences (Mumford, 1939).  In the Northwest, the states of Oregon, 

Washington, Idaho, and Montana were interested in finding ways to leverage federal 

dollars for river development projects too expensive for state funding alone (Vogel, 

2007).   

Prior to the Depression, critics of government led planning undercut public 

support by successfully associating it with rising totalitarian regimes in Japan, Italy, 

and Germany following the First World War and the centralized five-year plans of the 

communist Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (Bessey, 1963; Norwood, c.1981).  

The onset of the Depression pushed those fears aside.  The public demand for 

economic relief engendered support for federal leadership and planning that, while 

stopping short of the scope of the regimes rising in Europe and Asia, were far more 

extensive than previously undertaken.  The National Industrial Recovery Act put forth 

a national blueprint for recovery in 1933.  The Act created the Public Works 

Administration (PWA), which in turn established its central planning committee.  

Private sector advisors dominated this committee, supported by federally funded staff.  

The central planning committee shared the belief that successful planning rested on 

local and state initiative and that effective planning at those levels was essential to the 
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national planning program.  Consequently, the committee established and supported 

state and local planning boards with technical assistance and funding.  Oregon, 

Washington, Idaho, and Montana organized state planning boards between 1933 and 

1934.  County, area, and city planning boards were established as well (Bessey, 1963; 

McKinley, 1952; Norwood, c.1981).     

In addition to the state-level boards, the committee identified a need for two 

interstate regional planning commissions, one in New England and the other in the 

Pacific Northwest.  The Pacific Northwest Regional Planning Commission (PNWRPC 

or Commission) was subsequently established in 1934.  The Commission would come 

to play a major role in shaping both the form and nature of future regional governance 

systems (McKinley, 1952; Bessey, 1963; Norwood, c.1981; Vogel, 2007).  It also 

solidified the concept of the Northwest as a unified region defined by the Columbia 

River (Vogel, 2007).    

The 308 Report.  

The Corps produced its long awaited 308 Report for the Columbia River and 

its tributaries in 1932.  Elwood Mead, Commissioner of the Bureau of Reclamation 

and the Army‟s Chief of Engineers Major General Lytle Brown jointly endorsed the 

report.  In a letter of transmittal
63

 forwarding the report to the Secretary of War on 

March 29, Mead and Brown identified ten locations in the Columbia Basin 

                                                 
63

 The Corps provided the Bureau of Reclamation the opportunity to review and comment on the final 

report.  Commissioner Mead provided General Brown with a letter generally concurring with the report, 

the only exception being its treatment of irrigation as discussed below.  General Brown incorporated 

Commissioner Mead‟s letter into his own when forwarding the report to the Secretary of War.  

Consequently, the two letters are referenced here as one. 
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recommended by the Board of Engineers for Rivers and Harbors as the most 

promising for waterpower facilities and, more important, provided economic 

justification for their construction.  The report characterized the Columbia River and 

its tributaries as “susceptible of being developed into the greatest system for water 

power anywhere in the United States.”  The envisioned series of dams would provide 

an estimated eight million kilowatts of installed hydro electricity.  The report warned, 

however, that power development should be done “in such increments as not to outrun 

the demands of the market” and called for “close coordination of the entire power 

industry in the region” to guard against over production (Mead and Brown, 1932, 

March 29).  The Government Printing Office subsequently published the Columbia 

River portion of the report in 1934 under the title Columbia River and Minor 

Tributaries (Ogden, 1997). 

The report offered the opportunity for long sought after low-cost, high-volume 

barge navigation from Bonneville Dam to the mouth of the Snake River.  It claimed 

that the “potential navigation on the middle section is of such value” as to “warrant the 

assumption by the Federal Government of the entire cost of the necessary locks and 

channel enlargement” provided they be constructed as an integrated part of each 

hydropower project.  By integrating a series of locks at the hydroelectric dams, the 

report estimated a total of 600,000 tons of freight at a savings of over one million 

dollars per year (Mead and Brown, 1932, March 29). 

The report noted the problem of flooding in the lower Columbia and stated that 

the projects may be able to provide some incidental flood protection.  Consistent with 
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the still-lingering attitude within the Corps that flood control was a local or state 

responsibility, the 308 Report identified this purpose as a “minor interest” best solved 

“by local interests whenever the economics of the situation justify the building of 

better levees”
64

 (Mead and Brown, 1932, March 29; Ogden, 1949).    

The 308 Report‟s recommendations on irrigation were somewhat ambivalent.  

General Brown‟s portion of the transmittal letter noted that there were about two 

million acres along the United States‟ portion of the Columbia that were susceptible to 

irrigation.  But the Corps questioned the economic feasibility of irrigating this much 

farmland, citing cost and noting concerns by agricultural authorities that such 

additional farmland would compete with “other lands already under cultivation.”  The 

Corps concluded that irrigation was “not an economical proposition at this time and 

should await the future.”  In any case, the cost of irrigation could only be justified in 

conjunction with hydropower development.  The Bureau of Reclamation‟s 

Commissioner Mead concurred with the Corps that the cost of irrigation could only be 

justified if subsidized by the revenues from power and that there was no current 

demand for additional farms or crops.  But he recommended irrigation development 

begin anyway at Grand Coulee, arguing that the project would take at least ten years 

                                                 
64

 The Corps‟s position on flood protection methods varied over time.  It adopted a policy of protection 

through levees only in the 1860s, dismissing a visionary 1852 report recommending the use dams and 

reservoirs in tributaries to prevent or manage floods on the Mississippi.  Although dams for flood 

control in the Sacramento River were supported by the Corps and included in the 1917 Flood Control 

Act, in general the Corps opposed large federal investments in flood control.  This attitude gradually 

changed within the Corps in light of severe flood damage experienced in the lower Mississippi River in 

the late 1920s and the demonstrated inadequacy of flood protection dependent solely on levees.  Flood 

control was subsequently included as an authorized purpose for those dams capable of large scale water 

storage in the Columbia.  For discussions of early Corps flood control policies, see Shallat (1994), pp. 

174-176; Billington et al., (2005), pp. 314-315, and The Corps‟s official history (1998) pp. 47-51. 



 

150 

 

for construction and another ten or fifteen after that for the region to absorb the 

resulting electrical power.  By then, Mead believed, projected population increases 

would provide the needed market (Mead and Brown, 1932, March 29; White, 1995; 

Rowley, 2006; Pisani, 2002).  

The Columbia River portion of the 308 Report thus provided a comprehensive 

plan for a series of multipurpose dams on the Columbia.  It was, by design, purely a 

technical product, leaving open the questions of who should build, own, and operate 

the completed projects (although Brown recommended in the transmittal letter that 

hydropower development that local government or private investment should take on 

the responsibility for hydropower development).
65

  Although expressly calling for 

coordination with the power industry for hydroelectric development, it did not offer 

any suggestions as to how or if the completed projects were to be managed in a 

systematic way.  In short, it was a blueprint for turning the naturally flowing Columbia 

into a mechanism for commercial purposes.  It did not – nor was it asked to – address 

the complex social network inherently created with the system‟s completion, a 

network of interests bound by common dependence on the Columbia‟s water and the 

products and services that the use of that water would ultimately produce (White, 

1995). 

 

 

                                                 
65

 For their part, private power companies balked at the capital investments needed for provision of 

electricity to rural areas, especially if forced to sell the subsequent power at flat rates, and were 

skeptical that a market demand for power from large projects would ever materialize (Pope, 2008).   
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Construction of the first Columbia River mainstem dams. 

On a campaign stop in Portland Oregon in 1932, Franklin Roosevelt had 

promised to build the next large dam on the Columbia.  To New Dealers such as 

Roosevelt dam construction represented much more than just job relief.  It was a 

visible statement of the government‟s commitment to equitable distribution of national 

resource wealth to the public as a whole and to improving the quality of life and 

standards of living for millions of Americans.  Central planning would ensure 

efficiency and provide the maximum benefit to the people of the region (Ogden, 1949; 

Bessey, 1963; Norwood, c.1981).   

True to Roosevelt‟s campaign promise, the government initiated construction 

on Grand Coulee and Bonneville Dams in 1933 (FCRPS, 2003).  The Bureau of 

Reclamation held authority for construction of Grand Coulee due to the project‟s 

irrigation purposes and the fact that the dam would not have a navigation function.  

Conversely, the Corps of Engineers designed and constructed Bonneville due to the 

primacy of its navigation purpose.  Both would provide hydropower, with Grand 

Coulee also offering storage for flood control purposes (Billington, et al., 2006).
66

  

Bonneville Dam was ready for power generation in 1938, with its first electricity 

flowing over federal transmission lines to Cascade Locks and Portland in 1939.  Grand 

Coulee began generating power in 1942 (FCRPS, 2003).  
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 Bonneville Dam, like most of the dams built on the mainstem Columbia and Lower Snake Rivers, 

was designed as a “run of the river” project.  This means that water flowing into the reservoir flows out 

through the dam‟s turbines or over its spillway.       
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World War II in the Pacific Northwest. 

The mobilization for the Second World War had a major impact on FCRPS 

development with effects that extended into the post-war years.  The war‟s production 

effort would depend heavily on energy.  Ships, planes, and land vehicles needed oil for 

fuel.  Defense industries needed electricity for war production (Norwood, c.1981). 

The strategic role of electricity in modern war production first became 

apparent during World War I.  German submarine warfare had cut the supply of 

nitrates from Chile upon which the United States depended for ammunition 

production.  This prompted the 1916 National Defense Act that authorized federal 

construction of a nitrate plant and supporting electricity generation facilities at Muscle 

Shoals on the Tennessee River.  Military planners recognized the national energy 

shortage with regard to munitions production and the implication of that shortage for a 

sustained war effort.  World War I ended before their fears could be realized, but they 

captured the issue in a report presented in 1921 (Norwood, c.1981). 

Norwood (c.1981) suggested that Franklin Roosevelt‟s support for public 

power in the 1930s might have in part been due to the strategic near miss in the First 

World War and a premonition of pending war due to rising tensions in Europe, 

although he acknowledges that there is no evidence to support this.
67

  Regardless of 

Roosevelt‟s level of foresight, his support of public power in the early 1930s proved 

fortuitous.  He used his successes in the public power debates to help build American 
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 See Norwood, (c.1981), p. 120 for further discussion. 
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production capacity as Japan‟s aggression in Asia and Germany and Italy‟s aggression 

in Europe increased between 1936 and 1938 (Norwood, c.1981). 

In the Northwest, the expansion of industrial capacity in the late 1930s 

translated into demand for expansion of federal hydropower capability.  The 

Bonneville Power Administration (BPA), established under the 1937 Bonneville 

Project Act to market the power produced at federal dams, often functioned, in effect, 

as a “regional chamber of commerce” (Norwood, c.1981, p. 125) conducting industrial 

site and economic surveys.  This pre-war promotion resulted in new war-related 

electrometal and electrochemical plants being quickly located in the region.  The 

electrical needs of mobilization “telescoped more than 10 years of normal growth into 

a brief 5 years” (Norwood, c.1981, p. 123) in the Northwest.  The federal transmission 

system grew from zero to 2500 circuit miles between 1939 and 1944, with generation 

capacity increasing from less than 100,000 kilowatts to over 1.3 million in the same 

period.  This growth in capability provided inexpensive electricity to the Pacific 

Northwest‟s military installations, defense production industries, and, beginning in 

1943, to the highly classified plutonium production facility at Hanford, Washington.  

About 92% of federally produced hydropower went to support war production 

industrial loads, of which up to 80% (prior to the Hanford project) went to aluminum 

production in support of aircraft manufacturing (Norwood, c.1981; FCRPS, 2003).  

Ogden (1949) argues that low electrical rates enabled by federal hydropower so 

lowered the cost of aluminum production that the federal government saved the “entire 

cost of the two dams in reduced aluminum prices alone” compared to what it would 
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have spent had the aluminum industry been forced to purchase power from private 

utilities (Ogden, 1949, p. 422).
68

 

The Corps accelerated its schedule for generator installation at Bonneville 

Dam, ensuring that by war‟s end all ten planned generators were on line (McKinley, 

1952).  The Bureau of Reclamation made similar efforts at Grand Coulee.  BPA 

constructed a transmission line between Grand Coulee and Bonneville between 1938 

and 1940.  This transmission line provided the infrastructure to move power to where 

it was needed as well as enabling the expansion of the federal system that was to come 

later.  An executive order directed BPA to begin marketing Grand Coulee power upon 

the transmission line‟s completion (Norwood, c.1981).
 69

 

Although the war would not end until 1945, Allied victory was apparent by 

1944.  The Allies won in significant part through the United States superior production 

capacity.  This capacity remained intact even as war in Europe and the Pacific 

destroyed the production capacities of the Axis nations and seriously damaged those 

of America‟s European and Asian Allies.  Planning ahead, BPA began promoting 

Northwest hydropower resources as key to regional post-war development.  The 

agency published a prospectus report entitled Pacific Northwest Opportunities that 

outlined the industries needed in the Northwest and how they could benefit from the 

region‟s low cost power (Norwood, c.1981). 
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 Ogden cites the U.S. Congress, House, Interior Department Appropriations bill for 1948, p. 354, in 

making this claim. 

 
69

 Executive Order 8526, dated August 26
th

, 1940. 
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Resulting Governance Systems 

The Roosevelt Administration used the 308 Report to justify federal 

construction of the Bonneville and Grand Coulee Dams (Ogden, 1997).  However, 

construction of the two dams was well underway before any sort of system-wide 

operational arrangement had been decided.  With the pending completion of both 

projects, the management issue had to be addressed.   

Progressives and public power advocates envisioned and promoted a Columbia 

Valley Authority (CVA) to plan and operate the system along the lines of the 

Tennessee Valley Authority (Conklin, 1983; Lowitt, 1983).  Others still believed in 

free markets as the best arbiter of where, how, and by whom natural resources should 

be developed.  However, the jolt of the Depression and the political landslide enjoyed 

by Roosevelt and his supporters swept aside the former dominance of private market 

advocates in the policy arena (Kennedy, 2009).   

The influence of individual agencies over their respective resource 

jurisdictions, however, was relatively unaffected by the nation‟s economic situation 

and proved far more resistant to reform.  Consequently, the debate over Basin 

governance centered on whether hydroelectric generation, transmission, and marketing 

should be divided among existing agencies or assigned to new ones.    

There was little debate that the planning function would be carried out by the 

Pacific Northwest Regional Planning Commission (PNWRPC).  The management 

issue was far more contentious.  The two alternatives under early consideration were 

the marketing of power by the existing dam-operating agencies (The Army‟s Corps of 
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Engineers and the Bureau of Reclamation) or establishment of a valley authority into 

which some or all individual agency functions would be absorbed or at least 

supervised.  The PNWRPC produced a report offering several other governance 

alternatives intended to resolve this debate.  Given the urgency of coming to at least a 

temporary solution before the two dams came on line, the parties to the debated agreed 

to a compromise solution modeled after the PNWRPC recommendation.  The 

Commission, although favoring the valley authority idea, realized the political 

impossibility of getting such a structure established in time.  Instead, the Commission 

recommended retention of project operation by the Corps of Engineers and Bureau of 

Reclamation and establishment of a new agency to market power.  The compromise 

also resulted in the region‟s first experiment with a governance system based on 

federal agency collaboration, the Bonneville Advisory Board.   

The Pacific Northwest Regional Planning Commission.  

Echoing White‟s (1995) later assertion that it was the FCRPS that united the 

Northwest as a region, Bessey (1963) argued that “the Columbia River System [not 

yet established, but envisioned in the 1932 308 Report] made for a strong interstate 

community of interest in development” (p. 46).
70

  The PNWRPC provided the 

institutional infrastructure to coordinate the efforts of that “community of interest.”  

                                                 
70

 McKinley also refers to this “community of interest” in his introductory chapter (McKinley, 1952, p. 

2).  Although not defined as such by either Bessey (1963) or McKinley (1952), their context is clearly a 

community of economic and development interests as neither tribal nor fishery interests were 

substantially addressed.  Fishery proponent protests against dam construction beginning in the 1940s 

demonstrated that this community of interests had its limits.  Bessey and McKinley did not address 

environmental interests either, understandable since both were writing before the environmental 

movement had gained much traction in the public mind. 
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The immediate need was to provide relief for unemployment and adjustments to 

agricultural policy in order to address the acute economic distress in urban and rural 

communities (McKinley, 1952).
71

  Bessey (1963) reports McKinley as believing that 

“lasting success…would depend upon the degree to which interagency coordination in 

this work can be secured” (Bessey, 1963, p. 49, emphasis added).  The Commission 

would conduct its planning effort based on the Corps‟s 308 Report (Ogden, 1949; 

Bessey, 1963). 

The PNWRPC was, by design, state-centric.  Its membership consisted of the 

chairs from each of the four state planning boards, a full-time executive director, and 

staff (McKinley, 1952; Bessey, 1963; Vogel, 2007).  The part-time district chairman 

of the national planning committee (like all national planning committee members, a 

private citizen) served as Commission chair.  Federal agencies were not Commission 

members, although they supported the Commission and state board‟s technical teams 

with staff and information (McKinley, 1952).  The Commission‟s purpose was “to 

advise and assist…in the development of comprehensive plans for public works, as 

contemplated by the Recovery Act, for the regional area” (Bessey, 1963, p. 21).  Its 

functions were investigational and advisory, not operational.  The Corps of Engineers, 

Bureau of Reclamation, and other agencies retained operational decision authority for 

their respective programs.  Consistent with its Progressive roots, the Commission 

made clear that its intent was to improve the regional economy through the best use of 
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 McKinley (1952) also states that the Commission chair believed in participation by “private civic 

groups” in addition to state, regional, and local entities.  Nongovernmental participation is not 

mentioned by Bessey.  See McKinley, 1952, p. 460.  
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resources (Bessey, 1963).  In effect, this arrangement relegated federal agencies to the 

role of technical advisors and the executors of plans and priorities as established by 

others.   

Vesting supervision of the national planning effort under Secretary of Interior 

Harold Ickes caused interagency cooperation at the departmental level to suffer.  

Agencies not under the Department of Interior cooperated reluctantly at best.  Disputes 

were most prominent in Washington, DC but were reflected in the actions of regional 

agency offices as well.  The non-Interior departments and agencies were simply not 

inclined to support the efforts of someone they considered a rival who had previously 

campaigned to take over their programs.  This problem was eventually resolved by 

moving the planning function under the executive office of the President (McKinley, 

1952). 

Proposals for management by existing agencies. 

While the Commission was getting its planning function organized, others 

were calling the question as to how hydroelectricity from the soon-to-be-completed 

Bonneville and Grand Coulee dams was to be marketed and transmitted.  In January 

1935, Washington Representative Knute Hill introduced a bill in Congress that would 

transfer Bonneville Dam to the Bureau of Reclamation upon its completion and assign 

the Bureau full responsibility for Columbia River development and power marketing.  

The Corps of Engineers, not surprisingly opposed this proposal (Norwood, c.1981).   

Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes sent a letter requesting the PNWRPC 

provide recommendations on several issues, including a regional organizational 
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system.  Presumably with the intent of preempting whatever the Commission might 

recommend, on July 29 Oregon Senators Charles McNary and Frederick Steiwer and 

Washington Representative Martin Smith introduced bills in their respective houses of 

Congress that would have the Corps of Engineers operate Bonneville Dam and market 

its power.  The bill also called for the Corps to build local transmission lines to serve 

the Portland and Vancouver urban areas.  The Corps‟s service area would be limited to 

the lower Columbia River.  The bill assigned rate-setting authority to the Federal 

Power Commission.  It specified the use of “railroad rates” which varied dependent on 

distance from the point of generation.  Proponents of this proposal included Oregon, 

private power advocates, and local business owners (McKinley, 1952; Norwood, 

c.1981).  On its part, the Corps believed that the Northwest electricity market was 

limited, and thus argued for building short transmission lines to service the Portland 

urban area and industries near the river as the best use of public funds (Pope, 2008).   

Opponents included public power advocates in general and much of the public 

sentiment in the states of Oregon and Washington.  Many still recoiled from memories 

of the role that business leadership in public affairs had played in bringing about the 

Depression.  Washington‟s delegation in particular was comprised mostly of New 

Dealers opposed to the McNary proposal and its tilt to private power interests 

(McKinley, 1952).  Because of this opposition, neither the Senate nor the House bill 

went to hearings.  However, they did help frame the debate between advocates of 

single-agency management of the Columbia (by either the Corps of Engineers or the 
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Bureau of Reclamation) and advocates of the proposed Columbia Valley Authority 

(Norwood, c.1981). 

Proposals for a Columbia Valley Authority. 

For Progressives in the 1930s, the Tennessee Valley Authority represented the 

epitome of government planning and service provision for the greater public good, 

successfully protecting government resources from the clutches of rapacious corporate 

interests.  It thus served as an inspiration and guiding model for many in the ensuing 

governance discussions in the Columbia (McKinley, 1952; Norwood, c.1981; Conklin, 

1983, quote from p. 4; DeLuna, 1997).   

Later in January 1935, after submittal of the Hill Bill favoring Bureau of 

Reclamation management of the system, Senator James Pope of Idaho introduced a 

bill in the Senate, with Washington‟s Hill agreeing to introduce an identical bill in the 

House, to establish a Columbia Valley Authority modeled after the TVA.  The CVA 

would take over operation of Bonneville and Grand Coulee Dams and administer 

future development over the Basin (McKinley, 1952; Norwood, c.1981).   

Proponents of the Columbia Valley Authority proposal included Progressives 

and New Deal liberals throughout government and public power advocates (Norwood, 

c.1981; White, 1995; DeLuna, 1997).  Norwood (c.1981) adds the states of Idaho and 

Washington as supporters, and DeLuna (1997) notes qualified support from the 

Departments of Commerce
72

 and Interior.
73

  Opponents included the Corps,
 74

 private 

                                                 
72

 According to DeLuna (1997), the Department of Commerce favored a CVA but one bureaucratically 

weaker than the TVA.  Commerce supported a central authority for dam planning and building in order 



 

161 

 

utilities, and a number of local chambers of commerce throughout the region, 

including Portland‟s (Norwood, c.1981; Goodwin, 1983; White, 1995; DeLuna, 1997).  

Goodwin (1983), DeLuna (1997) and White (1995) state that the Bureau of 

Reclamation was also opposed, with White stating that its opposition was muted in 

order to not offend the Secretary of the Interior.  Goodwin (1983) and DeLuna (1997) 

also note opposition from the Department Agriculture due to concerns over potential 

threats to the Department‟s land management authorities in the Forest Service and its 

agricultural programs.  In general, a belief in market forces, a more opportunistic 

approach to development, and opposition to the general power such an organization 

would wield regionally philosophically drove non-federal CVA opponents.  For their 

part, ever since the early 1900s, private power companies had been skeptical that a 

market demand for power from large projects would ever materialize – a skepticism 

shared by the Corps of Engineers.  Federal agencies, especially the Corps, Bureau of 

                                                                                                                                             
to provide cheap electricity in support of economic development.  But it was wary of a central 

bureaucracy with authority over a potentially broader array of policy arenas. 

 
73

 Disagreement existed within the Department of Interior over whether valley authorities in general 

should be under the supervision of DOI, the position favored by Secretary Ickes, or independent 

(DeLuna, 1997).    

 
74

  A general Corps of Engineers‟ policy position on valley authorities is hard to gauge.  White (1995) 

states that “the Tennessee Valley had no equivalents to the Bureau of Reclamation and Army Corps of 

Engineers, large bureaucratic players, on the river who [sic] could not be easily replaced” (White, 1995, 

p. 65).  White is correct insofar as the Bureau of Reclamation is concerned since the 1902 Reclamation 

Act limited the Bureau‟s jurisdiction to the states west of the Mississippi.  But his statement regarding 

the Corps implies that, had the Corps been a stronger presence in the Tennessee Basin, the TVA may 

not have been developed.  But Conklin (1983) presents a relatively cooperative relationship between the 

Corps and TVA promoters, with the Corps primarily interested in preserving its navigational 

prerogatives through partnership.  McKinley (1952, pp. 521-525) notes some tension in the dual 

jurisdictional arrangement on the Tennessee but that the two agencies eventually developed protocols 

and worked through it.  With regard to the CVA proposal, it is not clear if Corps opposition represented 

an institutional change of heart after the TVA experience, differing perspectives between the different 

local Corps offices, or some other reason.   Regardless, the Corps was staunchly opposed to establishing 

a valley authority in the Columbia.    
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Reclamation, and Department of Agriculture (led by the Forest and Soil Conservation 

Services) were fearful of the potential for impingement on agency prerogatives 

(McKinley, 1952; Norwood, c.1981; Goodwin, 1983; White, 1995; DeLuna, 1997; 

Pope, 2008).     

Compromise: the Bonneville Power Administration and Bonneville Advisory 

Board. 

In the spring of 1935, after the Hill and Pope Bills had been submitted, the 

chair and the executive director of the PNWRPC and Senator Pope met with the 

President to determine his preference for a Columbia Basin organizational system 

(Norwood, c.1981).  Roosevelt, though supportive of the TVA, “was not 

precommitted to any particular plan or type” for the Columbia (Bessey, 1963, p. 25).  

Roosevelt urged the three to study the problem with an open mind, cautioning that a 

region‟s characteristics may make a valley authority approach unsuitable (Norwood, 

c.1981).   

Because of that meeting, Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes sent a letter on 

July 9, 1935, that requested the PNWRPC to develop a report on the future of the 

Columbia Basin regarding planning, construction, and operation of public works in the 

area.  The study was to provide a holistic look at power generation and transmission in 

the Northwest, as well as potential organizational systems (Bessey, 1963; Norwood, 

c.1981). 
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The Commission held seven meetings to collect regional views the following 

September (Bessey, 1963; Norwood, c.1981).
 75

   Bessey (1963) stated that views were 

collected from “official, commercial, industrial, utility, agriculture, forest, and 

transportation interests.”  He further stated that the resulting study confirmed the 

“broad homogeneity and coherent regionality of the Pacific Northwest” (p. 30).  

Neither Bessey (1963) nor Norwood (c.1981) mentions any participation by regional 

Indian tribes or fishing interests.  In fact, Norwood (c.1981, p. 57) states, “Chamber of 

Commerce witnesses dominated the meetings.”  Neither Bessey (1963) nor Norwood‟s 

(c.1981) accounts clarify whether the region‟s Indian tribes and fishery interests were 

not invited or chose not to attend.  Regardless, the views of regional fishermen and 

tribes, as future events were to demonstrate, were distinctly at odds with the views of 

those who did participate.     

Each of the four state Commission members, the Chair, and the executive 

director signed the Commission‟s report (Bessey, 1963) and submitted it to the 

National Resources Committee on December 28, 1935.  The Committee wrote a 

strong letter endorsement and published the report for public consumption in May 

1936 under the title Regional Planning Part 1 – Pacific Northwest (Norwood, c.1981).  

However, the Committee‟s endorsement did not carry the signature of the Secretary of 

War, reflecting continuing opposition by the Corps of Engineers and its supporters 

who opposed any recommendation that would take the construction of transmission 

lines from Bonneville Dam and the marketing of power away from the Corps 
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 These meetings were held in Helena, MT; Seattle and Spokane, WA; Portland and Pendleton, OR: 

and Boise and Pocatello, ID.  See Norwood, c.1981, p. 57. 
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(McKinley, 1952).  Two of the PNWRPC report findings of interest to this study were 

its recommendations regarding the regional transmission grid and its analysis and 

recommendations regarding regional organization.   

The report proposed a “high-voltage, high-capacity, synchronized, constant-

voltage network of lines, and switching and transformer stations” (quoted in Bessey, 

1963).  Initially, transmission lines were to run from the Puget Sound in western 

Washington through Grand Coulee to Spokane; from Puget Sound south to the 

Willamette Valley in Oregon; and from Grand Coulee through Bonneville Dam to 

Portland.  Future extensions would connect Spokane to western Montana and through 

the Snake River Basin to southeastern Idaho and from Portland and The Dalles 

southward through western Oregon (Bessey, 1963). 

Organizationally, the report evaluated five alternatives: 

 Project operation and power marketing by both Corps and Bureau of 

Reclamation for their respective projects,  

 Selection of either the Corps or Bureau to assume control of power 

generation, transmission, and marketing for all or part of the Basin, 

 Creation of a new public agency to generate, transmit, and market power, 

 Establishment of a Columbia Valley Authority, or 

 Establishment of a new federal corporation to generate and market power.  

The Commission favored creation of a regional valley authority of some kind or a 

power agency paralleled by a regional planning and program-coordinating agency.
 
  

They chose the latter in recognition of significant opposition to the former.  The 
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Commission recommended creation of a federal corporation, and included multiple 

staff studies as annexes in support of its analysis and recommendations.  The 

voluminous report and its annexes thus provided the administration a “carefully 

evaluated proposal and supporting arguments” (Norwood, c.1981, p. 58)
76

.   

The new corporation was to be overseen by a three-person board of directors 

selected by the president and approved by the Senate, one of whom would also serve 

as PNWRPC chair.  The proposal allowed the Corps and/or Bureau to add a fourth 

and/or fifth board member on temporary terms (Ogden, 1949).  The Corps, Bureau of 

Reclamation, Forest Service, and Resettlement Administration provided staff to collect 

and analyze data and help prepare the report‟s recommendations (McKinley, 1952).  

The Commission‟s recommendation for a statutorily constituted regional planning and 

program coordination entity (presumably to be itself) was not acted upon (Bessey, 

1963).
77

  Had it been, and assuming these functions were assigned to the PNWRPC, 

the mission of the PNWRPC would have expanded from one of just planning into 

operational oversight.  

Norwood (c.1981) reports on the April 1937 testimony of Oregon Governor 

Martin who complained of thirty-eight bills submitted in Congress on the Columbia 
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 It is not clear if fishery interests felt threatened by the pending river development at this early date; 

McKinley (1952), Bessey (1963), and Norwood (c.1981) do not mention them one way or the other. 

 
77

 The recommendation for a statutorily supported regional planning entity was eventually implemented 

upon passage of the Water Resources Planning Act in 1965 and establishment of the Pacific Northwest 

River Basins Commission in 1967.  These events occurred after publication of Bessey‟s work and are 

discussed further in the next chapter.   
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issue since 1935.
78

  At the end of the day, the debate resulted in a bill that, with the 

exception of the planning and coordination entity, largely followed the 

recommendations of the PNWRPC report.  The bill called for establishment of a 

government corporation to sell the power produced by the Corps and Bureau and 

develop a transmission system to connect generation with markets.  It was supported 

by the Corps, provided the Corps retained operational control over the projects it 

constructed.  Oregon, Washington, and Idaho Congressional delegations and the 

administration also supported it.  The PNWRPC recommendation thus became the 

basis for the 1937 Bonneville Project Act that established the “Bonneville Project” 

under the Department of Interior (Norwood, c.1981; Blumm, 1982; White, 1995; 

Pope, 2008).   

Those engaged in the debate viewed the Bonneville Project Act as an interim 

measure, driven by the Corps‟s construction schedule for Bonneville Dam and the 

belief by public power advocates that an ultimate CVA-like system was inevitable 

(Pope, 2008).  In its initial form, it applied only to Bonneville Dam.  The Act stated 

that “the form of administration herein established for the Bonneville project is 

intended to be provisional pending establishment of a permanent administration for 

Bonneville and other projects in the Columbia River Basin (Bonneville Project Act, 

1937, Section 2 (a)) (emphasis added).
79

  The Act also called for preference of sales to 
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 Norwood (c.1981) details these various proposals and the political debate around them in pp. 56-62.    

 
79

 The provisional nature is further illustrated in that the Act did not name the new agency thus created.  

Consequently, a lot of confusion was generated in the minds of the public as to the role of the new 

Bonneville Project Administrator with regard to the role of the Corps in completing, operating and 
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public utilities and required the power thus sold to be at uniform “postage stamp” 

rates.  It addressed transmission, but did not specify which agency was to actually 

build and operate transmission lines (Bonneville Project Act, 1937; Norwood, c.1981).  

It made clear that construction, operation, and future maintenance of Bonneville Dam 

was to be the responsibility of the Corps subject to the Act‟s provisions regarding the 

authority of the administrator (see Section 1).  President Roosevelt signed the 

Bonneville Project Act into law on August 20, 1937.   

Long-standing public power advocate James D. (“J.D.”) Ross was appointed as 

Administrator of the “Bonneville Project” the following October.  Described by 

Norwood (c.1981) as a “one-man whirlwind” (p. 66), Ross successfully pushed for a 

policy of postage stamp rates to govern sale of federal power and strongly promoted 

early construction of a transmission intertie between Bonneville and Grand Coulee 

Dams.  His premature death in March 1939 cut short his tenure.  Paul J. Raver 

succeeded to the administrator‟s chair the following September.  Raver was to serve 

until 1954.  Just as Pinchot‟s drive and personality shaped the values and culture of the 

Forest Service, so to would Raver‟s come to shape the values and culture of BPA 

(Norwood, c.1981).    

The Bonneville Project Act illustrates just how provisional the new agency was 

intended to be in that it did not give it a name.  The Act‟s title of Bonneville Project 

Administrator generated confusion in the minds of the public as to the role of the new 

                                                                                                                                             
maintaining the actual dam.  This was finally resolved in 1940 when the agency was made permanent 

and the Secretary of the Interior approved “Bonneville Power Administration” as the agency‟s name.   

See Norwood, c.1981, pp. 68 and 124. 
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agency with regard to the role of the Corps in completing, operating and maintaining 

the actual dam.  This was finally resolved in 1940 with amendment of the Bonneville 

Project Act to make the new agency permanent and assign it authority to build and 

operate transmission lines.  Raver recommended, and the Secretary of the Interior 

approved, the “Bonneville Power Administration” as the agency‟s name (BPA) 

(Norwood, c.1981; DeLuna, 1997). 

The Bonneville Project Act (1937) also established the first governance system 

based on federal agency cooperation.  It required that the administrator “… act in 

consultation with an advisory board” to be named the Bonneville Advisory Board (the 

Board).  The Act specified the Board‟s membership, calling for representatives 

designated by the Secretaries of the Army, Interior, and Agriculture and by the Federal 

Power Commission (Bonneville, Project Act, 1937, Section 2 (a)).
 80

   General Theron 

Weaver of the Corps of Engineers represented the Army; Reclamation‟s Robert 

Newell represented Interior; the Forest Service‟s Robert Putman represented 

Agriculture; and Lester Wing represented the Federal Power Commission (Bessey, 

1963). 
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 The Bonneville Power Administration would come to establish other advisory groups, such as the 

Bonneville Regional Advisory Committee, established 1944 – 1978, and the Pacific Northwest Utilities 

Conference Committee, established 1946 – present.  These were set up as advisory and/or sounding 

boards to assist BPA in rate setting and other policy issues.  Although federal agency members were 

invited to sit in on the meetings, the organizations were not intended to implement policy or otherwise 

directly participate in system management (Bessey, 1963; Norwood, c.1981).  Additionally, the 

Department of Interior instituted its Pacific Northwest Field Committee in 1946 as part of a 

Department-wide effort to better coordinate regional Interior agency activities.  BPA participated 

(Bessey, 1963).  These groups are not discussed in detail as they did not exercise Basin “governance” in 

the sense used in this study. 
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The Board‟s first meeting occurred on November 30, 1937.  It held 11 more 

between 1939 and 1946, meeting four times in 1943 to coordinate War requirements 

(Norwood, c.1981).  McKinley (1952) reports that the board‟s sessions were usually 

held in Washington, DC, with Washington-level officers usually in attendance.  Issues 

addressed by the board included the rates to be charged by Bonneville Dam, funding 

for transmission line construction, and plans for additional generators during the War 

years.  Eventually, the board came to agreement that there should be only a single 

marketing agency for the electricity produced by Bonneville and Grand Coulee Dams, 

and recommended BPA be designated that responsibility through executive order.  

President Roosevelt signed such an order in 1940 (McKinley, 1952).   

Board participation dropped off after 1943 as war-related generation and 

transmission construction efforts ended.  In 1946, the Columbia Basin Inter-Agency 

Committee assumed its regional coordination functions (McKinley, 1952; Bessey, 

1963; Norwood, c.1981).    

 The governance debates of the 1930s resulted in a rejection of the 

decentralized, decision-oriented governance by the private market and iron triangle 

arrangements that dominated the region prior to the Depression‟s onset.  The debates 

also resulted in a rejection of a more centralized valley authority type decision-making 

system.  Instead, the region agreed to two collaboration-based systems.  The first was 

the PNWRPC, a state led entity intended to provide centralized planning to guide 

resource development in the Columbia River Basin.  The second was the Bonneville 

Advisory Board, a federal-agency collaborative body intended to inform the 
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Bonneville Power Administrator in the performance of his duties and coordinate 

operations.  Establishment of both the PNWRPC and Bonneville Advisory Board 

introduced a regional preference for collaborative versus decision-oriented governance 

systems.  Although specific governance systems would change in the years to come, 

this preference for collaboration-based systems would prove enduring.  

  

Chapter Summary: 

The events and circumstances related to the Basin governance systems of the 

period 1929 – 1945 can be summarized as follows: 

 The onset of the Great Depression ushered in sweeping Democratic 

majorities in Congress enabling the New Deal Program of the Roosevelt 

Administration.  Economic restoration was the most visible priority during 

the 1930s.  The public expected the federal government to undertake a 

direct role in economic recovery efforts.  In response, new federal agencies 

were created and existing agencies reorganized (Hays, 1959/1999; Bessey, 

1963; Norwood, c.1981; White, 1995; Billington, et al., 2006; Kennedy, 

2009).  

 Two precepts of the New Deal were centralized planning and regionalism.  

The National Industrial Recovery Act authorized creation of the Public 

Works Administration (PWA) and establishment of subordinate 

organizations under the PWA.  Its subordinate national planning committee 

believed that successful planning for economic growth and resource 
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development depended on regional, state and local participation.  

Accordingly, the committee established regional, state, and local planning 

boards (McKinley, 1952; Bessey, 1963; Norwood, c.1981, Vogel, 2007). 

 Oregon, Washington, Idaho, and Montana established state planning boards 

between 1933 and 1934.  The national planning committee established the 

Pacific Northwest Regional Planning Commission in 1934 to provide 

governance over regional planning.  Although chaired by a part-time 

representative of the national planning committee, it was a state-centric 

system, comprised of members from the four Northwest states‟ planning 

boards.  Federal agency participation was relegated to provision of 

technical advice and expected execution of Commission plans (McKinley, 

1952; Bessey, 1963; Norwood, c.1981). 

 The Corps‟s 308 Report, released in 1932, provided a blueprint for future 

development of the Columbia Basin.  It presented technical and economic 

analyses of multipurpose dam development but left unanswered 

management questions regarding future design, construction, and 

operations.  President Roosevelt used the 308 Report to justify Bonneville 

and Grand Coulee Dams the construction of which began in 1933 by the 

Corps of Engineers and Bureau of Reclamation, respectively (Ogden, 1949; 

Bessey, 1963; McKinley, 1952; Norwood, c.1981; White, 1995).  

 Congressional bills that would keep management of hydropower 

generation, transmission, and marketing in the hands of either the Corps of 
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Engineers or Bureau of Reclamation were introduced in 1935 (Norwood, 

c.1981; White, 1995; DeLuna, 1997; Pope, 2008). 

 In the minds of many Progressives, the ideal governance system for river 

development was the Tennessee Valley Authority.  Proponents in the 

Northwest promoted a similar valley authority for the Columbia.  

Congressional bills to this effect were also submitted in 1935 (Ogden, 

1949; Bessey, 1963; McKinley, 1953; DeLuna, 1997; Billington, et al., 

2006; Pope, 2008) 

 The Pacific Northwest Regional Planning Commission proposed a 

compromise, eventually codified in the 1937 Bonneville Project Act.  The 

Act created the ambiguously named Bonneville Project as a government 

corporation to market public power at cost to preferred public customers.  

It also created the Bonneville Advisory Board to advise the Bonneville 

Project administrator in the execution of his duties.  Responsibility for 

project operation would reside with the constructing agency.  An 

amendment to the Bonneville Project Act made the agency permanent and 

renamed it as the Bonneville Power Administration in 1940 (Ogden, 1949; 

Norwood, c.1981; White, 1995; DeLuna, 1997; Pope, 2008). 

 The region‟s potential for low-cost hydropower, coupled with aggressive 

promotion by BPA in the mobilization for the War, attracted aluminum and 

other electricity-dependent defense industries to the Northwest (Ogden, 

1949; Norwood, c.1981; White, 1995; DeLuna, 1997; Pope, 2008). 
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 Just as the PNWRPC was the region‟s first effort at multi-jurisdictional 

planning, so to was the Bonneville Advisory Board its first effort at 

collaborative governance to coordinate operations.  Board members 

included the regional executives of BPA, the Corps, the Bureau of 

Reclamation, the Forest Service, and the Federal Power Commission.  The 

Board did not possess a decision-making mechanism to resolve differences 

among the agencies.  This was not a major issue in the early 1940s due to 

common interest in successful prosecution of the War effort.  However, 

once construction of the war-related transmission lines and project 

generation facilities were completed and Allied victory imminent, interest 

in Board participation fell off (McKinley, 1952; Bessey, 1963; Norwood, 

c.1981).   

The onset of the Depression thus created the opportunity for change to the 

market and iron triangle governance systems that dominated up to the early 1930s.  

The conceptual framing of Columbia Basin governance in the Northwest shifted from 

one of isolated communities to a region unified by the potential of a developed 

Columbia River (White, 1995; Vogel, 2007).  New Deal policies asserted federal 

authority to regulate private power, opened the door for federal ownership and 

operation of power facilities, and encouraged cooperative arrangements between 

federal agencies and with private industry (DeLuna, 1997).   

By 1946 major Columbia River dams were under federal construction or 

already online, and the region was struggling with how to manage the necessary 
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cooperation between the federal agencies responsible for project purposes, private and 

public utilities, and others impacted by project activities.  Progressives and public 

power advocates viewed the voluntary structure of the Bonneville Advisory Board as a 

short-term situation, inherently unworkable and destined to ultimately collapse.  They 

continued to hold out and advocate for a Columbia Valley Authority arrangement to 

direct, manage, and balance the production of electricity and other river purposes 

(McKinley, 1952; Norwood, c.1981; White, 1995; DeLuna, 1997).   

The return of national prosperity following the end of World War II caused a 

loss of support for expensive government-led programs, valley authority-type systems, 

and centralized planning.  A renewed confidence in private markets began to emerge 

(Bessey, 1963; DeLuna, 1997).  The end of the War provided the region‟s second 

catalytic opportunity to change its governance arrangements. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE END OF WORLD WAR II (1945) 

   

Introduction 

The end of World War II presented the region‟s second critical situation that 

resulted in a shift between Basin governance models.  The model of state dominance 

in planning gave way to a return to systems of federal agency cooperation.  

Meanwhile, the region again rejected renewed calls for governance under a centralized 

valley authority.   

The War ended for the United States in 1945.  Three events occurred around 

that time that collectively created the circumstances for change in Columbia Basin 

governance systems.  The first was the decision by Congress to cease funding for 

national level planning in 1943 (Bessey, 1963).  The second event was the surprise 

reelection of Harry Truman as president in 1948 and a return of Democrat majorities 

in both houses of Congress, majorities they had lost to the Republicans in 1946 

(DeLuna, 1997).  The third event was the end of the Depression.  The buildup to 

World War II, the War‟s prosecution, and the prosperity that followed in the War‟s 

aftermath ended the nation‟s economic hardships.  Prosperity brought a lessening of 

support for the central role of government in the economy and a return to faith in 

private markets (McKinley, 1952; Bessey, 1963; Norwood, c.1981; DeLuna, 1997).   

Regional issues events played out against this national backdrop.  Key regional 

issues affecting governance decisions included the rise in regional influence of the 

Bonneville Power Administration, jockeying by the state governors to maintain a 
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strong voice in Basin development, the rise of opposition by fishery interests to river 

development, severe floods in the late 1940s, and the continued construction of dams 

(McKinley, 1952; Bessey, 1963; Norwood, c.1981). 

These changes brought an abrupt end to the Pacific Northwest Regional 

Planning Commission and eventual disintegration of the Bonneville Advisory Board.  

Whereas the Bonneville Advisory Board continued to exist, the completion of efforts 

to expand hydropower generation and transmission coupled with growing confidence 

that the Allies would win the War reduced the sense of immediacy regarding the 

Board‟s purpose.  Consequently, the Board operated in a rather desultory fashion until 

1946 (McKinley, 1952; Bessey, 1963; Scheufele, c.1970, Norwood, c.1981).   

Congress, federal departments, and the states collectively originated eleven 

governance system proposals during this period.  Five systems were enacted, although 

only three operated for any extended period.  These proposed and enacted systems are 

summarized below: 

 State led system proposals.  Northwest states made three efforts to maintain 

the state-centric nature of the PNWRPC in regional development.  The first 

was the Northwest States Development Association, established in 1943 

upon the demise of the PNWRPC.  It disbanded in either late 1943 or early 

1944.
81

  The second was the Pacific Northwest Governors‟ Power Policy 

Committee.  It was ostensibly set up in 1953 as a committee under the 

CBIAC to implement the Eisenhower administration‟s partnership 
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 The record on this point is not clear.  The Association produced a report in December, 1943 and 

disbanded “shortly thereafter.”  See McKinley(1952), Bessey (1963), and Scheufele (c.1970).   
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program.  It disbanded in 1958.  The third was an attempt at an interstate 

compact.  Negotiations began in 1949 but the proposal failed when state 

legislatures refused to ratify the resulting proposal. 

 Valley authority proposals.  Congress introduced five bills to again attempt 

to establish some form of a Columbia Valley Authority.  One was 

introduced in 1945 and four others between 1947 and 1949.  None was 

enacted. 

 The Columbia Basin Inter-Agency Committee (CBIAC).  A regional 

association of federal agencies, with invited state participation, established 

in 1946.  The federal agencies instituted the CBIAC based on a recognized 

need for effective interagency coordination in Basin planning and 

operations and as a counter to the renewed called for some form of 

Columbia Valley Authority.  It effectively assumed the planning function 

of the PNWRPC and operational coordination function of the Bonneville 

Advisory Board.  It was replaced by the Pacific Northwest River Basins 

Commission in 1967. 

 The Committee on Fish Operations (COFO).  Established in the 1960s to 

better address the impact of Basin development on regional fish runs.   

 The Pacific Northwest River Basins Commission (PNWRBC).  Federal-

agency centric successor to the CBIAC.  Authorized by the Water 

Resources Planning Act of 1965 and established by executive order in 

1967.     
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The remainder of this chapter discusses the social and political context outlined 

above and the key issues and events in the Northwest that influenced the debates over 

the various governance forms.  It then describes the nature and structure of each of the 

proposed or enacted governance systems. 

 

Social and Political Context 

The main national level developments that affected Columbia Basin 

governance systems were the ending of funding for New Deal planning structures, the 

reelection of Truman in 1948, and the return of national prosperity which brought with 

it a resurgence of influence by private power interests.   

The War, which ended for the United States with the Japanese surrender on 

August 15, 1945 and subsequent signing of the surrender terms on September 2, had 

destroyed or seriously damaged the economies of the major European and Asian 

nations.  Of the War‟s major participants, only the United States and Canada retained 

functioning economic systems.  The worldwide demand for post-war goods and 

commodities for rebuilding greatly expanded the American economy and ushered in a 

period of renewed national prosperity (McKinley, 1952; Bessey, 1963; Norwood, 

c.1981). 

Prosperity brought a renewed confidence in private markets and a decline in 

support for many New Deal bureaucracies and programs.  Congress, despite its 

Democratic majority, ceased funding for the National Resources Planning Board (the 

latest incarnation of the national planning committee) in 1943.  This in turn led to the 
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disbanding of state and regional planning commissions, including the PNWRPC 

(McKinley, 1953; Bessey, 1963).     

Executive Branch interagency planning and coordination may have lost favor 

with Congress, but the affected agencies still believed in a need for some collaborative 

mechanism to coordinate river basin operations and development.  Northwest agencies 

were also concerned about the greatly diminished but still simmering interest on the 

part of public power advocates and New Dealers to install a valley authority in the 

Columbia.  Federal departments, reacting to the defunding of the National Resources 

Planning Board, 
 
established the Federal Inter-Agency River Basin Committee 

(FIARBC, known colloquially as “Firebrick”) in1943.
82

  FIARBC resulted from a 

voluntary agreement between the Chief of Engineers, the Commissioner of the Bureau 

of Reclamation (on behalf of the Secretary of the Interior), the Secretary of 

Agriculture, and the chair of the Federal Power Commission.  The Secretary of 

Commerce was added in 1947.
83

  Its purpose was to better coordinate the preparation 

of reports dealing with multipurpose water projects, and the signatories agreed to 

ensure their respective field offices would “communicate and confer” (McKinley, 

1952, p. 90) regarding data and to avoid duplication of effort (McKinley, 1952; 

Scheufele, c.1970).   

                                                 
82

 The accounts of Bessey (1963) and Scheufele‟s (c. 1970) differ as to the date of the FIARBC‟s 

establishment.  Bessey claimed it was 1943.  Scheufele stated it was established in 1939, although he 

mistakenly referred to it as a “commission” instead of “committee.”  McKinley (1952) did not give a 

date.  The National Archives supported Bessey‟s account, so the 1943 date is used here.  See 

http://www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records/groups/315.html#315.2. 

 
83

 The Departments of Labor and Health, Education, and Welfare were apparently added later as well, 

although not mentioned by McKinley (1952) or Bessey (1963). See the National Archives web site at 

http://www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records/groups/315.html#315.2. 

http://www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records/groups/315.html#315.2
http://www.archives.gov/
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The Eisenhower administration reorganized FIARBC as the Inter-Agency 

Committee on Water Resources (ICEWATER) in 1954 (Bessey, 1963; Scheufele, 

c.1970).  ICEWATER continued the planning role of FIARBC but shifted from an 

emphasis on federal leadership in centralized planning under Truman to a more 

limited federal role under Eisenhower (Bessey, 1963; Scheufele, c.1970).    

Despite the national trending toward a lessening of government role in the 

economy, there were still progressives and New Deal supporters that held little faith in 

the efficacy of voluntary cooperation among federal agencies.  They continued to 

believe that valley authority type entities best served the public‟s interests in regional 

resource development.  Valley authority advocates in Congress submitted bills to 

establish some form of Columbia Valley Authority in 1945 and 1947.  However, the 

retirement of many New Deal senators and congressional representatives in the 

election of 1946 and the increase in Republicans doomed those particular efforts.  The 

1948 reelection of Truman, who in part championed valley authorities during his 

campaign, reenergized valley authority supporters (DeLuna, 1997).    

Despite Democrats maintaining modest majorities in both Houses of Congress 

in 1948 and retaining them in 1950, the post-War economic boom and the election of 

the Republican Eisenhower administration in 1952 generated a resurgence of influence 

by private power.  Private power advocates worked with the administration to block 

further efforts at public ownership and operation of electricity generation.   

The Eisenhower administration‟s energy policy revolved around “partnerships” 

between federal and private power entities.  This policy, endorsed by private power 
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interests as a way to undo pubic power advances in the 1930s, resulted in a variety of 

relationships and arrangements.  Few depended on federal funding, federal 

construction, or federal operation of facilities.  If private utilities were willing to make 

the investments, they were free to develop new hydropower sites at locations 

previously envisioned for federal projects (Scheufele, c.1970; Norwood, c.1981; Pope, 

2008).  However, the administration in general and Eisenhower in particular provided 

little direct support to the partnership program.  Democratic majorities in Congress 

and the lukewarm support from the administration caused the partnership concept to 

“sputter to a halt” during Eisenhower‟s second term (Scheufele, c.1970; Pope, 2008). 

The ending of Congressional funding for New Deal planning structures, the 

reelection of Truman, and the return of prosperity following the end of World War II 

thus presented a wave of conditions that would lead to Columbia Basin governance 

system changes.  Within this national context were circumstances unfolding in the 

Northwest.   

   

Salient Issues in the Pacific Northwest   

This study identified five activities during this period that significantly affected 

perceptions of governance needs within the region in the mid to late 1940s.  These 

were (1) the emergence of the Bonneville Power Administration as a major regional 

institution; (2) state interest in maintaining their centrality in regional planning and 

development following the dissolution of the PNWRPC, (3) the development of 

opposition from fishery interests to further river development; (4) severe flooding in 
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the lower Columbia River in 1949; and (5) continued construction of dams in the 

Columbia and its tributaries.  Each is discussed in turn.   

Emergence of BPA as a regional institutional leader.  

Paul Raver assumed the role of Administrator of the Bonneville Project in 

1939 and served until 1954.  His tenure would instill in BPA a set of values and 

operating traditions that continue to this day.  These values included the New Deal 

ideals of rural electrification; cost-based rates for public power; the use of public 

power as a yardstick against which to gage private pricing; and the use of “postage 

stamp” rates
84

  to set federal prices.  Under his leadership, BPA would rise to become 

a major institutional actor in matters of regional development and energy (Norwood, 

c.1981). 

Upon assuming the job in 1939, Raver immediately set out to strengthen the 

agency‟s administrative structure.  He was instrumental in drafting the 1940 

amendments that made the agency permanent and recommended the agency‟s name.  

Organizationally, he opened field offices around the region to ensure close ties to 

regional parties and interests.  He led the effort to give BPA the authority to construct 

and operate transmission lines and orchestrated the wartime expansion of generation 

capacity at Bonneville and Grand Coulee Dams.  Over the course of his tenure he met 

                                                 
84

 The term “postage stamp” rates refers to the policy of charging the same rate for the same unit of 

electricity, regardless of where in the service area the end-user resided.  The term comes from the 

postage rates for mail delivery as practiced by the U.S. Postal Service.  The alternative, favored by 

private utilities, were “railroad rates” which would be determined by the marginal cost of delivery.  

Under a railroad rate policy, electricity sold to rural areas would cost significantly more than delivery in 

urban areas due to the need to distribute the infrastructure and operating costs of generation, 

transmission, and distribution over long distances among a relatively small population.       
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continuously with electricity customers and public and private utilities throughout the 

Northwest, building relationships and promoting BPA‟s regional role.  Valuing their 

input and support, he invited them to participate in numerous advisory bodies he 

formed to help inform BPA decisions in response to regional circumstances.
85

  He 

worked closely with the region‟s Congressional delegation and encouraged BPA staff 

to think of the delegation as the agency‟s board of directors.  He strengthened BPA‟s 

office in Washington, DC to better keep Congressional members informed of regional 

events and coordinate legislative initiatives.  He also worked hard to establish close 

working relationships with his fellow regional agency executives (Norwood, c.1981).   

Regional public power advocates under Raver‟s leadership largely 

outmaneuvered private power efforts to limit federal project development in the 

Northwest.  An example is BPA‟s response to the impact of the decline in regional 

power demand at the end of World War II.  Once the War ended, the region faced 

huge layoffs as defense plants, airplane factories, and shipyards curtailed production.  

Reduced demand for aircraft forced aluminum plants to lay off hundreds of workers 

and created a corresponding reduction in electrical demand.  The unrest generated by 

the layoffs provided an opportunity for private utilities to reassert themselves.  Four 

private utilities issued a joint memorandum in January 1946 and later testified to 

Congress that the region faced a power surplus of about a million kilowatts.  

Consequently, in their view, there was no need for additional federal hydropower 
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 An example is the Bonneville Regional Advisory Council established in 1944 to advise BPA on 

regional policy.   
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dams (Norwood, c.1981).  In effect, the private utilities hoped for a return to the pre-

Depression market dominated governance model. 

In response to the utility memorandum, Raver formed the Tacoma Conference, 

later renamed the Pacific Northwest Utilities Conference Committee.  This group 

assembled the load forecasts of individual regional utilities and consolidated them into 

a regional forecast.  Rather than showing a surplus of capacity as alleged in the utility 

memorandum, the consolidated report displayed a shortfall.  Raver presented the 

report in testimony to Congress (Norwood, c.1981).
86

  As they had in the 1930s, the 

public power advocates won and additional multi-purpose federal dams began coming 

on line in 1952.  This effort was indicative of Raver‟s style throughout his time as 

BPA Administrator. 

Raver was also instrumental in laying the groundwork that finally resolved the 

Northwest public-power debate.  Pope (2008) argues that the Eisenhower 

administration‟s “partnership” policy contained within it a fundamental paradox for 

the Northwest.  The envisioned partnerships implied decentralized operations within a 

competitive market.  But development at the major hydropower sites was too 

complicated and expensive for all but the largest utilities to finance.  Utilities therefore 

had to work together in order to raise capital and develop markets by promoting 

demand.  Raver recognized this and worked to establish he institutional arrangements 
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 The Tacoma Conference‟s load forecasting effort was fortuitously assisted by an increase in 

worldwide aluminum demand that began in 1947 and extended through the Korean War (Norwood, 

c.1981); severe regional flooding in 1948 and the coincidentally released joint report of the Corps and 

Bureau regarding Columbia River development (McKinley, 1952); and by record Northwest cold in the 

winter of 1948/1949 (Ogden, 1949).    



 

185 

 

that would eventually guide cooperation between private and public utilities.  The 

ultimate result was a more closely coordinated and centrally planned system than a 

purely competitive market model would anticipate (Pope, 2008).    

The upshot was that the structures and processes initiated by Raver largely 

muted the public-private power debate by the end of the 1960s.  The Corps, Bureau of 

Reclamation, BPA, and regional utilities signed the Pacific Northwest Coordination 

Agreement in 1964.  At about the same time the United States signed a treaty with 

Canada that doubled flood storage protection capacity to the United States in exchange 

for hydropower benefits (Blumm, 1982; Ogden, 1997; Pope, 2008).  The coordination 

agreement and Canadian treaty codified Raver‟s vision of regional energy producers 

operating together (Norwood, c.1981; Pope, 2008).   

The foregoing illustrates Raver‟s belief in and efforts to establish structures 

and relationships at the national and regional levels to improve coordination among 

the multiple parties engaged in Northwest energy and development issues.  It thus 

explains his continued support for the otherwise dysfunctional Bonneville Advisory 

Board and its more successful replacement, the Columbia Basin Inter-Agency 

Committee.  Following in the tradition established by Raver, BPA would continue to 

be a major participant in and shaper of the Basin‟s future governance systems. 

State efforts at Basin governance. 

The Northwest states strongly supported the purpose, functions, and state-led 

nature of the Pacific Northwest Regional Planning Commission.  Although nominally 

a federal entity, it was designed to give maximum voice to its representatives from 
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each of the state planning commissions.  The federal coordinator at the time, like the 

other members of the National Resources Planning Board, was not a federal 

employees but a part time advisor engaged in his own business enterprises.  This 

arrangement, coupled with the relatively subordinate relationship of the federal 

agencies to the Commission, meant that the states could guide plans that would 

leverage federal funding and expertise in development that would benefit state 

economies (Vogel, 2007).   

This arrangement collapsed when Congress stopped appropriating federal 

funds for the National Resources Planning Board and state and regional planning 

commissions in 1943.  The demise of the PNWRPC left the federal-agency-only 

Bonneville Advisory Board as the sole multi-jurisdictional coordinator of Columbia 

Basin development and operations.  The states were not included as Board members 

(McKinley, 1952; Bessey, 1963; Norwood, c.1981). 

In 1943, the Bonneville Advisory Board began considering ways to increase 

upriver storage in order to better regulate streamflow and allow for greater power 

generation.  One option was to increase the level of Flathead Lake in western Montana 

by seventeen feet.  This was not a new proposal as it had been a provision of the 1932 

308 Report.  However, the federal agencies did not vet the proposal local interests who 

generated a storm of protest over the impact of changes in water level on those living 

and working around the lake.  The states reacted to the ending of the PNWRPC and 

the Flathead Lake controversy by establishing the Northwest States Development 

Association to ensure local and state interests were properly consulted in future 
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development proposals (McKinley, 1952; Bessey, 1963; Scheufele, c.1970; Norwood, 

c.1981).   

This was the first of three state-led efforts to assert a prominent state role in 

Basin governance.  Despite the support of state governors, all state-led systems faced 

serious challenges in overcoming parochial state interests in favor of regional 

priorities, obtaining funding and appropriate authorities from multiple state 

legislatures, and the tendency of the bodies to serve as veto mechanisms over actions 

perceived as contrary to the interests of state or local interests (McKinley, 1952; 

Bessey, 1963).  The experience of these efforts underscores the challenge to 

governance presented by the tension among the states themselves and between the 

states and federal agencies over who gets to decide regional priorities. 

Fishing interest opposition to continued Columbia system development. 

In 1943, the Senate Commerce Committee directed the Corps to extend and 

revise the 308 Reports and prepare a plan for further development of the Columbia.  

The Committee directed the Corps to complete the report by October 1948 (McKinley, 

1952).    

In 1944, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife requested that the Corps, as part of its 

review, conduct a comprehensive investigation of the effects of federal dams on 

Columbia River juvenile salmon.  The Corps and Bureau of Reclamation agreed, 

dedicated funds to this purpose, and launched an “elaborate research program” 

(McKinley, 1952, p. 110).   
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As the Corps study progressed, regional opposition to further large dam 

construction arose despite fish passage facilities having been installed at Bonneville 

dam and included in designs for proposed new projects (Arndt, Stroud, and Mogren, 

2004).  Sports and commercial fishers, Indian tribes, conservation groups objected to 

the potential impacts on fisheries and natural character of the Columbia and Snake 

Rivers.  These groups forced a series of formal and informal hearings.  The first, held 

in The Dalles in 1945, provided a forum for fishery interests to protest plans for a dam 

that would ultimately inundate Celilo Falls and destroy a tribal fishery that had existed 

for centuries.  Other hearings were conducted from 1946 through 1947, largely pitting 

fisheries associations and tribes against regional development promoters (Robbins, 

2004).   

The objections voiced by the Fish and Wildlife Service to the Corps were not 

resolved to the satisfaction of the Fish and Wildlife Service.  In October 1946, the 

agency, with the later support of the Office of Indian Affairs, protested in a memo to 

the Secretary of the Interior the proposed construction of four dams planned for the 

lower Snake River and the two Columbia mainstem dams proposed below the 

confluence of the Snake and Columbia (McKinley, 1952).  The agency recommended, 

among other things, a ten-year moratorium on further dam construction on the 

Columbia and lower Snake Rivers to study and better understand the impacts of the 

dams on the rivers‟ fisheries (Robbins, 2004). 

The Secretary of Interior invited both BPA and the Bureau of Reclamation to 

comment and asked the Interior Department‟s Pacific Northwest Coordination 
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Committee
87

 to address the question as well.  The Committee submitted a report,
88

 

backed by substantial technical analysis, detailing the conflicting interests at stake.  It 

established the threat to salmon runs of the existing Columbia dams and by the new 

dams under consideration for the Columbia and Snake Rivers.  It also pointed out the 

pending loss of tribal fishing grounds, particularly at Celilo Falls, a fact that the Office 

of Indian Affairs protested as a violation of 1855 treaty obligations.  The National 

Park Service joined the protest due to probable damage to sports fishing on the 

tributaries of the Snake and Columbia.  BPA, on its part in defending the new 

development, noted the projected power demand increases for the region in support of 

the proposed dams.  Reclamation did the same with respect to projected irrigation 

needs.  Eventually the regional Interior agencies reached accord, producing a 

consensus report that adopted the Fish and Wildlife Service‟s proposed ten-year 

moratorium to give time to resolve the salmon and tribal issues, with additional funds 

requested to do so.  Interior‟s assistant secretary endorsed the report on March 6, 1947, 

essentially presented a Department-wide critique of key provisions of the pending 

Corps report (McKinley, 1952). 
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 The Pacific Northwest Coordination Committee was part of a Department of Interior effort to better 

coordinate its programs and to provide Interior‟s representative to the Bonneville Advisory Board and 

the later Columbia Basin Inter-Agency Committee.  It was formally established by departmental order 

in September, 1946 and consisted of the regional office chiefs from the BPA, Bureau of Reclamation, 

Fish and Wildlife Service, National Park Service, and newly created Bureau of Land Management.  It 

also included staff representatives from the U.S. Geological Survey, Bureau of Mines, and Office of 

Indian Affairs.  The executive director was Roy Bessey.  A similar intradepartmental coordination body 

had previously been established in the Department of Agriculture during the War years.  Since the 

purpose of these groups was intradepartmental coordination and to provide departmental positions to 

the aforementioned interdepartmental structures, they are not considered as “regional governance 

structures” for the purposes of this study.  See McKinley (1952), pp. 411-479 and Bessey (1963), p. 65. 
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 The formal name of this report, if it had one, is not given by McKinley (1952), Bessey (1963), or 

Norwood (c.1981).  It has not been determined as of this writing. 
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News of the Department‟s position leaked and aroused immediate regional 

opposition, especially from river navigation interests.  The Fish and Wildlife Service, 

the Office of Indian Affairs, and the National Park Service asked the Department to 

release the full coordination committee report in order to get the committee‟s detailed 

assembly of facts and analysis in front of the public.  They wanted to preclude 

regional condemnation before the facts of the conservation and tribal issues could be 

made known.  Instead, the Department referred the report to the interdepartmental 

Columbia Basin Inter-Agency Committee
89

 for resolution, only later releasing the full 

report to the public (McKinley, 1952). 

The CBIAC held hearings in Walla Walla, Washington, in June of 1947.  

Hydropower, irrigation, inland-navigation, and urban development advocates testified 

in strong opposition to the Interior position, especially the proposed ten-year delay in 

further dam construction in the interests of fish impact studies.  They questioned the 

evidence as to whether the dams would do the harm that opponents argued, and, 

regardless, hatcheries could make up any losses in fish numbers.  Fishery advocates 

testified in favor of the moratorium, arguing the economic value of the salmon fishery 

to the region would be lost to regional electrical needs.  They predicted extinction of 

the salmon and ruination of one of the richest fisheries in the nation (Robbins, 2004).   

Of interest to this study is the fact that these two generalized arguments, made 

by a numerous pro-dam and anti-dam organizations and individuals, shared the world-
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 The CBIAC is discussed in greater detail below. 

 









 

534 

presume a search for the “best” of a range of plausible options, with “best” being 

defined as the one that maximizes utility.  Consequently, they do not explain situations 

in which only one option is under consideration.  Left unaddressed is the process by 

which the array of options is first determined and the implication if that process results 

in only one plausible option.  Actual decision making is most often based on doing the 

“right” thing, even which this “right” option is not in the individual or organization‟s 

best interest.  They observe that in those cases where a formal analytical decision 

model is used, decision makers will frequently reject the results the results run counter 

to their concept of “rightness.”   

In summary, traditional utility-based theory is prescriptive in that it identifies 

how decisions should be made, but falls short of accurately describing how decisions 

are actually made.  “In both individual and organizational settings, the problems are 

the same: decision making is much richer and more subtle than the formal models 

would suggest, while at the same time it is less thoroughly thought through and less 

premeditated than the formal models demand” (Mitchell, Rediker, and Beach, 1986, p. 

295). 

Connolly and Beach (1998) identify other decision making models that have 

challenged the traditional model and attempted to explain decision making 

complexity.  Descriptive models based on theories of “cognitive situation 

assessments,” “decision through argument,” and “decision through exploration” all 

involve situation assessments, past experience, and causal thinking.  “Decision cycle 

theory” is more incremental, arguing that one‟s view of a given situation is modified 
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through the experience of implemented behavior.  Subsequent decisions are based on 

that experience, with subsequent behavior modified accordingly.  Cognitive processes 

allow for learning that guides and justifies decisions through time.  These theories 

address the “messiness” of actual decision making, but still do not fully address the 

role of values in shaping the selection of alternatives and ultimate decisions made.  As 

such – like traditional decision theory - they are not so much wrong as incomplete 

(Connolly and Beach, 1998). 

“Image theory” (Mitchell, Rediker, and Beach, 1986; Beach and Mitchell, 

1987 and 1998) holistically incorporates the essential elements of these theories 

(Connolly and Beach, 1998).  Image theory assumes decision makers use three 

“schematic knowledge structures,” or “images” to organize and frame their thinking 

(Beach and Mitchell, 1998, p. 12).   

The first of these is the “value image.”  The value image is composed of 

“principles.”  Principles are the imperatives for individual behavior and the behavior 

of the organization(s) to which the decision maker belongs.  They are the decision 

maker‟s beliefs, morals, ethics, and social conventions.  These “principles” are “self 

evident truths” that must be respected, thus providing a “rigid criteria” by which the 

rightness or wrongness of a goal or plan is judged (Beach and Mitchell, 1998, p. 9).  

As such, they “serve to internally generate candidate goals and plans for possible 

adoption” as well as criteria against which the goals and plans of others may be 

evaluated (Beach and Mitchell, 1998, p. 12, emphasis in original).  Principles begin to 
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be developed in childhood and evolve over the course of one‟s life.  As such, they are 

inherent to one‟s self-image and sense of identity.
175

   

Principles can run the gamut from specific to general; from the compelling to 

the trivial; from admirable to abhorrent; from rational to irrational.  For example, 

greed and accumulation of personal power can be as important a principle to some as 

altruism and charity are to others.  Regardless, principles form the foundation upon 

which all decisions are based.  As such, the ultimate legitimacy of decision outcomes 

is defined by the degree to which the outcomes conform to principles.  Goals and 

strategies not in accordance with principles – whether internally or externally 

generated - will be deemed unacceptable.  More fundamentally, choice alternatives not 

consistent with the decision maker‟s principles will be rejected from further 

consideration regardless of utilitarian value (Beach and Mitchell, 1998; Beach and 

Connolly, 2005). 

The second image is the “trajectory image” consisting of the goals for the 

future as generated from the decision maker‟s principles.  These goals are not static, 

however, and extend through time.  Goals can be specific or abstract.  The more 

abstract the goal, however, the more difficult the selection of plans and strategies 

become (Beach and Mitchell, 1998; Beach and Connolly, 2005).  
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 In earlier versions of image theory, the authors specifically identify “self-image” as one of four 

images used in decision making.  They describe self-image and its constituent principles as reflecting 

how one sees oneself and as precepts for the conduct of one‟s life. They represent personal beliefs, 

values, ethics, and morals that one intuitively accepts as true.  See Mitchell, Rediker, and Beach, 1986, 

and Beach and Mitchell, 1987.  In later versions, the number of images is reduced to three, with the 

concept of “self-image” apparently subsumed into the “value image” described above.  See Beach and 

Mitchell, 1998. 
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The third image is the “strategic image” consisting of the plans adopted for 

achieving the trajectory image‟s goals.  Each plan is an “abstract sequence of potential 

activities, beginning with goal adoption and ending with goal attainment” (Beach and 

Mitchell, 1998, p. 13; Beach and Connolly, 2005).   

Embedded within the three images are two types of decision.  The first is the 

“adoption decision” which answers whether the goal or strategy is reasonable and 

achievable.  The second decision is termed the “progress decision.”  This is the 

decision to proceed with the adopted choice based on whether the desired goal will be 

achieved.  Consequently, the “progress decision” recurs over time as experience grows 

and new information is acquired (Beach and Mitchell, 1998; Beach and Connolly, 

2005). 

Both the “adoption” and “progress” decisions are subject to two tests.  The first 

is termed “compatibility testing.”  Compatibility testing screens candidate goals and 

plans against the three “images,” identified above.  This screening depends exclusively 

on whether the choice presented violates the decision maker‟s principles.  This 

comparison against principle is not weighted or nuanced in any way – it is solely an 

“accept or reject” determination, and might well occur subconsciously.  In progress 

decisions a determination of non-compatibility will usually lead to adjustments in the 

plan rather than automatic withdrawal.  The second test is termed “profitability 

testing.”  Profitability testing is used when multiple candidates survive compatibility 

testing.  The decision maker will engage in some analytical method or strategy (which 
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may be formal or informal, to include traditional decision theory) to select the “best” 

of the surviving candidates (Beach and Mitchell, 1998; Beach and Connolly, 2005). 

Connolly and Beach (2005) amplified on other precepts introduced in early 

image theory publications.  Framing consists of applying relevant elements of the 

three images to situation at hand.  All decisions are made individually; there is no such 

thing as a “group” decision, per se.  Group decisions are agreements reached as each 

member of the group processes options through their image processes.  Agreement is 

reached at the point when either the option(s) is (are) modified to be congruent with 

each party‟s principles, goals, or plans or the individuals involved modify their goals 

and plans to be consistent with the rest of the group.  This modification of options 

and/or principles, goals, and plans did not occur in the CRBF experience, contributing 

to its failure.   

The basic precepts of image theory are illustrated in Figure B-2.
176

  Individual 

decision makers frame situations within their experience and knowledge of past and 

present events and select (often intuitively) those principles (from the values image), 

goals (from the trajectory image) and plans and tactics (from the strategy image) as 

applicable to the circumstances at hand.  Any given choice is thus subject to the 

“compatibility test” to determine whether the options at hand violates the decision 

maker‟s principles, goals, or plans.   If only one option survives this screening, it is 

adopted.  If more than one option survives, it is then subjected to a “profitability” test 

of varying degrees of formality and consistent with traditional theory to determine 
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 This figure first appears in Weatherly and Beach‟s 1998 essay (presented in Beach, 1998) on the 

relationship between organizational culture and decision making.  Although appearing long after image 

theory‟s first formulation, it illustrates the theory as first envisioned very well.  
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which provides the best outcome (as defined in terms of principles, goals, and values).  

If no options past these tests, it is possible for the decision maker to redefine and 

adjust their principles, goals, and plans depending on the criticality of the decision and 

the situation at hand.    

 

Figure B-2. 

Image Theory  

 
 

 

Weatherly and Beach (1998) use image theory to examine the relationship 

between organizational culture and the decisions made within that organization.  Their 

intent is to propose a theoretical link between culture and decision making and to test 

the implications of that link.  Citing the work in organizational culture of Schein, 

Schneider, and Trice and Beyer,
177

 authors define culture as a body of 
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 Schein, E. (1985). Organizational culture and leadership.  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Schneider, B. (Ed.). (1990). Organizational culture and climate. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
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“organizationally relevant beliefs and values that are mutually understood and 

subscribed to by its members.”  They summarize the work of these authors in this 

way:  Being grounded in values, culture prescribes what is “true, necessary, and 

desirable” and thus dictates goals and the strategies considered acceptable.  Likewise, 

it prescribes what is “false, unnecessary, and undesirable” and, thus, “goals and 

actions that one should not pursue oneself and that one ought to resist when proposed 

by others” (Weatherly and Beach, quotes from p. 211). 

Weatherly and Beach (1998) illustrated both the fundamentals of image theory 

and the relationship of image theory to culture as shown in Figure B-3.
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  In their 

construct, the firmly-held principles of the decision maker‟s value image are 

analogous to the culture of the organization.  Similarly, the organizational vision and 

selected strategies are similar to the decision maker‟s trajectory and strategic images, 

respectively.  Any decision option is subject to a compatibility screening using the 

constituents of the value, trajectory, and strategic images as screening criteria.  Should 

multiple choice options survive the compatibility test, they are subjected to formal or 

informal profitability testing, again based on the decision maker‟s images, to 

determine which choice represents the best decision.  In cases where only one 

candidate survives compatibility screening, that option becomes the decision with 

                                                                                                                                             
Trice, H.M. & Beyer, J.M. (1993).  The cultures of work organizations.  Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 

Prentice-Hall. 

 
178

 Figure 8-3 is shown as essentially presented by the authors.  It is, however, a bit misleading in that it 

visually suggests a linearity and finality to decisions that is not consistent with the fluidity described in 

Beach and Mitchell, 1998.  What is apparently missing in the diagram are feedback loops from 

decisions as they get recycled through the process once new information becomes available, decisions 

are met with unforeseen obstacles, or checks are made to ensure the goals and strategies are on track. 
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