
Lower Snake River Dam Removal
Economic implications for Nez Perce County, ID, and Asotin County, WA

Summary Findings
This analysis examines what Nez Perce County, Idaho, and Asotin County, Washington can expect 
economically if the four Lower Snake River dams are removed. The findings challenge common 
assumptions about the dams’ economic role—and the risks of removal.

BACKGROUND
Policymakers have long 
debated removing the four 
dams on the Lower Snake 
River—Lower Granite, Little 
Goose, Lower Monumental, 
and Ice Harbor—but most 
analyses have focused on 
regional costs and benefits, 
overlooking the communities 
that host these dams. This 
briefing summarizes a 
Headwaters Economics 
analysis of Lewiston, ID, and 
Clarkston, WA.

The Dams Are Not Driving the Local Economy
The largest employers—government, healthcare, and manufacturing—
have no meaningful connection to the dams and together account for 
42% of all jobs in the region. The sectors most tied to dam infrastructure 
(farming, utilities, transportation, and agricultural services) have shown 
no significant growth for two decades. About 260 federal jobs, or 1% of 
the area’s workforce, are directly tied to dam operations.

Nez Perce County and Asotin County  
Are Lagging Behind the Regional Economy
Despite broader prosperity across eastern Washington and northern Idaho 
since 2001, Nez Perce and Asotin counties have fallen behind on nearly 
every key economic measure: population growth, employment, per capita 
income, and poverty reduction. The region is aging rapidly and attracts 
new residents at less than half the rate of the broader region—trends 
pointing to long-term workforce challenges independent of any decision 
about the dams.

73%
of population growth (2010–

2024) came from residents 65+

5.9 vs. 10.2
new residents per 1,000 vs. 
10.2 in the broader region

Top Employers — Unrelated to Dams:

Headwaters Economics is an independent, nonprofit research group that works to improve community 
development and land management decisions. For more information visit https://headwaterseconomics.org.

GOVERNMENT 
5,356

employees

HEALTH CARE 
5,321

employees

MANUFACTURING 
5,244

employees

RETAIL
4,330

employees
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development and land management decisions. For more information visit https://headwaterseconomics.org.

Dam Removal Does Not Disrupt Local Economies
A statistical analysis of 24 dam removal projects across the United 
States found no significant negative effects on employment, 
population, or earnings per job in surrounding communities 
following removal. In fact, dam removal was associated with modest 
improvements in per capita income and non-labor income growth. 
Forecasts for Nez Perce and Asotin counties suggest dam removal 
would produce outcomes comparable to—or slightly better than—
leaving the dams in place.

24
comparable dam 
removals studied 

nationwide

+2%
higher per capita 
income if dams 

are removed

+8%
higher non-labor 
income if dams 

are removed

Transition Planning and Investment  
Are Essential
Energy infrastructure transitions are cultural as well as economic 
shifts. Communities that have navigated them successfully 
planned early, built on existing local strengths, and made 
visible and equitable investments in workforce and economic 
diversification. Strategies for local leaders in Nez Perce and Asotin 
counties include:

•	A regional transition endowment providing stable, long-term 
funding for local governments

•	Community-owned renewable energy projects that generate 
local tax revenue and lease payments for landowners

•	Residential and commercial energy efficiency programs that 
reduce energy costs while creating local jobs

Electricity Replacement is Underway
The four dams combined generate roughly 700 average megawatts 
annually—about 10–12% of BPA’s energy supply. While 
substantial, this scale of generation is being matched by projects 
currently under construction nationwide (wind, solar, nuclear). 
Estimated electricity rate increases are modest (~$1–2/month), 
and must be weighed against growing dam maintenance, capital 
upgrade, and fish and wildlife mitigation costs that are already 
built into BPA electricity rates. Moreover, revenues from the dams 
currently flow to the federal government, but renewable projects 
would generate tax revenue for local governments and lease 
payments for landowners.

ABOUT THIS REPORT
This fact sheet summarizes: 
Economic Implications of Lower 
Snake River Dam Removal, 
Headwaters Economics (Spring 

2026), produced in 
partnership with 
Idaho Rivers United. 
For the full report, 
scan code or visit 

headwaterseconomics.org/outdoor-
recreation/economic-implications-
lower-snake-river-dam-removal 

METHODOLOGY
A panel model analyzed economic 
trends five years before and 
after dam removal in 24 U.S. 
communities. Forecasts used 
county-level data from the Bureau 
of Economic Analysis (1970–2022). 
All income values in 2024 dollars. 
Author: Megan Lawson, Ph.D.
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