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Upper Clark Fork Dams, Upper Clark Fork Headwaters: The Clark 
Fork River drains to the upper Columbia River system after flowing from 
the Northern Rockies through western Montana and Idaho. It provides 
abundant recreational, economic, and cultural resources, as well as vital 
habitat and migration corridors for fish and wildlife. It is also home to the 
nation’s largest Superfund site, a legacy of the copper mines and smelters 
in and around Butte, Montana that severely degraded the region from 
150 years of mining for precious metals. Nevertheless, the river and its 
tributaries are among the most popular fly-fishing destinations in the West. 
Private landowners, conservation groups, local and state governments, the 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, and the U.S. Forest Service have 
been working to restore the Upper Clark Fork’s ecological integrity and 
rebuild the local economy. Significant progress has been made cleaning 
up Silver Bow Creek at the headwaters where the Butte copper mines and 
Anaconda melter plant operate, and, at the other end of the watershed, 
removing the Milltown Dam and the copper mining wastes trapped behind it. 

Today, partners are working in the tributaries to restore flows and remove fish barriers, and along the river’s 
main stem to remove contaminated soils and restore riverbanks. Since 2017, the Clark Fork Coalition (CFC), 
a conservation nonprofit based in Missoula, and Trout Unlimited (TU) have been restoring streamflow and 
improving infrastructure for fish passage and recreation on a stretch of the main stem of the Upper Clark Fork 
River between Warm Springs and Deer Lodge. The groups are removing and replacing eight irrigation diversion 
dams that block fish passage and create a boating hazard during low river flows. Upgrading these structures 
will open 57 miles of main stem and tributary habitat, reconnecting four westslope cutthroat trout populations 
in the tributaries and allowing federally listed bull trout access to important cold water refugia. CFC and TU also 
plan, where feasible, to improve water use efficiency through some of the projects. Mining-related remediation 
funds are expected to cover a significant amount of the construction costs to remove or modernize the 
diversion dams once designs are finalized and landowner agreements are secured. Through the Open Rivers 
Fund, Resources Legacy Fund is supporting CFC and TU’s continued work on the project. To date, five push-up 
dams have been removed and replaced with natural channel structures, opening 40 river miles for people and 
fish, and another structure is scheduled for removal by the end of this year. The project was supported by more 
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Resources Legacy Fund (RLF), through its Open Rivers Fund program, supports local communities to 
remove obsolete dams, modernize water infrastructure, and restore rivers across the American West. 
They also work alongside policymakers, Tribes, nonprofi ts, academics, and business leaders to advance 
critical research, policy, and funding initiatives that accelerate the pace and scale of river restoration.



than $3 million in state and federal funding, including approximately $1.7 million in Bipartisan Infrastructure 
Law funds awarded to the project from the Bureau of Reclamation WaterSmart program and the US Fish and 
Wildlife National Fish Passage Program.

Rattlesnake Creek Dam and Wilderness Lakes: Rattlesnake Creek Dam—a 60-foot-wide, 10-foot-high, 
defunct, concrete structure—was removed in August 2020 with support from the Open Rivers Fund. Built in 
1924 to supply the City of Missoula with water, the dam sat a little over three miles above the confluence of 
Rattlesnake Creek and the Clark Fork River just outside of Missoula. To augment water supply for the City, 
another 10 dams were built between 1911 and 1923 on eight high mountain lakes in Montana’s Rattlesnake 
Creek headwaters. These dams are located deep in the Rattlesnake Wilderness Area in Lolo National Forest. In 
2017, after a long legal battle with the Mountain Water Company, the City of Missoula assumed ownership of 
Rattlesnake Creek Dam, the 10 wilderness storage dams, and all associated water rights, with the intention of 
removing the obsolete infrastructure and eliminating the associated liability risks. In August 2020, the City and 
Trout Unlimited, with support from the Open Rivers Fund, removed Rattlesnake Creek Dam, opening 31.5 miles 
of main stem and tributary spawning and rearing habitat for federally threatened bull trout, native westlope 
cutthroat, mountain whitefish, and sculpin migrating throughout the 82-square mile Clark Fork watershed. 

The City has since turned its attention toward improved management strategies for the eight obsolete 
wilderness dams located upstream in the Rattlesnake Wilderness. Removing the wilderness dams is expected 
to take at least 10 years and will likely include significant regulatory and logistical challenges given the inherent 
obstacles of removing dams deep in a wilderness area. The Open Rivers Fund supported Trout Unlimited, in 
partnership with the City of Missoula, to develop a pilot dam decommissioning effort for one of the wilderness 
dams, McKinley Lake Dam, to test and refine the permitting process with the U.S. Forest Service with the goal 
of providing a roadmap and building momentum for subsequent removals. McKinley Lake Dam was removed 
earlier this summer.  

Grass Valley Irrigation Diversion Dam, Clark Fork River: The Clark Fork River flows from the Northern 
Rockies through western Montana and Idaho and drains into the upper Columbia River system. It has significant 
economic, recreational, and cultural value and provides vital habitat for fish and wildlife. The Grass Valley 
Irrigation Diversion Dam was built on the Clark Fork River – 16 miles northwest of Missoula - in 1905 by the 
Grass Valley French Ditch Company (GVFD) to provide water for irrigation to the Frenchtown area. Today, the 
company has approximately 282 members and irrigates approximately 4,250 acres. The diversion includes 
an eight-foot-high channel spanning concrete and wooden plank diversion dam and a 14.5 mile, unscreened 
diversion canal. The aging structures present major problems for fish passage, entrainment, boater safety, and 
operation. In 2017, an employee drowned while adjusting the structure, prompting GVFD to work with Trout 
Unlimited (TU) and area partners to evaluate and develop plans to remove the antiquated dam and modernize 
the diversion infrastructure. The dam is the last channel spanning upstream barrier on the Clark Fork River 
before its confluence with the Upper Clark Fork. 

Its removal will open 8 river miles to the Flynn Lowney Ditch, acquired by the City of Missoula in 2021 and slated 
for removal in the coming years. The next set of channel-spanning upstream dams are part of the Upper Clark 
Project.  Addressing the Grass Valley Irrigation Diversion Dam is the next step in local efforts to restore the Clark 
Fork River basin. Successful completion of this project will sustain community enthusiasm for future projects 
in the region. It is also a key project in an emerging collaborative effort to evaluate and modernize five active 
irrigation ditches in the Missoula Valley.
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