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RESTORING RIVERS
for people and fish across the American West

Open Rivers Fund, a program of Resources Legacy Fund, supports local efforts to remove obsolete 
dams, modernize water infrastructure, and restore rivers across the western United States to benefit 
people, fish, and wildlife. The program was launched in November 2016 with a $50-million investment 
from the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation to celebrate its 50th anniversary. Open Rivers Fund 
focuses on removing barriers that impair river function and pose challenges, costs, or risks to 
communities. It aims to create significant economic and environmental benefits, and to build 
technical knowledge, organizational wherewithal, and public awareness to enable future projects.

WHO WE ARE

There are significant benefits achievable through strategic 
dam removal projects. Under the right circumstances, 
returning free flows to rivers can improve water quality; 
solve safety, sedimentation, and obsolescence problems; 
restore wildlife habitat; and enhance flood control, water 
supply, and recreation.

Over 500,000 surveyed dams stand in rivers throughout the 
United States. While some dams do provide necessary flood 
management, water supply, hydroelectric power, and other 
benefits, many dams are dangerously old, no longer serve 
any significant purpose, cause environmental harm, and 
pose safety, financial, and liability risks to local communities. 
Other river barriers, like culverts, are also aging and 
threatening ecosystem health and species survival. By 
modernizing our outdated infrastructure, we can meet 
community and agriculture needs with less impact to rivers, 
fish, wildlife, landscapes, and the people who depend on 
these natural resources.

PURPOSE



Since the program launched in 
2016, through the end of 2024, 
Open Rivers Fund has supported 
the removal of over 100 dams, 
opening more than 1,600 river 
miles. We are working in 60 
watersheds across 11 western 
states to remove many more 
obsolete barriers.

www.openriversfund.org
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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, nonprofits, academics, and 
business leaders to advance critical research, policy, and funding initiatives that accelerate the 
pace and scale of river restoration.
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PROGRESS

CONTACT US

Open Rivers Fund takes a systematic, scientific approach to 
pursuing dam removal projects in collaboration with 
diverse interests and local communities. Staff assess 
resource needs, challenges, and potential benefits; identify 
project opportunities and partners; and monitor 
investments and funds leveraged.

River barrier removals require broad community, political, 
and Tribal engagement as well as expertise in engineering, 
hydrology, economic modeling, watershed restoration 
planning, regulatory compliance, construction, and project 
management. Working with other funders, Open Rivers 
Fund invests in areas of greatest need not typically covered 
by public funding, including planning, engineering, legal 
and policy guidance, community outreach, project 
management, and monitoring. Additionally, some projects 
require modest Open Rivers Fund support for site control, 
deconstruction, and restoration costs not covered 
by public funding.

Open Rivers Fund tests new models for reducing the 
significant financial, legal, and structural hurdles that stall 
removal of defunct dams and empowering communities to 
address their environmental and infrastructure needs. The 
program broadly shares lessons learned to build 
momentum for dam removal and streamline efforts 
elsewhere across the nation.

APPROACH


