
LOCAL ECONOMIES 

• Tourism: Revived rivers attract recreationists and tourists to outfitters and
other local businesses.

• Property values: Waterfront homes near free-flowing rivers gain value.

• Job creation: Engineering, construction, and ecological workers are
employed during removal and associated river restoration.

• Cost savings: Dam removal helps communities avoid expensive dam
repairs and ongoing operation and maintenance costs.

• Agricultural/industrial: Modern systems (e.g., instream pumps or 
nature-like fishways with headgates) outperform outdated
dam-dependent infrastructure and require less time and money to operate.

RECREATION & QUALITY OF LIFE 
• Public access: Restored riverbanks become trails and parks.

• Cultural & Tribal: Reconnected rivers and restored streambanks return
land and traditional fishing/cultural practices to Indigenous communities.

• Water sports: Reconnected rapids create new whitewater opportunities for 
kayakers and rafters.

• Fishing: Salmon and trout populations rebound, supporting sport and 
commercial fisheries.

SAFETY & RISK REDUCTION 
• Flood prevention: Restored natural river flow reduces flood risks.

• Avoid catastrophe: Dam failures are costly, dangerous, and increasingly 
common with extreme weather events.

• Water supply and quality: Free-flowing rivers improve water quality for
drinking and recharge groundwater, preventing droughts.

More than half of America’s dams 
no longer serve their original 
purpose. Others still function, but 
are so outdated or poorly designed 
that they cause myriad problems for 
local water users and river function. 
These dams are costly to maintain 
and create community safety 
challenges. Removing obsolete and 
problematic dams provides 
significant benefits for American 
communities.
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BENEFITS TO ECONOMY, QUALITY OF LIFE, AND CULTURE



WYOMING, IDAHO, UTAH 
An extraordinary collaboration involving agencies 
from three states, federal agencies, and nonprofit 
organizations is easing the burden for ranchers along 
the Bear River by replacing diversion dams with more 
modern irrigation infrastructure. Fifteen barrier removal 
and replacement projects are complete – all with 
voluntary rancher participation – with more on the way.

The benefits are many:

• A fourth-generation Idaho farmer replaced a small 
 dam used for flood irrigation with a more efficient 
 system, restoring river flows. The changes will help 
 recharge groundwater and increase soil moisture 
 across a broad pasture.

• Several Wyoming ranchers no longer need to 
 annually build and remove push-up dams, saving 
 time and money and avoiding hazardous work. They 
 now access their water with the simple turn of 
 a headgate.

• All the projects restore habitat and allow greater 
 mobility for multiple fish species, including 
 Bonneville cutthroat trout (Utah’s state fish).

SUCCESS STORY

EFFICIENT IRRIGATION ON THE BEAR RIVER

RATTLESNAKE CREEK, MONTANA
Built in 1904, the now unused Rattlesnake Creek Dam 
posed potential hazards to its environment and local 
community. Meanwhile, Rattlesnake Creek is one of 
the major sources of trout for the Clark Fork River and 
a highly popular recreation area for the public. 

Removing the dam in 2024 provided these 
community benefits: 

• Minimized or eliminated safety and liability hazards 
 along the dam site.

• Reduced maintenance and operation costs to the 
 city of Missoula.

• Created new trail connections and public access 
 points between Missoula’s urban area and 
 Rattlesnake Wilderness.

• Reconnected 10 miles of habitat for native and 
 threatened fish species and wildlife.

SUCCESS STORY 

RATTLESNAKE CREEK DAM REMOVAL

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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