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THREATS 
Dams have higher risk of catastrophic failures because of

• Aging infrastructure

• Poor structural ratings

• Increasing prevalence of heavy rainfall, flooding, and extreme weather

• Damage and safety risks due to increased downstream urban development

BARRIER REMOVAL EDUCATIONAL SERIES

Dams have served a number of purposes throughout our 
nation’s history: flood risk reduction, water supply and irrigation, 
hydropower, and more. However, more than half of U.S. dams 
no longer serve the purpose for which they were built*, and 
instead require costly maintenance and repairs as they pose 
increasing danger to the public, threatening our infrastructure 
and safety.

THE THREATS OF 
OUR AGING DAMS

OVERVIEW

*A high-hazard dam means that its failure would 
likely result in the loss of human life or significant 
property damage.

Source: Association of State Dam Safety 
Officials

*EPA, Office of Water, EPA-840-F-16-001

550,000+
Dams in the U.S.

60+ YEARS
Average age of U.S. dams

16,700 
Dams classified as “high hazard”*

173
Dam failures (2005-2013)

THE STATUS OF AMERICA’S DAMS



ECONOMIC & COMMUNITY IMPACT

With many dams in a state of disrepair, the inland path of Hurricane 
Helene in 2024 was, and remains, highly exposed to hazards. Intense 
rain and rising rivers resulted in evacuations downstream of at least 
three dams at risk of catastrophic failure as heavy rainfall caused water 
to crest behind the dams and flow around their walls. Thankfully, 
catastrophic dam failure was ultimately avoided during Helene, but these 
communities remain at risk, especially as extreme weather events become 
more frequent. 

ERODING OUR LAND  
Years of sediment buildup behind dams causes water 
to flow around dam embankments, eroding 
surrounding lands and undermining the integrity of 
surrounding infrastructure. 

POLLUTION
Stagnant, polluted dam reservoirs pose serious 
health risks to humans and animals who might get 
exposed to the toxins should the dam fail.

CATASTROPHIC FAILURE AND FLOODING 
Sudden, uncontrolled release of impounded water 
poses significant threats to public safety.

DAMAGE TO RIVERS AND FISH HABITAT 
Fish movement is impacted, reducing populations of 
species that depend on flowing rivers.

DAMAGE TO CRITICAL INFRASTRUCTURE 
Flooding from dam failures can impact bridges and 
roadways, threaten drinking water supplies, and 
place excessive strain on stormwater infrastructure.
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REPAIR, REPLACE & REMOVE
Many U.S. dams no longer serve a purpose, and must be repaired, replaced, or removed entirely.
Repairing a dam can often be too costly over time. While replacing or removing dams has a larger 
up-front cost, it produces better long-term cost outcomes, especially for the many dams no longer 
serving a functional purpose. 

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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