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Logan Martin Dam in Alabama is a large high-hazard potential dam in poor 
condition. The 142' tall dam was built on unstable limestone and has required 
ongoing repairs since completion in the 1960s. 
Credit: Alabama Power Shorelines
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IIJA FUNDING AUTHORIZATION:
$585 million in total over FY2022-2026 for 

FEMA’s Rehabilitation of High-Hazard 

Potential Dams grant program. Of this 

total, $75 million is designated for dam 

removal projects, but as of February 2026, 

no awards have been announced. 
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$0

Aging dams in disrepair are widespread across the United States. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers' National 

Inventory of Dams (NID) lists more than 91,000 dams nationwide, 97% of which are owned by nonfederal entities. 

Over 2,000 high-hazard potential dams in the NID are rated in “poor” or “unsatisfactory” condition. High-hazard 

potential dams are those that will result in loss of human life if they fail. Rehabilitating these aging, high-hazard 

potential nonfederal dams is estimated to cost roughly $20 billion.

To address this need, Congress created the Rehabilitation of High-Hazard Potential Dams grant program in 2016, 

authorizing states to receive planning, design, and construction funding for the repair, removal, or rehabilitation of 

high-hazard potential dams. Congress authorized appropriations of up to $60 million/year for FY2021-2026 for this 

program, at 33 U.S.C. § 467f-2( j)(4).

1Congressional Research Service , IN114406, May 26, 2020. https://nid.sec.usace.army.mil/
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In Washington’s Yakima River Basin, the City of Yakima 

removed Nelson Dam on the Naches River—a tributary of the 

Yakima—as part of a long-term flood risk reduction effort 

designed to widen the floodplain and give the river more room 

to move. The dam had slowed upstream flows, causing sand, 

sediment, and gravel to accumulate and raising the riverbed 

for miles upstream. This elevated riverbed contributed to the 

damaging floods of 2016 and 2017, increasing inundation and 

flood impacts.

Through an ongoing flood risk mapping project, the flood 

district anticipates significant flood insurance savings as a 

result of the dam removal. Beyond improving community

safety, the project restores fish passage for imperiled salmon

and steelhead, improves conditions for recreational boaters,

and supports the City and County’s efforts to establish a

riverside park connected to the Greenway Trail, expanding

public access and recreation along the Naches River.

Yakima River Basin, Washington 

Forty mostly high-hazard potential dams were damaged 

by Hurricane Helene, including North Carolina’s Lake Lure 

Dam, which nearly failed after being overtopped during the 

storm. In contrast, an aging dam on the Watauga 

River—once used for power generation and milling—had 

been removed before the hurricane after state 

assessments found repairs would have cost four times more 

than removal. Residents interviewed after the storm 

credited the dam’s removal with preventing severe flooding 

that likely would have inundated homes and businesses.

In 2025, the North Carolina legislature allocated $10 million 

from its Hurricane Helene relief package to repair, modify, 

or remove dams damaged by the storm. Congress has also 

explicitly authorized dam removal as an eligible use of 

FEMA grant funds. 

As the Washington and North Carolina examples demonstrate, removing dams that are beyond their useful life can defuse the 

“risk bomb” posed by aging infrastructure— slowing high flows, reconnecting floodplains, and reducing flood risk for 

downstream communities. At a time when insurance costs are rising, coverage is declining, and flood risks are increasing, dam 

removal is emerging as a cost-effective, proactive solution for community resilience.

North Carolina’s Aging Dams

Nelson Dam 
Yakima River Basin, Washington

Lake Lure Dam, North Carolina
Credit: Tennessee Valley Authority / FOX Weather

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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