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Economic Benefits

RESEARCH SUMMARY

of Dam Removal

What aging dams cost to keep in place — and what communities

gain when they come down.

ECONOMIC BENEFITS OF DAM REMOVAL

Rattlesnake Dam in Missoula, MT was removed
in 2020

The research behind the numbers

THE RESEARCH

Dam infrastructure across the United States is aging — the
average dam is more than 50 years old, and tens of thousands
have outlived their original purpose. We synthesized studies on
the impacts of dams and dam removals to help owners, utilities,
and agencies weigh continued maintenance against removal.
Studies were compiled across nine categories, drawing on
benefit-cost, property value, travel cost modeling, and input-
output studies - all standardized to 2025 dollars.

CHART 1 — REPAIR VS. REMOVE

WHY IT MATTERS

Accessible economic evidence is essential to sound decisions.
Dam removal produces measurable benefits across a wide
landscape — from infrastructure and insurance savings to gains
in fisheries, recreation, and property values. While no results
transfer exactly between projects, these values help decision-
makers estimate the order of magnitude of benefits and costs
for a specific structure.

Documented cost to repair, rehabilitate or relicense vs. remove for select projects ($ millions)

@® Costtorepair @ Costtoremove

SMALLER DAMS

Whittenton Pond (MA) -76% less to remove
- $2.47M
S $0.58M

Soldier Creek (UT) -67% less to remove
e $11M
S $3.67M
Bartlett (MA)
I $0.87M
G $0.42M

Edwards (ME) -27% less to remove
S $20.5M
S $15M

Briggsville (MA) -21% less to remove
e $1.64M
S ©1.29M

-51% less to remove

CHART 2 — ESTIMATED SAVINGS FROM REMOVAL

LARGE DAMS

Lower Klamath (OR and CA) -76% less to remove
e $688M
S $168M
Condit (WA)

s $68.1M

& $32.2M

Each panel uses its own scale.

-53% less to remove

Documented net savings of removal over repair, by project ($ millions)

SMALLER DAMS

Bartlett (MA)
Briggsville (MA)
Whittenton Pond (MA)
Edwards (ME)

Soldier Creek (UT)

@B 3$0.45M

@8 $0.35M

G $1.89M
G $5.5M
G $7.33M

LARGE DAMS

Condit (WA)
Leaburg (OR)
Lower Klamath (OR and CA)

@ $35.9M
S $153M
S $520M

Note: the bars represent the stated values but are not directly scaled due to the variation in the magnitudes of results. Soldier Creek (UT) removal is an implied
upper bound. Lower Klamath repair reflects $600M capital + $88M/yr O&M over a 40-year license in Chart 1, with Lower Klamath net savings shown in Chart 2.
The Leaburg (OR) study reported only net savings from removal, which is why Leaburg appears in Chart 2 but not Chart 1.
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THE COST CASE FOR REMOVAL

One national analysis found that removing aging U.S. dams rather

$ 81 6 B than rehabilitating them could save more than $81.6B in aggregate
] — set against the $165.2B deferred-repair backlog for the nation's

AGGREGATE NET U.S. SAVINGS aging dam stock.
LAWSON 2016 - ASDSO 2025

Summary of Economic Benefits of Dam Removal Research Review ALL VALUES IN 2025 USD

IMPACT CATEGORY KEY FINDING / VALUE RANGE

Avoided Maintenance « $88.1M/yr maximum avoided operations and maintenance per dam (Lower Klamath).
Costs « $165.2B national deferred-repair backlog — the price tag utilities and public owners face to keep aging
dams safe and functional.

Maintenance vs. « $81.6B in aggregate national savings if aging U.S. dams were removed rather than rehabilitated.
Removal Savings « 60-99.5% cheaper than 30-year repair and maintenance in site-level case studies.
Flood Risk Reduction « $422K-$1.95M in avoided emergency-response and public-safety cost per project in New England.

+ Removal eliminates dam failure risk, but also removes the flood-detention benefit a dam provides; the
net effect depends on the site and must be evaluated project by project.

Property Values & + +10.9% increase in home value for properties near a free-flowing river vs. comparable homes near a
Insurability dam (WI).
o Disamenity discounts shrank sharply after removal (ME), suggesting free-flowing rivers carry a market
premium.
Commercial & « $858.7M/yr in recreational fishing value plus $196.8M/yr in commercial fishing value tied to a major
Recreational Fisheries Pacific Northwest watershed.

« $63-$79 per angler-day national benchmark shows fish-passage gains support livelihoods and
recreation elsewhere too.

Regional Economic » 1.88x output multiplier per dollar spent on removal construction in California.

Impacts < ~9jobs created per $1M spent — removal itself is an economic activity, generating local contracting and
labor income.

River Recreation & « $460-$552M/yr in river recreation value from a Pacific Northwest watershed study, plus $59.1M/yr

Tourism (Elwha, WA).

o $52-$57 per visitor-day national benchmark underscores that free-flowing rivers draw boating, rafting,
and tourism spending.

Considerations beyond the numbers: There are many additional economic benefits of dam removal that resist easy quantification — from alternative water
delivery needs, where public data is limited, to benefits to tribal and low-income communities, some of which are hard to quantify monetarily. Though these
considerations may not reduce to a dollar figure, they should still be part of the dam removal decision process.

EXPLORE THE SOURCES
Dam Removal Research Database

Every study collected for this research — searchable by impact category, geography, and method —
is published in an open Airtable database.

Browse the database —

openriversfund.org/economic-benefits-of-dam-removal

PLAN A SPECIFIC PROJECT

Dam Removal Cost Estimator
. ) . . . . ) Open the tool —
Predict a single dam's removal cost from height, river discharge, and project complexity — a USGS & Oregon

State model built on 668 past U.S. removals.

wrises.shinyapps.io/DamRemovalCostPredictiveModel - Duda et al., 2023 (Frontiers in Ecology & the Environment)
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