
Appeared in January 18, 2015 Issue Joint Publication of The Wenatchee World and The 
Chronicle

Ecology seeks funds for water projects
Scrapped dam project taken off final budget list

by Dee Camp, The Chronicle

OLYMPIA—The state Department of Ecology is seeking $3.8 million in 
state money for Columbia River water supply projects, but a feasibility 
study for a proposed British Columbia dam on the Similkameen River is not 
among them.

In September, the agency’s Office of Columbia River sent its 2015-17 
budget request to Gov. Jay Inslee. The total sought topped $22 million, and 
the request included an itemized list of proposed projects.

When Inslee’s budget request went to the Legislature several weeks later, it 
was for around $11 million as a lump sum.

About the same time as Ecology Director Maia D. Bellon submitted her 
request to Inslee, the company proposing the Similkameen River dam 
scrapped its proposal.

The Similkameen, called one of the most scenic in British Columbia, 
originates in the provence and flows into the U.S. near Nighthawk, then 
turns eastward and flows into the Okanogan River just south of Oroville.

Dam proponent, Fortis Generation Similkameen, “maintains that it has no 
plans to move forward with the Similkameen River water management and 
hydroelectric project at this time,” FortisBC Corporate Communications 
Manager Neal Pohran said Thursday.

The company had proposed a dam on the Similkameen River south of 
Princeton, B.C. The proposal called for a dam 541 feet high and 1,640 feet 
wide with a reservoir extending 20 kilometers (12.42 miles) to create 
154,000 square feet of annual storage.



Ecology was asked to participate in the feasibility study “because we 
wanted to study the impact or benefit” of the proposal, spokeswoman Joyce 
Redfield-Wilder said. “We are not interested in building a dam in Canada. 
We would need to know the impact” on state interests such as irrigation, 
fish, water flow and existing electrical generation.

Earlier this week, the Sierra Club issued a press release about the 
Similkameen proposal and wrote a letter to Inslee asking why the state 
would participate in such a study.

Fortis announced in September it did not plan to move ahead, and also 
notified the state at that time, Pobran said.

“We cannot speculate why Washington state would have included this 
project in its proposed budget,” he said.

Redfield-Wilder said the director’s request came at roughly the same time 
Fortis decided to scrap the project and the $1.6 million included on Bellon’s 
request to the governor will not be pursued.

“That was a preliminary budget item that was there in case FortisBC went 
forward with an (environmental impact statement) on a proposed dam on 
the Similkameen,” she said. “They have since spiked that proposal so our 
study isn’t needed.”

“We believe that building a water storage hydroelectric facility on the 
Similkameen River would create many benefits for the area,” Project 
Manager Joseph Sukhnandan said in September. “However, based on the 
results of our latest engineering and economic studies, we determined the 
project is not financially viable at this time.”

Fortis is the largest investor-owned electric and gas distribution utility in 
Canada. Since the 1990s, various groups have investigated the feasibility 
of a water storage and hydroelectric facility in the area.

Fortis said it may reevaluate the project in the future, based on customer 
demands and marketing conditions.



The Columbia River Policy Advisory Group will meet later this month to 
prioritize the remaining proposed state projects, Redfield-Wilder said.

The governor’s $11 million request still must go through the Legislature, so 
it’s not known how much money may be included in the final budget.

Three other area projects were on Bellon’s request list: Columbia River off-
channel storage near Mansfield, Methow Valley in-stream flow 
improvement and a water service contract with the U.S. Bureau of 
Reclamation to provide water from Lake Roosevelt to end users.

In the Mansfield-area project, $1.6 million was requested to develop and 
coordinate storage project feasibility. Redfield-Wilder said that may involve 
underground storage.

For the Methow Valley Irrigation District proposal, in-stream flows and fish 
habitat in the Twisp and Methow rivers and Alder Creek would be improved 
to provide more reliable and efficient service for irrigators and to provide 
additional water to Twisp, the budget request said. The request is for $1 
million.

The Lake Roosevelt project, for $1.2 million, would provide water for 
municipal/industrial uses, Odessa Sub-area interruptible water right holders 
and in-stream flows.


