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1. Introduction 
Every machine made by humans reaches the end of its useful life. This will be the first 
post in a short series on what should happen to electric generation projects when it is no 
longer economical to restore, repurpose, nor continue to use them for their intended 
purpose. 

However this first post is special. It is partially drawn from my deep past and partially an 
agreement to restore a natural resource and everything around it through the creative 
destruction of a series of old projects near the California-Oregon Border. 

2. A Different Time & Place 
It was the late 1980s. I was the application engineering manager for Landis & Gyr 
Systems in San Jose, and I had settled into a yearly routine. For six months I worked my 
butt off in this demanding job, spending long hours, weekends with occasional all-
nighters, helping to making our small-Supervisory Control and Data Acquisition (SCADA) 
product successful. This was normal for this time and place – Silicon Valley when it was 
exploding. 

Every six months I was pretty burned-out, so I packed up my cab-over camper and 
headed north. Usually I went up the Northern California Coast, camping at state parks / 
beaches as I went. North of Arcata I turned inland on Highway 299, for a short distance, 
then north again on Highway 96, which followed the Trinity River, through the Hoopa 
Indian Reservation until the Trinity branched off of the Klamath River. The highway 
continued north for a while and finally turned east. This section of Highway 96 was 
informally known as the Klamath River Highway. It meandered with this river so it was a 
long drive, and I usually camped for one night at a National Forest campground close to 
the Klamath. As I slept, I could hear the river. 

The next day, just before Highway 96 intersected with I-5 I turned onto a small highway 
that ran south a few miles to Yreka where my parents lived. I would spend a few days 
there, and frequently my brother would come down from where he worked in the 
Klamath National Forest (for the National Forest Service), and we would mostly discuss 
our jobs. 

At Landis & Gyr systems we mainly sold our SCADA Systems to electric utilities – mostly 
in the U.S., but eventually we entered the international market. At this time and place, 
PacifiCorp was one of our best customers, and Yreka was in their service territory, so I 
tried to stop by and see a manager I knew in Yreka when I passed through. 

PacifiCorp had four small hydroelectric projects northeast of Yreka on the Klamath: 

John C. Boyle, 2 units, 80 MW, built in 1958 

Copco One & Copco Lake, 2 units, 20 MW, built in 1918 

Copco Two, 2 Units, 27 MW, Built in 1925 

Iron Gate, 1 unit, 18 MW, built in 1961 
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All accept the first project are in California, and the John C. Boyle is in Oregon. 

3. The Two Decade Battle 
Let’s start with a good map of the Klamath River System from this source.1 

 

Since I found a good source that clearly described this battle, I will reference it here2 and 
use its description below. 

After an uphill two-decade-long struggle in one of the nation’s most contentious 
watersheds, campaigners in the Klamath River Basin moved to the brink of a 
momentous, well-deserved victory Tuesday. 

PacifiCorp, a Pacific Northwest utility that owns four environmentally and culturally 
disastrous dams that span the Klamath, announced via Zoom and YouTube that it had 
withdrawn its last objection to their demolition. All that’s needed now is an expected final 
approval from the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission, and the massive dam 
removal project could be carried out in 2023. 

During the livestream announcement, Govs. Gavin Newsom of California and Kate 
Brown of Oregon, the chairmen of two Klamath Basin tribes and an executive 

                                                 
1 American Rivers, “Klamath River”, https://www.americanrivers.org/river/klamath-

river/#:~:text=Klamath%20River%20Dams.%20For%20nearly%20100%20years%2C%20dams,1908%20a

nd%201962%2C%20will%20soon%20be%20coming%20down  
2 Jacques Leslie, Los Angeles Times via Yahoo News, “Op-Ed: A victory for salmon, two tribes and the 

Klamath River”, November 17, 2020, https://news.yahoo.com/op-ed-victory-salmon-two-223108402.html  

https://www.americanrivers.org/river/klamath-river/#:~:text=Klamath%20River%20Dams.%20For%20nearly%20100%20years%2C%20dams,1908%20and%201962%2C%20will%20soon%20be%20coming%20down
https://www.americanrivers.org/river/klamath-river/#:~:text=Klamath%20River%20Dams.%20For%20nearly%20100%20years%2C%20dams,1908%20and%201962%2C%20will%20soon%20be%20coming%20down
https://www.americanrivers.org/river/klamath-river/#:~:text=Klamath%20River%20Dams.%20For%20nearly%20100%20years%2C%20dams,1908%20and%201962%2C%20will%20soon%20be%20coming%20down
https://news.yahoo.com/op-ed-victory-salmon-two-223108402.html
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representing PacifiCorp’s corporate owners took a public victory lap, unveiling an 
agreement that squarely meets objections raised by FERC to an earlier plan. 

At the turn of this century, when leaders of the Yurok and Karuk tribes launched the 
campaign to take down the dams, the goal was a long shot. They mounted a grass-roots 
movement, hired capable scientists and lawyers, and built relationships with legislators, 
government agency officials and even some farmers and ranchers, their putative foes. 
Despite major setbacks, they didn’t give up. 

“Hard projects like this never happen just because they’re the right thing to do,” Brian 
Johnson, California director of Trout Unlimited, which worked with the tribes, told me. 
“They happen when a group of people decides that failure isn’t an option.” 

At first, PacifiCorp refused to consider dam removal at all, then in 2010 agreed to the 
idea but balked at accepting liability for any unbudgeted costs that might arise from 
demolition. When FERC insisted in July that the plan couldn’t proceed unless PacifiCorp 
accepted a share of potential liability, the deal nearly broke down. Newsom and Brown 
came to the rescue, authorizing their two states to take on what is projected to be a 
minimal risk of unbudgeted costs. 

The Klamath Basin, which extends diagonally from the Oregon Cascades to the far 
Northern California coast, once supported the country’s third-largest salmon fishery. But 
beginning a couple of centuries ago, the river was devastated by mining, beaver 
trapping, logging, farming and ranching; the dams delivered the crowning blow. Now all 
the Klamath’s salmonid species are either extinct or in severe decline, the lower river is 
plagued with the parasite Ceratonova Shasta, which ravages fish, and each summer the 
reservoirs behind the dams contain stews of highly toxic blue-green algae. 

Solutions to all of these issues start with dam removal. By itself, the dams’ absence will 
open up 420 miles of river and stream spawning habitat to salmon, whose numbers and 
biological diversity are expected to grow substantially as a result. C. Shasta and blue-
green algae should both largely disappear. 

For the Yurok and the Karuk, whose cultures and diets revolve around salmon, dam 
demolition is a matter of self-preservation. When PacifiCorp showed no interest in dam 
removal in the early 2000s, the tribes and their allies, including Pacific coast fishermen 
and several mainstream environmental groups, mounted protests first at PacifiCorp’s 
headquarters in Portland, Ore., then at its parent company, Scottish Power, in the United 
Kingdom. 

During a week of protests in Edinburgh in 2004, tribal members became local celebrities 
as they punctured Scottish Power’s reputation as an environmental champion with 
descriptions of the Klamath dams’ impacts on salmon. Embarrassed, the utility's chief 
executive told the protest leaders the company was open to resolving the issue, 
including by removing the dams. Instead, a year later Scottish Power sold PacifiCorp to 
Berkshire Hathaway, financier Warren Buffett’s giant holding company. 

That led to three years of protests at Berkshire Hathaway’s annual meetings in Omaha, 
and again this fall at Berkshire Hathaway offices in six U.S. cities after PacifiCorp 
threatened to abandon the deal. The latest protests, combined with personal pleas from 
Newsom to Buffett, got PacifiCorp’s bosses at Berkshire Hathaway involved for the first 
time, and led to a deal. 
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While dam removal is the most fundamental step toward basin health, it is far from 
sufficient. The Klamath and its tributaries still need major commitments to habitat 
restoration, equitable flow allocations and water quality improvements in the upper 
basin. 

But none of these changes are planned now. Indeed, the dam removal victory is nested 
within a larger basin-wide tragedy. Ten years ago, another river deal, the Klamath Basin 
Restoration Agreement, addressed the river’s problems on a much broader scale. It 
represented a stunning multi-interest compromise that fairly distributed the river’s 
oversubscribed resources among the basin’s varied constituents while giving salmon a 
reasonable chance to thrive. Congress' tea party members, who categorically 
disapproved of dam removals, blocked the deal — a huge opportunity missed. 

Even so, the demolition of the Klamath dams is a major breakthrough, possibly 
generating momentum for the basin’s other needed reforms. As Russell Attebery, 
chairman of the Karuk tribe, puts it: “We are more confident than ever that future 
generations of Karuk will enjoy the benefits of a restored Klamath River.” 

Removal may also boost anti-dam campaigners everywhere. International Rivers, the 
world’s most prominent anti-dam nonprofit, calls the Klamath project “possibly the most 
important single initiative for river restoration anywhere and at any time.” 


