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Comments from Seattle City Light General Manager Debra Smith  

& Seattle City Council Member Sara Nelson, Chairperson for the  

Economic Development, Technology & City Light Committee 

 

Seattle City Light (City Light), the municipal electric utility serving a population of nearly one million 

residents in the City of Seattle and seven franchise jurisdictions bordering Seattle, appreciates this 

opportunity to comment on the “Lower Snake River Dams: Benefit Replacement Draft Report” 

(Draft Report) prepared at the request of Senator Patty Murray and Governor Jay Inslee. City Light 

would like to thank Jim Kramer, the consultant leading the Draft Report’s development, for his early 

engagement with City Light and interest in learning about the needs and challenges of the Pacific 

Northwest utility customers of the Bonneville Power Administration (BPA).  

 

City Light is the second largest utility customer of the BPA, relying on BPA to meet approximately 40% 

of the electric load of City Lights’ customers. City Light also owns and operates its own dams, including 

the Skagit River Hydroelectric Project in the North Cascades and the Boundary Dam on the Pend Oreille 

River. As City Light continues to balance its own power supply portfolio, the reliability, costs, and 

environmental sustainability of the federal hydropower system are critically important to the customers 

and the communities that City Light serves. This means City Light also understands the responsibility of 

hydropower operators to appropriately balance the benefits and impacts of the hydropower system on 

multiple complex factors, including (but not limited to): survival of threatened and endangered species, 

affordable and reliable power, greenhouse gas emission reduction, flood control, and navigation 

important to residents throughout the Northwest region. Weighing the above also means that City 

Light sees and understands the importance of the Northwest hydropower system in balancing variable 

greenhouse gas-free energy resources needed to meet future decarbonization goals in the face of 

climate change. 

 

Energy 

City Light greatly appreciates the Draft Report acknowledging that the energy services and benefits 

provided by the Lower Snake River Dams (LSRDs) would need to be replaced before proposed dam 

breaching to ensure that there would be no impact to the energy supply reliability of the region. For the 

utility customers of BPA, this replacement-in-advance assumption provides the necessary assurance 

that the critical power generation and capacity of the federal hydropower system would not be reduced 

at the same time utilities are working to meet the aggressive clean energy policies recently adopted by 

the Washington State Legislature and supported by the City of Seattle and City Light. City Light also 

agrees with the acknowledgement in the Draft Report that replacing the energy services provided by 
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the LSRDs with increased solar and wind generation, energy storage, energy efficiency, and demand 

response will take time, funding, planning and collaboration across all stakeholders.   

 

The electric utility industry is in a period of great change at the same time there is a strong interest due 

to the increasing threats of climate change, to decarbonize the entire economy through electrification. 

Clean energy policies are driving plans to build many new renewable energy resources over the next 30 

years, which utility planners suspect could overwhelm the existing infrastructure, if not thoughtfully and 

collaboratively planned. The region’s utilities are considering technological advancements, as well as 

market opportunities and solutions, but these advancements alone may be inadequate – or simply not 

timely enough – to meet the growing demand. Utilities are just beginning to reckon with the possibility 

that significant distribution system enhancements and transmission grid expansion will be necessary to 

meet their ambitious decarbonization goals. These improvements are expected to be costly and time 

consuming, so they must be factored into the decisions about when and how to move forward.  

 

Although City Light is excited that its customers are committed to deep decarbonization of the local 

economy, City Light has completed analysis that indicates those commitments will cause load demand 

to grow more rapidly after 2028 due to electrification. At the same time, as City Light moves to secure 

new renewable energy resources and energy conservation to meet the needs of our customers, City 

Light will also need to acquire new resources to meet our obligations under Washington’s Clean Energy 

Transformation and Climate Commitment Acts. City Light has yet to determine where this additional 

energy will be sourced from, and whether transmission capacity will be available to deliver the required 

generation to Seattle. City Light is just one of many utilities facing the same challenge as an early 

supporter and participant in the Western Power Pool’s Western Resource Adequacy Program (WRAP) 

development process – the regional effort to assure resource adequacy – City Light understands many 

of our peers in the BPA customer community see similar challenges ahead.  

 

The Draft Study acknowledges how removing the LSRDs would reduce the Federal Power System’s total 

firm energy output and flexible capacity that is critical for BPA to meet customer load variations and to 

integrate renewable energy resources. The Columbia River System Operations (CRSO) Environmental 

Impact Statement (EIS) analysis indicated the region will need to add nearly 1,000 average megawatts 

firm energy and twice as much winter peaking capability to replace the lost benefits, which translates 

into a very large number of carbon-free resources. Removing the LSRDs would substantially increase 

the need for resource additions in this region at the same time utilities are grappling with plans for 

electrification and meeting clean energy policies. 

 

As a result, demand for new generation in the Northwest is expected to increase rapidly even as the 

existing bulk electric grid has limited capacity, so construction of new transmission and upgrades to 

existing pathways will be required to maintain system reliability and power resource deliverability across 

the west.  Since removing the LSRDs would complicate this picture, City Light recommends the Draft 
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Report include a more comprehensive power analysis to address the implications of dam removal on 

electric reliability, transmission costs, and grid stability across the region, considering the many other 

drivers for resource additions over the next 30 years.  

 

Finally, City Light believes that given the need for replacement energy resources, the timing of 

proposed dam removal could complicate efforts to meet clean energy goals. Therefore, City Light 

recommends that the Draft Report evaluate whether a phased or incremental approach would be 

feasible to allow time for emerging technologies and innovation to play the largest possible role in 

meeting current and future energy needs. 

 

Multiple Objectives 

The region faces an important decision with incomplete information about the costs, benefits, and risks 

associated with the proposed removal of the LSRDs and the stakes are enormous, not only for the fish, 

but for the regional economy. As the Draft Report explained, the LSRDs are key to delivering multiple 

objectives to benefit the region, including irrigation, transportation, electric grid stability, renewable 

resource integration (peaking capacity) and ensuring delivery of reliable and affordable power to 

residential, commercial, and industrial customers. 

 

While City Light supports bold action and investment to protect and recover imperiled salmon runs, City 

Light recommends that the Draft Report evaluate a range of impacts and benefits achieved through 

strategic mitigation measures undertaken in advance of the proposed LSRD removals with the full 

support of the Federal Government. In addition, City Light recommends that the Draft Report call for a 

more rigorous study to evaluate potential impacts to the timeframe to meet clean energy policy goals if 

the LSRDs are removed. 

 

Science-Based Approach  

City Light believes decisions about programs to restore imperiled fish and wildlife populations should 

be based on the best available science and, to the extent practicable, define measurable outcomes. 

Before the region undertakes any potential change to hydroelectric operations, including dam removal, 

ideally it should be able to predict with reasonably high probability whether the change would produce 

the intended environmental benefit without creating additional, unintended consequences. As 

emphasized in previous comments related to the CRSO EIS review process, City Light believes that a 

robust science-based, environmental monitoring and adaptive management program is essential to 

provide a reasonable level of confidence that the conservation objectives of this effort will be met, 

especially in the face of climate change. The important efforts to improve outcomes for fish in the 

short- and long-term included in the 2020 CRSO Biological Opinion must continue, and the results must 

be considered in any decision as we move forward. Along the same lines, City Light recommends that 

the Draft Report call for a more rigorous study to demonstrate the effects of dam removal on fish 

survival.  
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City Light is concerned that the life-cycle science concerning fish survival is not yet fully understood. 

Despite well-prescribed hydroelectric operations in the Columbia River Basin that were intended to 

benefit fish over the past 30 years, dramatic annual fluctuations in fish stocks suggest that there are 

likely many factors at work beyond dam operations, including climate change, overfishing, predation, 

hatchery management policies and tributary habitat degradation. The more data we have about all 

these factors the better-informed decisions the region can make about how to design an effective fish 

and wildlife recovery program. City Light recommends the Draft Report evaluate how to balance these 

factors consistent with the best available science and recommend additional studies that could 

contribute to the body of knowledge to inform this evaluation.  

 

City Light supports the ongoing regional effort to find a long-term comprehensive solution to protect 

and recover species listed under the Endangered Species Act and is actively participating as one of two 

utility-stakeholder representatives in the Columbia Basin Collaborative led by the Washington, Oregon, 

Idaho, and Montana governors. In general, City Light supports an aggressive approach to 

simultaneously consider and address all factors adverse to fish and wildlife recovery. For example, in 

response to the 2018 Southern Resident Killer Whale Task Force Recommendations, City Light 

expressed support for habitat restoration and protection, critical evaluation of hatchery production, 

contaminants pollution remediation, and prioritizing removal of barriers to fish migration where such 

removal would yield high benefits to anadromous fish. City Light believes an all-in approach (e.g., 

hydro, harvest, habitat, and hatcheries) that addresses a broad range of factors may be the best 

strategy for restoring healthy, harvestable anadromous fish populations in the Columbia Basin as well. 

City Light recommends the Draft Report elaborate on how an all-factor approach to the LSRDs situation 

could lead to successful fish recovery. 

 

Respect Tribal Culture and Rights 

City Light acknowledges that hydropower development in the Columbia Basin has adversely impacted 

the culture and economic well-being of the tribes. City Light supports efforts to identify mitigation 

opportunities that the tribes consider appropriate and impactful and would be open to supporting a 

new decision governance structure that includes more input from tribal representatives and reflection 

of that input in future decisions related to Columbia Basin development, including hydroelectric 

operations, as well as the planning for any associated future replacement renewable resources.  

 

Finding a Way Forward 

City Light is confident the region can collectively develop a proposal for managing the hydroelectric 

power system that will help the region meet its goals with respect to reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions, supporting development of renewables, and providing reliable and affordable power to 

residents and businesses across the region, while also protecting and recovering our native salmon 

runs. City Light is excited to work with other stakeholders to develop a path forward, although we 

recognize this will be a daunting effort. This effort will require all participants commit to a collaborative 
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process, as an alternative to continued litigation.  The Federal Energy Regulatory (FERC) Integrated 

License (renewal) Process (ILP) for non-federal dams, provides one such framework. City Light also 

recommends review of FERC’s “17 Factor Analysis” as a tool that incorporates the beneficial and adverse 

impacts of a hydro project on various resources and interests prior to determining whether 

decommissioning should be evaluated as a viable option in the relicensing process.    

 

City Light recommends that the Draft Report outline how to move forward by including the following:  a 

list of tasks that need to be completed to inform a decision, a reasonable timeframe to compete the 

tasks, who (or what body of stakeholders) would lead each process, who would be responsible for 

completing tasks, who would fund each effort, and how accountability would be tracked. Finally, the 

Draft Report should also recommend a strategy to seek Federal funding and support from the state 

governments of Washington, Oregon, Idaho, and Montana for these efforts. 

 

Thank you for this opportunity to offer our comments on this important issue.  

 


