ldaho's Frank Church and the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act at 50

Professor Sara Dant

“In a country where nature has been so
lavish and where we have been so spendthrift
of indigenous beauty, to set aside a few rivers
in their natural state should be considered an
obligation.

- Sen. Frank Church’

n October of 2018, Americans

celebrated the 50" anniver-

sary of the landmark Wild and

Scenic Rivers Act’s protection

of rivers in their “free-flowing
condition . . . for the benefit and
enjoyment of present and future
generations.”  This well-known
and well-loved legacy of 1960s and
1970s-era conservation continues to
preserve waterways throughout the
country that possess “outstandingly
remarkable scenic, recreational,
geologic, fish and wildlife, historic,
[and] cultural . .. values.”” Less well-
known, perhaps, is that the genesis
of this powerful legislation lies in
Idaho and is the product of the vi-
sionary leadership of Senator Frank
Church. It s fair to argue that with-
out Frank Church, Idaho certainly
would not have the rich public lands
resources it enjoys today.

But the nation would also have
been poorer; Church’s environmen-
tal contributions to wild and scenic
rivers, wilderness, and land conserva-
tion were not only in the legislation
he succeeded in passing but also in
the way he went about passing these
laws. As a former lobbyist with the
Wilderness Society and the Sierra
Club recalled, “Frank was among the
handful of absolutely crucial leaders
we turned toagainand again?” “He did
not come across as a crusader . . . but
rather as a quieter, careful workman
who crafted the deft compromises
and accommodations.” If studying
the past helps inform the present,
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Frank Church fishing in the Sawtooth Mountains in 1965.

then Frank Church’s essential role
in the development and passage of
the 1968 Wild and Scenic Rivers Act
provides an illustrative and instruc-
tive window into this critical era of
environmental fluorescence.

Frank Church’s early years

Church’s tenure in the U.S. Senate
aligns with a period of unprecedent-
ed federal environmental protective
legislation.  Presidents John Ken-
nedy, Lyndon Johnson, and Richard
Nixon presided over nearly a decade
and a half of landmark congressio-
nal lawmaking that focused national
attention on protecting natural re-
sources. The result was passage of
some of the most far-reaching and
powerful laws affecting plant and
animal species, air and water, and
public lands thanks to the environ-
mental bipartisanism that flourished

during this remarkable stretch. At
the center was Idaho’s own Frank
Church, whose Senate career pow-
erfully illustrates the critical role of
the individual in the machinations
of environmental politics. His abil-
ity to galvanize consensus ensured
that measures remained bipartisan
and popular, a “green pork” win-win
model of environmental legislation.

Church’s support and affinity
for the environment grew out of his
deep appreciation for the wild Idaho
of his youth. Born in 1924, Church
was a third-generation Idahoan who
spent his boyhood recreating with
family and friends throughout the
scenically spectacular and sparsely
populated state. He said, “I never
knew a person who felt self-impor-
tant in the morning after spending
the night in the open on an Idaho
mountainside under a star-studded
summer sky



He took office in 1957 at just 32
years of age. He was green, certainly,
but not in the environmental sense.
His 1956 senatorial campaign had
promised “to build your Idaho” by
attracting industry and economic
development to his natural resource-
rich, cash-poor state.’ Church was a
quick study, however, and his tenure
on the Senate Interior Committee in
particular began to reveal another
way to calculate land values—one
that moved beyond board-feet of
timber and kilowatt-hours of power
to an appreciation of the intrinsic
wealth of nature in its pristine state.
Church came to understand that
unbounded economic development
was not only an unrealistic goal for
Idaho, the West, and the nation, but
also an undesirable one. As a result,
he championed some of the most
important pieces of conservation
legislation passed during the halcy-
on days of the environmental move-
ment.

The Snake, the Salmon,
and the Oxbow Incident

By the late 1950s, growing pub-
lic awareness of environmental
degradation coalesced into a pow-
erful movement to legislate change.
While its sources were myriad, this
nascent environmentalism drew
strength from the confluence of a
thriving economy, rising standards
of living, and widespread concern
about the “costs” of atomic energy
and rampant industrialization. The
outdoor recreation boom exempli-
fies this convergence. It began in the
1920s, accelerated during the 1930s,
and exploded following World War
II. Americans who felt secure eco-
nomically wanted to add what re-
mained of wilderness spaces and
nature to their “quality of life” calcu-
lus.® Furthermore, as population ex-
panded and urbanization threatened
to gobble up the countryside, the
environmental toll finally registered
with a growing portion of the gen-
eral public.

Church came to understand that unbounded economic development
was not only an unrealistic goal for Idaho, the West, and the nation,
but also an undesirable one. As a result, he championed some of the
most important pieces of conservation legislation passed during
the halcyon days of the environmental movement.

One of the key issues in Church’s
1956 campaign had been the emerg-
ing dispute over dam construction
in Hells Canyon on the Snake Riv-
er.” Hells Canyon, North America’s
deepest gorge, cradles the Snake Riv-
er and defines the northern portion
of Idaho’s border with Oregon. Car-
rying nearly twice the volume of the
Colorado River, the Snake was also
home to impressive salmon runs; at
the time of the Hells Canyon contro-
versy the Snake produced nearly 40
percent of all the salmon and steel-
head in the entire Columbia River
Basin.®  Significantly, in 1956, the
Hells Canyon gorge contained the
last free-flowing stretch of the Mid-
dle Snake, approximately 110 miles
long.

The fight over the development
or preservation of that stretch started
before Frank Church joined the Sen-
ate, spanned two decades, and forev-
er changed him. In 1955, the Federal
Power Commission approved Idaho
Power’s proposal for three privately
developed dams on the Snake River:
Brownlee Dam began producing
power in 1958, followed by Oxbow
Dam in 1961, and low Hells Canyon
Dam in 1967. In spite of Idaho Pow-
er’s success, the goal of building an
additional high federal dam in Hells
Canyon remained alive. At the cen-
ter of this fight was Frank Church,
who initially emerged solidly in fa-
vor of the federal high Hells Canyon
dam proposal.’

In 1958, however, an incident
at Oxbow Dam led to what some
called “one of the greatest anadro-
mous fish disasters in history” Idaho
Power Company’s failed attempt to
transport salmon around the Ox-
bow Dam in an effort to maintain
viable salmon runs—an obligation
required by its development per-
mit—instead stranded thousands of
salmon, drawing national attention
to the shortcomings of the project’s
fish passage technology. Thereafter,
any new development plan for the
Columbia River system would have
to address “the fish problem?!°

As Church later recalled, the
early Hells Canyon controversy “was
not about whether or not a dam
would be built but rather where
it would be built and who should
build it”"" But the ‘Oxbow Incident’
had revealed the toll dams take on
fisheries. Consequently, in the en-
suing decade, Church began to re-
consider fundamentally his position
on dams in general, not just private
dams. Particularly since one of the
public dam proposals threatened to
block not just the Snake but also the
Salmon River, home to 30 percent
of the total anadromous fish spawn
in the Columbia River basin and
more than half of all its spring and
summer chinook. This was a cost
Church was unwilling to pay.”?

Thus, in 1959, and again in Janu-
ary of 1960, Church introduced a
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Salmon River Preservation bill “to
prohibit the licensing of any dam
on the Salmon River, whether high
or low. . . [to] keep this famed wil-
derness river open and unobstructed
until such time as the fish passage
problem has been satisfactorily
solved?" Not surprisingly, Church’s
Salmon River Preservation bill gen-
erated significant public response.

The Federal Power Commis-
sion opposed Church’s bill, stating
it would “prevent the balancing of
these adverse effects on fish against
the overall benefits to navigation,
flood control and power genera-
tion”** Private power companies also
opposed the proposal as “not in the
public interest”"* And the conserva-
tive Ralph W. Hunter from the Me-
ridian [1daho] New Times demanded
that “this farce of considering fish
more important than electric power
be stopped” or else “power custom-
ers will pay millions of dollars for a
comparative handful of fish in two
tiny creeks'®

But a significant collection of
supporters rallied to the bill’s de-
fense. The Southern Idaho Fish and
Game Association, for example, gave
full endorsement to Church’s plan to
“preserve this valuable and irreplace-
able resource?”” Church’s Salmon
River Preservation bill repeatedly
failed to pass the Senate, however, so
the Senator changed his tactics.

The birth of The Wild
and Scenic Rivers Act

In March 1965, drawing on the
lessons he had learned from his in-
volvement in the Hells Canyon and
1964 Wilderness Act controversies,
Church introduced the National
Wild Rivers bill.'"® The new proposal
was designed to protect sections of
six of the nation’s scenic rivers—in-
cluding the Salmon and Clearwater
rivers in Idaho—from economic
development.” Calling the bill “a
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working partner to the wilderness
bill? Church believed the wild rivers
bill would eventually take its place
alongside the “landmark” Wilder-
ness Act he also helped champion, as
“another first for America??

Yet while Church believed the
wild rivers proposal was an impor-
tant companion to the Wilderness
Act, he was also quick to emphasize
their differences. Most importantly,
he noted, the wild rivers bill did “not
seek to create corridors of wilder-
ness through which these rivers will
flow?”' Rather, the philosophy of
multiple use would prevail, allowing
grazing, timber harvest, mining, and
road building to continue.”

Like the Salmon River Preserva-
tion proposal before it, however,
the wild rivers bill blocked dams.
Church was not anti-dam—indeed,
he called himself “a devoted advocate
of dams for Idaho”—but he advocat-
ed balanced management of water
resources that favored “neither the
farmers’ spade, the angelers’ hook,
nor ‘Reddy-Kilowatt’s’ switch?”*
Though he strongly believed some
rivers, like the Snake, ought to be
harnessed, he believed others, like

Frank Church reviewing correspondence in his senate office (Circa 1970 - 1975).

“the magnificent Salmon,” ought to
be left in their unblemished splen-
dor.*

The Pacific Northwest now en-
joyed some of the cheapest power
in the country, but it had paid the
price with its fisheries. And Church
considered the wild rivers system
“an essential weapon” in the fight
to save Idaho’s dwindling salmon
and steelhead runs. “Once a dam is
built;” he argued, “a wild river is lost
forevermore?” He hoped that in
Idaho, and elsewhere, conservation
could be “the companion of devel-
opment.”*

In spite of some industry oppo-
sition, Church’s measure enjoyed
widespread, bi-partisan congressio-
nal support, and on October 2, 1968,
the Wild and Scenic Rivers proposal
became law. In its final form, the
new system included three catego-
ries for river preservation, a conces-
sion designed to please almost ev-
eryone and ensure maximum river
corridor protection.

The most restrictive category is
“wild river” Designed to protect the
“vestiges of primitive America; these
rivers should be “free of impound-



ments and generally inaccessible
except by trail, with watersheds or
shorelines essentially primitive and
waters unpolluted” The second cat-
egory, “scenic river, protects those
rivers “still largely primitive and
shorelines largely undeveloped, but
accessible in places by roads” The
third, and least restrictive designa-
tion, “recreational river; protects
rivers that are “readily accessible by
road or railroad that may have some
development along their shorelines,
and that may have undergone some
impoundment or diversion in the
past’¥

In other words, untouched river
areas remain untouched and those
with existing access remain open
for recreation and even develop-
ment. The law immediately desig-
nated eight rivers, more than half
in the West including the Salmon
and Clearwater (and its tributaries),
for inclusion in the Wild and Scenic
Rivers system.?

Compromise, cooperation, and
pragmatic politics form the core of
Church’s legislative legacy. As the
Wild and Scenic Rivers campaign il-
lustrates, the role of the individual is
often critical in navigating environ-
mental politics. Frank Church’s con-
version to the environmental preser-
vation movement was neither pain-
less nor smooth. Church himself
admitted, “the major difficulty has
been trying to find the proper bal-
ance between needed development
of our nation’s resources to maintain
full employment and prosperity on
the one hand and improve and pre-
serve the quality of human life and
the environment on the other?”

By all indications, the Senator
was more than a political opportun-
ist. He often led his constituents in
directions political pundits told him
they would not go, particularly on
environmental issues. Though some
environmental activists and critics
have characterized Church’s willing-

“Sometimes it is necessary to take the unpopular positions.
| have to live with my conscience a lot longer
than I'll have to live with my job.*°

ness to compromise as indicative of
an incomplete commitment to pres-
ervation, Church once commented:
“Sometimes it is necessary to take
the unpopular positions. I have to
live with my conscience a lot longer
than I’ll have to live with my job*
In many ways this statement sum-
marizes Church’s rational, thought-
ful approach to both Wild and Sce-
nic Rivers and the environmental
movement generally.

Creating consensus

As one political reporter put it,
in a democracy, “everyone sitting
around the table has to get some-
thing, meaning everyone has to give
something”' That democratic ideal
is bound up in the environmental
legislation Frank Church helped to
pass. Over the course of his four
Senate terms, from 1957 to 1981,
Church wrestled with balancing the
conflicting demands for resource use
and preservation, of economy and
environment, in Idaho, the West, and
the nation. As he once conceded,
“getting action in Congress depends
upon lining up the votes. I work in
a political forum, where success usu-
ally depends on some measure of
accommodation. I try to be effective
without compromising end objec-
tives¥

Church shaped—and was shaped
by—a national sentiment that in-
creasingly counted a healthy envi-

- Sen. Frank Church

ronment as an integral part of the
good life and a measure of a higher
standard of living. For the past fifty
years, the Wild and Scenic Rivers
Act has been the consensus-build-
ing complement to America’s best
ideas of national parks and wilder-
ness, protecting 12,754 miles of 209
rivers in 40 states and Puerto Rico.
This remarkable legacy is put into
some perspective, however, when
compared to the more than 75,000
large dams across the country that
have modified more than 600,000
river miles.*® There is still much to
be done.

Yet Church’s advocacy fundamen-
tally shifted the American paradigm
to recognize the other-than-power
values of a wild river and consider
whether the best dam might be no
dam.** Fortunately, Idaho’s Senator
also modeled a kind of symbiotic
relationship with environmental or-
ganizations such as the Sierra Club
worth restoring in the 21* century:
he needed their more radical posi-
tions to make him appear moderate
in an increasingly conservative Ida-
ho, while they needed him to craft
the political compromises necessary
to achieve environmental protection.

This partnership set the tone for
their long and fruitful cooperation
and together they translated grass-
roots activism into concrete legisla-
tion that helped build the founda-

tion of the modern environmental
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movement. As former Secretary of
the Interior, Stewart Udall, said sim-
ply, Church was “one of the preemi-
nent leaders” on environmental is-
sues in Congress.** In the end, how-
ever, Church did not embrace envi-
ronmental concerns because they
were fashionable, but because he
genuinely believed they were right.*
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