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Objectives 
Students will be able to: 
• Become aware of the 

conflicting demands for 
water, the difficult 
decisions that need to be 
made about the 
management of water,  
and the importance of 
managing our freshwater 
supply 

• Critically evaluate issues 
presented and make 
educated decisions 

• Make effective 
presentations 

 
Grade Level 
9-12 
 
Time to Complete 
One class session 
 
Subjects 
Science, social studies 
 

 
    

  
  

 

Wild River Dam Dilemma 
 
 
Summary 
 
Students adopt the roles of people with different points of view in a controversy 
surrounding a proposed dam. 
 
Background 
 
The demands for fresh water are numerous. Water is required for drinking and other 
home uses, for irrigating crops, for fish and wildlife habitat, for navigation, for 
hydroelectric power, for industry, for recreational purposes, and much more. Yet water 
is a limited resource. 
 
Frequently, the water supply is not available where or when it is wanted, or the supply 
is not in sufficient quantity to meet ever growing demands. In addition, existing 
supplies are being contaminated by harmful chemicals that make the water useless. 
What happens when the demands for water exceed the amount that is available? 
Which demands are met? Should efforts be made to increase the water supply or 
decrease the demands? The answers are not simple. 
 
Efforts can be made to increase the water supply by diverting water from some other 
place, by storing it, or by pumping it. Sometimes such actions can be detrimental to the 
environment For example, in Arizona and Florida ground water is pumped to add to 
surface water. But more ground water has been pumped than can be recharged 
naturally, causing the land to sink and creating huge crevices and craters. 
 
Many water experts believe that conservation is a better way of ensuring that there is 
an adequate water supply. For example, considerable savings can be achieved by more 
efficient irrigation systems, water saving plumbing fixtures, and the repair of leaking 
water systems (estimates show that from 10% to 20% of the water in major eastern 
cities is lost through leaking pipes). 
 
Many water experts also believe that raising the price of water for agricultural, 
industrial, and domestic uses will contribute to reducing demands for water and thus help conserve the water 
supply. 
 
One point all water experts agree upon is that the economic and environmental costs of obtaining clean water are 
going to increase, and the wise management and proper use of water will be a major environmental challenge of the 
future. 
 
Procedure 
 
1. Introduce your students to this investigation with the following hypothetical situation: 
 

PhotoDisc, Getty Images 
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The Wild River runs through the center of Big Valley County where the city of Bandell and the small 
town of Olsenville are located. Bandell, the county seat, has a modest amount of industry and a growing 
population. Olsenville recently celebrated its two hundredth anniversary and has many historical residences. 
It is the site of a major archaeological dig of an Indian settlement. The dig is responsible for a steady tourist 
industry. The Wild River also contributes to the tourist trade. The river is known for its white water rafting, 
kayaking rapids, and excellent trout fishing. Several small businesses in Olsenville have been built up around 
these activities. 

A 3 mile stretch of river near Olsenville is heavily forested and is a roosting area for bald eagles during 
the winter. The rest of the county land surrounding the river is used for farming. Water is diverted from the 
river for irrigation. 

The Municipal Water District has released a study that states that at current usage rates, Bandell will 
require additional water supplies and electricity within the next 10 years. The Municipal Water Department 
has suggested a plan to dam the Wild River at Olsenville for water supply storage and hydroelectric power 
generation. 

The dam would store spring flood waters for year-round use and the electricity produced by the power 
plant could be sold at a low rate to attract more industry to the county. Water would still be available to the 
farmers to pump for irrigation, but only after the Municipal Water Department has met its customers’ 
needs. A reservoir would be formed by the dam that could be used for boating, swimming, and fishing. 
However the 6 square miles it covered would flood the bald eagle roosting area and the archaeological site. 
The damming of the river would also eliminate the best stretch of the river for kayaking and rafting. 

The County Board of Supervisors must make a decision on whether the dam should be built. The 
supervisors have scheduled a public meeting to listen to recommendations for and against the project. 
 

2. Ask for volunteers or assign 3 to 5 students the roles of County Supervisors. Divide the rest of the class into 8 
groups.  

3. Give each group a copy of the group’s position statement. Each group should familiarize itself with the 
information about their assigned role and prepare a presentation for the public hearing. One person in each 
group should be chosen as the group’s spokesperson. 

4. Encourage your students to be creative in their arguments as well as their presentations. They might want to 
prepare charts and diagrams to help illustrate their viewpoints. Remind the students to distinguish between 
opinions and facts. Caution them that opinion statements are not always or necessarily preceded by words or 
phrases such as usually, probably, often, we feel and most likely. 

5. Students representing the county supervisors should elect a chairperson and decide on the procedure for 
running the public hearing.  

6. After each group presents its view point, the chairperson should open the floor for discussion.  

7. At the end of the discussion, the 8 groups should prepare closing statements summarizing their positions.  

8. After the group statements have been made, the county supervisors should cast their votes. A two-thirds 
majority is necessary for a proposal to pass. 

9. Following the vote, ask students the following questions: 
• Did you feel more information was needed before making a decision? If so, what information would you 

have liked to have?  
• In the game, did the county supervisors made their decisions based on economic 

criteria? How do you make decisions about things with a price, like electrical power, 
and things with no obvious dollar value, such as bald eagles? 
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• Does your city have a water conservation plan? Can you tell if water is being wasted in your community? 
Should a dam be built if a city is wasting its water supply? 

• Has there been a significant drought in your area in the past 10 years? If so, what measures were taken 
to respond to the water shortage (regulations on landscape watering, increased groundwater pumping, 
etc.)? Does your area have a drought management plan? 

• What recent or current examples of real-world water quantity controversies are they aware of? Are 
there any in your region? 

• Among the problems related to water use, water quality is as important as water supply. The Clean 
Water Act was passed in 1977 with the object “to restore and maintain the chemical, physical, and 
biological integrity of the Nation’s water.” Are there any water quality issues in your region? 

 
 
RESOURCES 
 

• U.S. Department of Energy, Office of Energy Efficiency & Renewable Energy 
o Water: http://energy.gov/eere/renewables/water  
o Hydropower Resource Assessment and Characterization: 

http://energy.gov/eere/water/hydropower-resource-assessment-and-characterization  
• The World Commission on Dams Report: http://www.unep.org/dams/WCD/report.asp  
• EarthLabs 

o Drying of the American West, Reservoirs on the Colorado River: 
http://serc.carleton.edu/eslabs/drought/6a.html  

o What Are the Trade-offs for Mitigating Drought Using Dams? 
http://serc.carleton.edu/eslabs/drought/8b.html  

• American Rivers 
o Hydropower: http://www.americanrivers.org/initiatives/dams/hydropower/  
o Why We Remove Dams: http://www.americanrivers.org/initiatives/dams/why-remove/  

• Hydropower Reform Coalition, Dam Effects: http://www.dameffects.org/index.html  
• Living With Dams: Know Your Risks, Association of State Dam Safety Officials: http://livingneardams.org/  
•  “Damming Evidence: The Pros and Cons of Big Earthworks,” The Economist: 

http://www.economist.com/node/1906890  
 
 
 
THE PLAYERS 
 
 
Director, Municipal Water District 
 

• Bandell is going to need a more reliable water supply than is now provided by the Wild River in order for 
there to be economic growth in the region. 

• The dam will store excess spring water for year-round use, provide for flood damage reduction, and 
generate hydroelectric power. 

• The new reservoir will provide many recreational activities to replace ones lost by damming the river. 
 
 
 
 
 

http://energy.gov/eere/renewables/water
http://energy.gov/eere/water/hydropower-resource-assessment-and-characterization
http://www.unep.org/dams/WCD/report.asp
http://serc.carleton.edu/eslabs/drought/6a.html
http://serc.carleton.edu/eslabs/drought/8b.html
http://www.americanrivers.org/initiatives/dams/hydropower/
http://www.americanrivers.org/initiatives/dams/why-remove/
http://www.dameffects.org/index.html
http://livingneardams.org/
http://www.economist.com/node/1906890
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Local Representative, Big Valley Agricultural Association 
• Large areas of farm land would be flooded meaning 15 families, including his own, would lose their farms. 
• With a lower priority for getting water than they now have, farmers could experience crop failure as a result 

of a moderate drought. 
• Many farm houses below the planned dam pump water from the river. They would have to drill expensive 

wells or pay to have water delivered from the reservoir. 
 
 
Director, County Social Services Administration 

• Construction and new industry will bring in new jobs for the unemployed of the area 
• The taxes received will improve hospital, social services, and fire and police forces 
• County youth recreational programs, facilities, and staff could be expanded because of the increased tax 

base 
 
 
President, Wild River Kayaking Outdoor Club 

• The low water flow after the reservoir is built would eliminate kayaking down one of the best stretches of 
white water in the country. 

• This area has been proposed as a scenic river area and would be ruined by the dam and reservoir. 
• The trout populations above and below the dam would be adversely affected. They would not be able to live 

in the reservoir because of warmer water temperatures and the lack of free flowing water. 
• The building of the dam would disrupt the small businesses in Olsenville and force the owners to close 

down. 
 
 
President, High Tech Systems Company 

• If the dam goes through, the company will relocate to Bandell because of the reasonable electrical rates and 
desirable community. 

• The company will offer 150 new jobs with excellent benefits to the local people. 
• High Tech Systems is a relatively nonpolluting industry. 

 
 
Builder, Sunshine Development Company 

• Increased industry is going to bring more people into the area meaning more housing will be needed. 
• The housing boom will create many new construction jobs. 
• Several restaurants, a sports facility, and a performing arts theater will be built that can be used by all the 

people of Bandell and Olsenville. 
 
 
Wildlife Management Professor, State College 

• The reservoir would flood the winter roosting area for the bald eagles and there is no other suitable area for 
the eagles within 150 miles. 

• There is one wildflower on the endangered species list that can be found only in the area that is to be 
flooded by the reservoir. 

• The forest plain and field area to be covered by the reservoir are excellent habitats for a variety of wildlife 
that the surrounding agricultural and residential areas could not support. 
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President, Olsenville Historical Society 
• The reservoir would flood historical sites and completely cover the archaeological site which contains unique 

artifacts. 
• Many people who have lived in Olsenville all their lives would have to be relocated. 
• The reservoir would change the whole social structure of the town from a quiet village with modest tourist 

trade to a regional recreation center. 
 
 

Adapted from “The Wild River Dam Dilemma” in Water: We Can’t Live Without It. 1984 National Wildlife Week Teacher’s Guide, 
National Wildlife Federation, 1984. 


