Environmental Close-Up: Colorado River Restoration

The Colorado River originally was a warm-water river that fluctuated widely in flow and delivered large amounts of sediment to the river system.  The building of dams on the river changed its nature significantly.  The sediments were deposited above the dams, and since water was discharged from the bottom of the dam, the water was colder.  Furthermore, since the river was dammed to provide water resources for cities and agriculture, the amount of water flowing through the river system was reduced.

In order to restore some of the original character to the portion of the river that flows through the Grand Canyon, the U.S. Department of the Interior in March 1996 released large amounts of water from the Glen Canyon Dam.  This action was intended to simulate the normal flooding that used to occur before the dam was built.  The flooding restored beaches, marshes, and backwaters that are important for many species native to the Grand Canyon portion of the Colorado River.  The humpback chub, for example, requires backwaters for spawning.  Other fish species benefit from the restoration as well.  The flooding increased the amount of organic material in the water.  This is important as a source of food for insects that are in turn eaten by fish and other organisms.


Information gathered from this test release will be important in assessing future management of the Colorado River ecosystem and will have application to other river systems where dams alter flow.
