
Council Authorities and 
Responsibilities 
In 1980, Congress passed the Northwest Power Act, 
authorizing the states of Idaho, Montana, Oregon, 
and Washington to form the Council, an interstate 
compact, giving the region a greater voice in how we 
plan our energy future and manage natural resources 
in the Columbia River Basin. The Act requires the 
Council to develop, with broad citizen participation, 
a regional power plan and fish and wildlife program. 
Wholesale power revenues from the Bonneville Power 
Administration fund the Council.

Regional Power Plan

The Council develops a 20-year plan, which it revises 
every five years, to ensure the Northwest of an efficient 
and reliable power supply. The Act directs the Council to 
give priority to cost-effective energy efficiency, followed 
by cost-effective renewable resources, when developing 
the plan.

It includes several key components, including an 
electricity demand forecast, electricity and natural gas 
price forecasts, an assessment of the amount of cost-
effective energy efficiency that utilities can acquire over 
the life of the plan, and a least-cost generating resources 
portfolio.

The plan guides the Bonneville Power Administration’s 
resource decision-making, and the Council is required to 
approve any new BPA energy resource acquisition greater 
than 50 average megawatts acquired for more than 
five years. Other federal agencies use the plan in their 
decisions, as well.

Columbia River Basin Fish and Wildlife Program

The Council revises its fish and wildlife program every 
five years as part of the power plan. The program 
seeks to mitigate the effects of hydropower dams on 
fish and wildlife and focuses on habitat restoration. It 
recommends projects for funding to the Bonneville 

Power Administration, including 14 hatchery programs 
with 30 projects operated by nine Indian tribes and all 
four state fish and wildlife agencies.

Target species include salmon, steelhead, and resident 
fish. It also recommends river flows at and between 
dams in the Columbia River system to improve fish 
production, migration, and survival. In 2018, program 
costs were $258 million in expense funding, plus 
obligations to capital projects of $30.7 million.

Energy efficiency and renewable 
energy are key resources in the Council’s 

Northwest power plan

Habitat and fish-passage improvements, 
fish production, wildlife areas, and 
research are funded through the 

Council’s fish and wildlife program
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Regional Accomplishments 
• Energy efficiency is the Northwest’s second largest resource 

after hydropower. Since 1980, the region has saved 6,600 
average megawatts of energy efficiency; enough power for five 
cities the size of Seattle

• In 2017, ratepayers spent $5 billion less for electricity; efficiency 
is about four times less expensive than other generation

• Regional power resources are diverse, including renewables, 
efficiency, and thermal plants

• Improved fish survival at dams; improved fish and wildlife 
habitat

• Preserved more than 400,000 acres for wildlife

• Protected fish and wildlife habitat on 44,000 miles of 
undammed Northwest rivers and streams

2018 Highlights
• Seventh Power Plan: The Council completed the seventh, five-

year revision of its power plan in 2016 and continues to monitor 
its implementation. Key findings: 4,300 average megawatts of 
new energy efficiency by 2035; efficiency and demand response 
can meet nearly all energy and capacity needs; retiring coal 
plant generation can be replaced with existing and limited new 
natural gas-fired plants; EPA carbon rules can be met regionally.

• Energy Efficiency: Based on results of a regional survey, the 
Pacific Northwest reduced demand for electricity by 2,074 
average megawatts from 2010 through 2017, enough to meet 
the annual power demand of 1.25 million homes and equal to 
the output of four new average-size natural gas-fired power 
plants.

• Electricity Forecast: Despite flat load growth in recent years, 
thanks largely to improved efficiency, the Council predicts 
that the Northwest will need to add about 400 megawatts 
of effective capacity by the year 2035 – generating capability 
that can be counted on during any shortfall hour – in order to 
maintain an adequate regional power supply.

• Electric Vehicles: A Council analysis suggests significant 
economic and environmental benefits to Northwest consumers 
and utilities from electrifying public transit vehicles and school 
buses. The analysis found that between 2017 and 2035, the 
savings could total more than $12 billion in reduced fuel costs 
and $4 billion in reduced maintenance costs. The region also 
would not emit 42 million metric tons of carbon dioxide from 
power plants.

• Fish and Wildlife Program: In 2018 the Council issued a 
call for recommendations to amend its Columbia River Basin 
Fish and Wildlife Program. The Council revises the Program 
every five years, the last time in 2014. Amendment proposals 
are due September 14, but that deadline may be extended. The 
Council’s Program is funded by the federal Bonneville Power 
Administration under the authority of the 1980 Northwest 
Power Act and mitigates the impacts of hydropower dams 
on fish and wildlife. It helps direct more than $250 million 
of Bonneville revenues each year to more than 350 projects 
throughout the Columbia River Basin. A number of recent 
regional events will be influenced by or may influence the 
next Program, including cuts in fish and wildlife spending by 
Bonneville, court-ordered spill at Columbia and Snake river 
dams, and development of an environmental Impact statement 
and National Environmental Policy Act review of alternatives 
for dam operations to protect ESA-listed species of fish. The 
Council expects to complete a draft program for public review 
in the summer of 2019.

• Sea lion fish predation legislation: In August 2018, bipartisan 
legislation to build upon existing laws to manage the sea 
lion population was adopted by the U.S. Senate Committee 
on Commerce, Science and Transportation. The legislation, 
proposed by Senators Maria Cantwell (D-WA) and Jim 
Risch (R-ID), will give state and tribal fishery managers 
more flexibility to address the most aggressive predatory sea 
lions in the Columbia River system. The Endangered Salmon 
and Fisheries Predation Prevention Act, which helps protect 
endangered salmon and steelhead populations, passed without 
objection and now awaits further consideration by the full 
Senate. The bipartisan bill would allow wildlife agencies to 
better protect vulnerable fish populations through science-
based management of these invasive, non-ESA listed sea 
lion populations, while also maintaining a strong Marine 
Mammal Protection Act that supports research, science-based 
management, and public process.

• Northern Pike suppression in Lake Roosevelt: Northern pike, 
an aggressive predator on other fish and a prohibited species in 
Washington, have taken hold in Lake Roosevelt, the Columbia 
River behind Grand Coulee Dam, where they may have been 
introduced illegally or drifted downriver from infested areas 
upstream. A collaborative effort involving the Council, tribes, 
mid-Columbia utilities, Bonneville, and others to eliminate 
them using gillnets, electrofishing, and a reward fishery is having 
some success, and all involved hope it’s not too little too late. If 
the highly aggressive fish take hold downstream of Chief Joseph 
Dam, where salmon and steelhead passage currently ends, 
they could affect literally billions of dollars in anadromous fish 
habitat improvement, fish production, and recovery efforts.
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History

Congress authorized the Council in the Northwest Power 
Act of 1980 during a period of uncertainty and turmoil 
in the region. People recognized the need to secure new 
energy resources for the future, reallocate the existing 
supply of electricity generated by the federal hydroelectric 
system, and address the damage to fish and wildlife by 
dams on the Columbia and Snake rivers.

Perhaps the most critical factor to passing the Act was 
the region’s disastrous decision to build five nuclear power 
plants in the state of Washington in the 1970s. Utilities 
based their decision in part on inaccurate Northwest 
electricity load forecasts. Only one of the plants, the 
currently operating Columbia Generating Station, was 
ever completed. Due to exorbitant cost overruns, utilities 
abandoned or mothballed the other four plants prior to 
completion.

Two of the unfinished plants were responsible for one of 
the largest bond defaults in the history of the nation, while 
the Bonneville Power Administration backed the financing 
for the other three plants. Even today, more than 30 years 
after Congress enacted the Northwest Power Act, BPA 
pays millions of dollars a year on debt service for two of the 
unfinished nuclear plants. And, from 1978 to 1984, BPA 
was forced to raise its rates by 418 percent (adjusted for 
inflation) to pay for the cost of these plants.

Congress concluded that an independent agency, without 
a stake in selling electricity, should be responsible for 
forecasting the region’s electricity load growth and 
determining which resources should be built.

Energy efficiency would be the priority energy resource 
for meeting the region’s future load growth, a visionary 
decision even by today’s standards. For the first time in 
history, energy efficiency was deemed a legitimate source of 
energy, on par with generating resources.

The Council’s fish and wildlife program is part of its power 
plan to ensure that the region meets its energy needs, but 
not at the expense of our natural resources. The program 
is implemented primarily by the four Northwest states, 
Columbia Basin tribes, and federal fish and wildlife 
agencies.

Members of the Council
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