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Penny Wise and Pound Foolish:1 

Lewiston, Idaho and the Simpson Proposal 
 

Four hundred sixty-five miles upstream from the Pacific Ocean along the Columbia and 

lower Snake Rivers, Lewiston, Idaho proudly claims the title of “Idaho’s Only Seaport.” A series 

of four dams and their reservoirs on the lower Snake River and four more on the lower 

Columbia enable freight transportation by barge to and from the Port of Lewiston. Down bound 

freight on the lower Snake is typically 90% or more grain. Compared to down bound, little 

freight is barged upstream.2 

Pacific Northwest residents recognize Lewiston and its sister city Clarkston, Washington 

as ground zero in the 50-years-long contentious debate over the lower Snake River dams and 

their negative impacts on Snake River salmon and steelhead. In the 1950s and ‘60s dam 

promoters, including federal agencies, assured Idaho citizens these dams would bring lasting 

prosperity to the entire region. The mayor of a nearby community prophesied that Lewiston 

would soon become larger than Spokane. How has this prosperity promise worked out? 

One indicator of economic well-being is job growth. The Idaho Department of Labor 
regularly assesses job growth in the state’s six regions. North-Central Idaho is Region 2, and 
Lewiston is its largest city. 
 

 
1 The “pound” in this saying refers to the British pound sterling, the official currency of the United 
Kingdom.   
2 The Port of Lewiston no longer ships containers on barges (COB) after a fifteen year decline of 82% 
percent in container traffic. Shippers can no longer barge garbanzo beans, lentils, dry peas, lumber, 
paper, pulp, and any other product that requires containerization. Those products are now shipped by 
rail. See container shipment history at https://portoflewiston.com/our-port/media-room/port-reports/ 

 
 
 
 
 

https://portoflewiston.com/our-port/media-room/port-reports/
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The lines in the above graph trace the six regions’ 1993-2018 job growth.3 The dotted 

line indicates Idaho’s statewide job growth, which was 66% over the twenty-five-year period. 

Job growth in four of Idaho’s regions ranged from 59% to 87%. The lowest (red) line indicates 

job growth in Region 2 – a mere 13%. In 2018, Region 2 was the only region in the state that 

had not yet recovered from the 2008 recession. 

Another indicator of economic prosperity is population growth. Idaho is one of the 

fastest growing states in the nation. From 2000 to 2020, the state’s population grew 43.4%. 

Lewiston’s population during those twenty years grew only 6.7%.4 

The twenty-five-year job growth graph above provides data through 2018. What has 

happened to Lewiston’s economy since that time? 

With the departure of Horizon Air, Lewiston is now served by a single air carrier with 

just two flights per day. The shortest flight to Idaho’s capitol of Boise requires traveling through 

Salt Lake City, as does flying to the Pacific Northwest’s regional air hub in Seattle. 

 

 
3 Idaho Department of Labor, graph prepared by Region 2 economist stationed in Lewiston 
4 Statewide population growth at https://www.macrotrends.net/states/idaho/population 
  Lewiston population growth at https://www.macrotrends.net/states/idaho/population 

https://www.macrotrends.net/states/idaho/population
https://www.macrotrends.net/states/idaho/population
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On the retail business front, J.C. Penny, Macy’s, Kmart, Shopko, and Safeway all closed 

their Lewiston doors. In December, 2019, the Lewiston Morning Tribune reported the closure of 

these big-box stores as the Tribune’s biggest news story of the year.5 

In January, 2021, after 115 years of unbroken seven-days-per-week print publication, 

the region’s main newspaper, the Lewiston Morning Tribune, eliminated its Monday edition 

“due to the advertising losses in the last year brought on by the closure of several major 

national chain outlets.”6 

The Columbia Basin Initiative/The Northwest in Transition 

On February 6, 2021, Idaho Republican Congressman Mike Simpson made public a  

$33.5 Billion “Northwest-in-Transition” draft proposal, aka the “Columbia Basin Initiative.” This 

proposal, if turned into legislation, would address a wide-ranging, complex, interrelated web of 

Pacific Northwest issues including Snake River salmon and steelhead recovery, a financial 

rescue of Bonneville Power Administration, the transportation of grain from eastern 

Washington and north central Idaho to the west coast, agricultural irrigation, expanding 

Northwest renewable energy sources, breaching of four lower Snake River dams, and more.7 

Along with forward-looking investments throughout the Northwest, Simpson’s draft proposal 

includes major investments in Lewiston and its neighbor city Clarkston, Washington. 

• $200 Million to help the Ports of Lewiston, Clarkston, and Wilma transition to a post-

barging future. 

• $150 Million for Lewiston and Clarkston to restore their waterfronts; 

• $100 Million for economic development in the Lewis-Clark Valley;  

• $75 Million for relocating Lewiston’s and Clarkston’s present marina facilities; 

• $275 Million for Clearwater Paper to modify its effluent pipes and address odor from its 

pulp mill operations; 

• $50 Million to promote tourism in the L-C valley. 

In addition to these investments totaling $850 Million, Simpson’s proposal includes funds 

for projects that may or may not be located in Lewiston or Clarkston but which would 

significantly benefit the two cities. 

• $1.5 Billion to develop grain unit-train loaders and expand grain storage facilities to 

enable those grain farmers who currently transport their crops by barge on the lower 

Snake River to transition to rail. 

 
5 “Exodus of big-box stores leads list of biggest news of the year,”  Lewiston Morning Tribune December 29, 2019 
6 “Lewiston Tribune to move to a six-days-a-week publication,” Lewiston Morning Tribune Dec. 5, 2020 
7 https://simpson.house.gov/salmon/ 
 

https://simpson.house.gov/salmon/
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• $125 Million to restore an estimated 14,000 recovered acres of land and 140 miles of 

riparian habitat, and to establish that stretch of the lower Snake River extending from 

Lewiston to eastern Washington’s Tri-Cities as a National Recreation Area. 

• $1.25 Billion for a new branch of the Pacific Northwest National Laboratory to be 

located in the Lewiston area for research on new technologies for storing energy 

produced by wind, solar and hydro power. 

• $1.4 Billion to remove the earthen portion of the four Lower Snake River dams and 

return the lower Snake to a more natural flow.  

Assume a conservative 25% of the cost of these projects would be spent in or near Lewiston 

and Clarkston. Adding in the above $850 Million, the total proposed financial investment in 

north central Idaho and parts of Asotin County, Washington, would be $1.92 Billion. 

 

No Good Deed Shall Go Unpunished 

Reactions to Simpson’s February proposal soon made headlines across the Pacific 

Northwest, with the Lewiston Morning Tribune closely following the details of the story.  

Orofino Idaho, the principal city of Clearwater County, for decades was known as “The 

Steelhead Capital of the World.” In response to Congressman Simpson’s proposal, the 

Clearwater County Commissioners wrote “We cannot express our objection and outrage 

strongly enough as well as the outrage of our constituents.”8 One could conclude that the 

“steelhead capital” no longer cares about steelhead. 

The Commissioners also noted that barging on the lower Snake is “necessary and vital” 

for the timber and timber products that are produced in the region.” Note: The Commissioners 

apparently aren’t aware that the shipment of lumber, paper, and pulp on the lower Snake River 

requires “Container-on-Barge”(COB) transportation. As noted above, COB is no longer available 

anywhere on the lower Snake River. 

The Tribune headline describing the response to Simpson’s proposal from the County 

Commissioners in neighboring Idaho County describes that body’s reaction: “Idaho County 

leaders torch Simpson’s plan.” 9 In the same article a Tribune reporter noted that an Idaho state 

senator who resides in Idaho County had posted to an agricultural website “It has taken me a 

moment to come up with words that are print-approved after learning that Congressman Mike 

 
8 “Clearwater County Commissioners blast plan,” Lewiston Morning Tribune,  
https://lmtribune.com/northwest/idaho-county-leaders-torch-simpson-s-plan/article_2d2bf143-5f80-5c23-ba21-
e441ff4180d5.html 
 
9 Idaho County leaders torch Simpson’s plan, Lewiston Morning Tribune, March 10 
https://lmtribune.com/northwest/idaho-county-leaders-torch-simpson-s-plan/article_2d2bf143-5f80-5c23-ba21-
e441ff4180d5.html 

https://lmtribune.com/northwest/idaho-county-leaders-torch-simpson-s-plan/article_2d2bf143-5f80-5c23-ba21-e441ff4180d5.html
https://lmtribune.com/northwest/idaho-county-leaders-torch-simpson-s-plan/article_2d2bf143-5f80-5c23-ba21-e441ff4180d5.html
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Simpson is spewing rhetoric to remove dams in the northwest.” The state senator expressed 

particular concern about the loss of hydroelectricity if the lower Snake River dams were 

breached. “If we follow the plan Congressman Simpson so proudly touts, we will lose millions of 

megawatts of power….”10  Note: The lower Snake River dams combined produce on average 

slightly fewer than 1,000 megawatts of power per year. The production of just the first million 

megawatts referred to above would require the operation of the lower Snake River dams for 

more than 1,000 years. 

The county commissioners in Nez Perce County also expressed their displeasure with 

Simpson’s proposal. “This plan,” the Commissioners wrote, “will cause irrefutable harm to our 

County, while doing nothing certain to address the issue of salmon recovery.”11 Note: The 

Commissioners stated that grain, legumes, paper, and lumber are barged on the lower Snake 

River, apparently unaware that legumes, paper and lumber are transported in containers, and 

that all container-on-barge transportation ended on the lower Snake River in 2015. 

An Asotin County, Washington County Commissioner, responding to a local fishing 

outfitter’s Lewiston Tribune Op-Ed titled “Simpson’s plan can make all of us winners,” declared 

that such a portrayal “is a total fantasy when compared to the reality of the on-the-ground 

destruction and economic disaster that would be created in the wake of dam removal as laid 

out in Congressman Mike Simpson’s plan.”12 As in the other attacks on Simpson’s proposal, no 

evidence was provided to support this claim. 

  An Idaho State legislator who resides in Lewiston leveled perhaps the most outrageous 

criticism of Congressman Simpson and his proposal. As reported in the Lewiston Tribune, the 

legislator posted on Facebook “Mike Simpson has shown his true colors as a traitor to the 

people of the great state of Idaho. … Make no mistake, this plan will destroy Idaho as we know 

it.” He urged Idahoans to “fight tooth and nail to make sure our dams stay intact.”13 The Idaho 

State Legislature joined the anti-Simpson proposal parade in Senate Joint Memorial 103, 

expressing the legislature’s disdain for any plan to breach the lower Snake River dams. The 

memorial easily passed both chambers of the legislature.14  

 
10 See # 9 immediately above 
11 March 2, 2021 Nez Perce County Board of Commissioners letter to Congressman Mike Simpson 
12 “Commentary: Simpson’s dam-breaching plan is no win-win scenario”  Lewiston Morning Tribune, 
https://lmtribune.com/search/?f=html&q=Asotin+shinn+total+fantasy&s=start_time&sd=desc&l=25&t=article%2C
collection%2Cvideo%2Cyoutube&nsa=eedition 
13 “Von Ehlinger Labels Simpson a traitor over plan to return river to a free state” Lewiston Morning Tribune, 

February 12, 2021 https://lmtribune.com/northwest/von-ehlinger-labels-simpson-a-traitor-over-plan-to-return-

river-to-a-free-state/article_d777cd0d-5d6c-5e0a-a6f8-7fb786acbd11.html 
14 Memorial 103 refers to the Columbia-Snake River System, making numerous claims that are not 

attributable to the lower Snake River by itself. Lower Snake River freight volume is less than 5% of all freight 

in the Columbia-Snake River System. The Memorial includes six additional claims that are false.  

https://lmtribune.com/search/?f=html&q=Asotin+shinn+total+fantasy&s=start_time&sd=desc&l=25&t=article%2Ccollection%2Cvideo%2Cyoutube&nsa=eedition
https://lmtribune.com/search/?f=html&q=Asotin+shinn+total+fantasy&s=start_time&sd=desc&l=25&t=article%2Ccollection%2Cvideo%2Cyoutube&nsa=eedition
https://lmtribune.com/northwest/von-ehlinger-labels-simpson-a-traitor-over-plan-to-return-river-to-a-free-state/article_d777cd0d-5d6c-5e0a-a6f8-7fb786acbd11.html
https://lmtribune.com/northwest/von-ehlinger-labels-simpson-a-traitor-over-plan-to-return-river-to-a-free-state/article_d777cd0d-5d6c-5e0a-a6f8-7fb786acbd11.html
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Thus, despite the mid-20th century touting of the tremendous prosperity the four lower 

Snake River dams would usher into Lewiston and Idaho’s Region 2—the prosperity, that is, that 

was promised but didn’t happen—the above elected officials claim that breaching those dams 

would damn the region’s economy and even destroy Idaho. 

 

The Enigma 

Congressman Simpson’s draft proposal has ignited citizen discussions from Stanley Idaho, 

near the headwaters of Idaho’s Salmon River, to the San Juan Islands in Puget Sound’s southern 

resident orca country. The principal goal of dam supporters is maintaining the status quo on the 

lower Snake River. Their key arguments echo those used in 2002 during the last major clash 

between dam supporters and salmon/steelhead advocates. However, several ongoing changes 

during the last twenty years have seriously eroded the pro-dam arguments. For example:  

1. Freight transportation on the Lower Snake River Project (the four dams and four 

reservoirs) has been in major decline since at least the year 2000.15  

2. Despite the actual or planned shutdown over the next ten years of seven coal-fired 

generation plants that provide power to the Pacific Northwest, the Northwest Power 

and Conservation Council predicts the region will enjoy surplus power over the next 

decade and likely for the following ten years as well.16 This projection assumes rivers in 

the Columbia Basin will be under “critical water conditions” (the lowest water levels on 

record back to 1937) every year 2020-2030. Average water conditions would add more 

than 2,000 average Megawatts to the power supply, or the equivalent of more than 8 

lower Snake River dams. The Council also projects that between 2021 - 2030 increased 

efficiency alone will add 4,000 average Megawatts, sufficient to address all future power 

needs. The Council concludes “If developed aggressively, in combination with past 

efficiency acquisition, the energy efficiency resource could approach the size of the 

region’s hydroelectric system’s firm energy output.” The Council also notes that the 

implementation of a demand response program could add an additional 4,300 aMW to 

 
15 Petroleum shipped upstream from Portland to the Port of Pasco crosses the mouth of the Snake River on the 

McNary dam pool and does not pass through Ice Harbor dam nine miles upstream. An accurate analysis of lower 

Snake River freight volume requires the removal of petroleum and petroleum products from the total upbound 

freight volume on the lower Snake River project. Data on freight shipments can be found by year at 

https://usace.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p16021coll2/id/1387 (parts 4 and 5) 
16 Northwest Power and Conservation Council: Seventh Power Plan 

https://www.nwcouncil.org/sites/default/files/7thplanfinal_chap01_execsummary_6.pdf 

  

https://usace.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p16021coll2/id/1387
https://www.nwcouncil.org/sites/default/files/7thplanfinal_chap01_execsummary_6.pdf
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the Pacific Northwest power supply, the equivalent of over sixteen lower Snake River 

dams.17 

3. Threatened and endangered Snake River salmon and steelhead continue their path 

toward extinction. The southern resident killer whales of the Salish Sea, whose principal 

food source is chinook salmon, were listed in 2004 as Endangered under the 

Environmental Species Act These whales are now one of the most endangered 

mammals in the United States due to an insufficient food supply.18 

Congressman Simpson proposes investing $1.975 Billion in or near the Lewis-Clark Valley, or 

an average amount of $197.5 Million per year for ten years. For comparison purposes, the total 

annual budget of the Port of Lewiston, along with its proclaimed primary purpose of job 

creation, is around $2 Million per year.19  

What could explain declaring a proposal from a ranking Idaho Republican Congressman 

dead-on-arrival when that proposal could save Idaho salmon and steelhead from extinction, 

protect the transportation of agricultural crops to the Pacific Coast, keep Bonneville Power 

Administration afloat, modernize the Pacific Northwest power grid, address water pollution in 

much of the Snake River, and so much more? 

Grain growers who truck-barge their crop on the lower Snake versus using truck-rail 

annually save about $8 Million.20  The Port of Clarkston estimates the economic benefit to the 

Lewis-Clark Valley of the cruise ship industry is $4 Million.21 Add another generous $10 million 

for other possible benefits for a total of $22 Million. In 2020 the Idaho Department of Labor 

estimated that salmon and steelhead seasons bring $8.61 Million per month into just Region 2, 

or over $100 Million per year.  

Thus, one more question: how could anyone rationally conclude that an annual economic 

benefit of perhaps $22 million available by maintaining the status quo on the lower Snake River 

is preferable to creating a much more prosperous future by investing $1.975 Billion in an 

economic region of Idaho that has been at the bottom of the economic barrel for more than 

twenty-five years?  

The answer to this mystery may be the huge volume of misinformation and disinformation22 

various interest groups have provided to local and regional government officials and the 

general public over the past twenty or more years. This mis/disinformation emanates from the 

 
17 https://www.nwcouncil.org/sites/default/files/7thplanfinal_chap01_execsummary_6.pdf 
18 https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/species/killer-whale 
19 Port of Lewiston  https://portoflewiston.com/our-port/budgets-audits-tax-facts/ 
20 “LSD Navigation study at 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/55a5773ae4b081289a66090b/t/563be13be4b0678da1393b9d/144676485
9083/LSD+Navigation+Study+2015.Final.pdf 
21 https://portofclarkston.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/LewistonClarkstonRiverboat-Final.pdf 
22 Misinformation here refers to information which is inaccurate or misleading; disinformation suggests the 
deliberate attempt to confuse or manipulate the reader. 
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Bonneville Power Administration, the Army Corps of Engineers, and private associations that 

represent grain growers, barge companies, irrigators, and more. This mis/disinformation has 

been spread throughout the Pacific Northwest. In other words, Idaho political leaders 

apparently believe what these agencies and groups have told them, and many also 

automatically reject any fact-based contradictions to this messaging, particularly if those 

contradictions come from conservation groups or Native American tribes. 

Consider one more question: why, in comparison to Idaho’s other five regions, have 

Lewiston and Region 2 remained, for at least the past 27 years, in the economic doldrums 

compared to the rest of Idaho? Simpson’s proposal references what the Congressman claims 

“everyone says they want to avoid,”—namely, uncertainty.  

In 2009 twenty-one Lewiston business and community leaders signed a letter to Idaho’s U.S. 

Senators Mike Crapo and Jim Risch addressing issues related to the lower Snake River dams. 

They wrote: 

“A final issue that requires discussion under all options and scenarios is uncertainty. Our 

residents and businesses have lived with significant uncertainty about the lower Snake 

dams for a decade now, during which little progress has been made towards resolving the 

salmon recovery issue. If the salmon fail to recover with the dams in place, it seems likely 

the future of the four lower Snake River dams will remain uncertain for years to come.  

After an honest assessment of costs, benefits, and uncertainties, we may decide the 

dams should go. We may decide they should stay. We may remain of different minds. 

But we all agree that long-term uncertainty, without an informed resolution, is the 

worst option of all.”23 

None of the four Snake River threatened or endangered salmon and steelhead species is 

approaching recovery. Rather, for the last 20 years these fish have followed a clear path toward 

extinction. 

Along with many other investments in the Pacific Northwest’s future, Congressman 
Simpson has proposed what in part could be described as a comprehensive economic rescue 
package for Lewiston, its neighbor city of Clarkston, and all of north-central Idaho. The Simpson 
investment package would significantly increase jobs for at least a ten-year period while also 
laying the foundation and funding for a promise of prosperity much more likely to be realized 
than the 20th century pre-dam promises. 

Thus far Region 2’s elected officials, along with Idaho’s governor and state legislature, 
have unequivocally rejected Simpson’s proposal, preferring the status quo on the lower Snake 
River to billions of dollars invested in the future well-being of Lewiston, of Idaho, and the entire 
Pacific Northwest. 

 
23  Letter from twenty-one Lewiston business leaders dated July 8, 2009 
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The British idiom Penny Wise and Pound Foolish describes Idaho officials’ reactions to 
Simpson’s proposal.  

Referring again to the 2009 letter from Lewiston business leaders: 

“Under any scenario, Lewiston and Clarkston will need long-term plans for creating the 
transportation infrastructure and economic development that can attract new 
businesses, capitalize on our tremendous natural assets, and provide opportunities for 
our children so that they can stay in, or return to, their hometowns.” 

Congressman Simpson’s proposal addresses that need. The status quo on the lower 
Snake River does not.  Full stop. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Author Linwood Laughy moved to Lewiston with his family in 1948, graduating from Lewiston High 
School in 1960. He has lived much of his life in the Clearwater Valley. Today he devotes time to 
identifying  verifiable facts regarding the long-contentious debate over threatened and endangered 
Snake River salmon and steelhead and the lower Snake River dams. 


