
Earthquake Effects in Changing Damscapes 
Geomorphology and Narrative at the Bonneville Dam 

• The longevity of human structures and the 
evolution of their narratives 

• Dams: symbols of humankind “taming 
nature” & embodiment of modernization 

• Public image & infrastructure of dams has 
evolved throughout the 20th & 21st centuries 
o Impacts of dams on hydro-systems, 

species, and ecosystems widely known 
• Societal change alters dams and their 

meanings; what about geologic change?  
 

• geologic hazard mapping from WA/OR state 
government 

• chain of events analysis (FEMA) 
• informal telephone interviews with key engineers 

and staff-persons 

DISCUSSION 

• Bonneville Dam: run-of-the-river hydropower 
• Function, structure, and purpose has adapted 

over time due to social and cultural change 
o World War II era vs. environmental 

concerns re: salmon have influenced 
hydropower, recreation, and fishery 
management 

• Situated within Cascadian Subduction Zone  
• Constructed prior 
 to knowledge of 
 large earthquakes  
• Situated at the foot 
 of historic Bonneville 
 Landslide  
•No Emergency Action  
Plan  
• Only one dam in 
 history has failed due 
 to a seismic event  

INTRODUCTION 

SITUATED CONTEXT 

METHODS &  RESULTS  

How are high-profile dams 

managed to  adapt over time? 

How might the function of the 

Bonneville Dam be altered in the 

event of a Cascadian earthquake?  
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• Funding is reactionary not precautionary 
o  Any alterations for earthquake safety will 

only happen after a disaster has occurred  
o Funding to Bonneville will be a lower 

priority than elsewhere 
• Earthquake could effect access to recreation sites 
• Earthquake could detriment fish rehabilitation 

program if no access or funding for repairs  
• External Bonneville Power Administration 

infrastructure most at risk; regional power outages 
• Lesson: dams are part of larger systems & are  

managed in relation to context 

Event trees 
•chain of decisions  
from disaster 
through resolution 
regarding 
orecreation, 
ohydropower 
ofisheries 
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For more information, 
 please visit bit.ly/dam-babes 


