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One river connects many of Oregon’s ecoregions. Its immense size, and 

the unique geographic and geologic characteristics, make the Columbia 

River a special place that requires a coordinated conservation approach.

Beginning in the Canadian Rockies of British Columbia and the Clark 

Fork in Montana, the Columbia River is the largest river by volume flow-

ing into the Pacific Ocean from North America. During its long journey, 

it flows through 63 cities. It is the 15th-longest river in North America 

and has the sixth largest flow. 

The Columbia Basin is the 258,000-square-mile area drained by the 

Columbia River. The Basin extends roughly from the crest of the Cas-

cade Mountains of Oregon and Washington east through Idaho to the 

Continental Divide in the Rocky Mountains of Montana and Wyoming, 

and from the headwaters of the Columbia River in Canada to the high 

desert of northern Nevada and northwestern Utah. The Columbia Basin 

includes two countries, Canada and the United States, including parts 

of Washington, Oregon, Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, Nevada, and 

Utah. Within Oregon, the Columbia collects water from five ecoregions 

(part or all of the Coast Range, Willamette Valley, West Cascades, East 

Cascades, and Columbia Plateau ecoregions).

Cultural and Economic Significance 

The Columbia has played a significant role in human activities for at 

least 12,000 years. In addition to being home to native people, the 

Columbia River Gorge provided a portal through the mountains that 

served as a major trade route between tribes. Objects found in the 

gorge originate from as far away as Alaska, Minnesota and Mexico. 

The salmon fishery at Celilo Falls drew people to multilingual fishing 

settlements. The Columbia River gorge served as an important pas-

sage through the mountains for trappers, the Lewis and Clark Corps 

of Discovery, and Oregon Trail emigrants. It has been designated as 

a National Scenic Area to protect its natural and cultural features by 

concentrating human enterprises within established cities. 

Nearly half of all hydroelectricity produced in the United States comes 

from the Columbia and its tributaries via 150 hydroelectric projects. The 

Grand Coulee Dam and the Chief Joseph Dam are the largest dams in 

the United States and Grand Coulee is the third largest hydroelectric 

dam in the world. The dams also provide water for the Columbia Basin 

Irrigation Project, one of the most extensive irrigation projects in the 

western United States. Watering more than 500,000 acres of fertile 

but arid farmland central Washington has turned the area into a major 

agricultural center that produces apples, potatoes, alfalfa, wheat, corn, 

barley, hops, beans, and sugar beets.

The Columbia River is valued for recreation and recreational use is 

increasing. Fishing, windsurfing, hiking, wildflower viewing, camping, 

waterfall viewing, and scenic touring are all popular activities.

Significant Ecological Features

Just as it provides a means for people to travel, the Columbia River 

is the link between habitats and landscapes for other species. It is a 

primary migration route for anadromous fish from the entire basin. 

Historically the Columbia produced more chinook and coho salmon 

and steelhead trout than any other river in the world. Ten to 16 million 

adult salmon once entered the river each year. These mighty runs have 

been impacted by historic overfishing, habitat degradation, and passage 

barriers, including a series of dams. 

Because of its unique geology and dramatic range in elevation, temper-

ature, precipitation, habitat, the Columbia Gorge has diverse plant life. 

The gorge’s dazzling array of approximately 800 flowering plants draws 

many visitors each spring and summer. It is home to several endemic 

plants and invertebrates. For example, 14 wildflowers occur in the 

gorge and no where else. Because of their limited range, endemic spe-

cies are particularly vulnerable to habitat alteration and other changes. 
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Some Strategy Species, such as salmon, western painted turtles, and 

several invertebrates primarily occur or move through the Columbia 

Gorge. For example, the river is a critical migratory path for many popu-

lations of declining salmonids, linking their habitat across hundreds 

of miles. These species associated with the Columbia are listed in the 

separate ecoregional chapters; however, their conservation requires a 

more holistic approach, one that looks at the Columbia as a system.

An Altered System

The Columbia River has been dramatically altered by development and 

hydropower dams. Riparian, wetland and estuarine habitat has been 

converted into railroads, highways, and urban areas. Large dams have 

turned the free-flowing river into a series of lakes, taming its seasonal 

temperament. Uniform flow has further altered riparian and wetland 

habitats. Large and small dams throughout the system have blocked 

migration routes and disrupted seasonal water temperature regimes.

Because the Columbia River drains such a large 

area of varying land uses, it collects and concen-

trates pollutants from urban areas and agricul-

tural areas alike. Some of these nonpoint inputs 

include fertilizers and pesticides. Two particular 

challenges regarding point pollution sources are 

the Portland Harbor and the Hanford Nuclear 

Reservation, both Environmental Protection 

Agency Superfund Sites. Because of its impor-

tance to commerce, the Portland Harbor is one of 

the most highly industrialized systems in Oregon. 

For more than 100 years, many businesses, 

including manufacturing and ship building busi-

nesses, have 

operated at the 

harbor. Con-

sequently, the 

aquatic system 

has been con-

taminated with 

heavy metals, 

polychlorinated 

biphenyls (PCB’s) 

and other chemicals from industrial processes. Contaminants also have 

seeped into the Columbia River from the Hanford Nuclear Reserva-

tion, which once served as a plutonium production complex with nine 

nuclear reactors and related facilities. Also, assessments of the effects 

of dams on water quality are needed.

Other issues affect the Columbia Gorge and River. Just as it collects and 

drains water over a wide area, the Columbia Gorge funnels air pollution 

from as far as Eugene, Oregon and Tacoma, Washington. Winter inver-

sions trap pollutants, affecting air quality. Also, residential and other 

development is increasing. Lastly, because the Columbia River is home 

to large ports and is a route of transportation, invasive species are a 

concern. 

Management Entities Specific to the Columbia River

This Conservation Strategy addresses species and habitat issues and ac-

tions for the Columbia River within the ecoregional sections. However, 

due to the complexity of issues within the Columbia and the numerous 

entities with a stake in its management, a high level of coordination is 

necessary. Actions within this Conservation Strategy should be imple-

mented within the existing multi-party management efforts.

Many agencies, tribes and groups have jurisdiction and interest in 

management of the Columbia River and its many resources. Several co-

operative efforts have created management plans and identified priority 

conservation issues and actions for the Columbia River. These entities 

and plans are listed in the Appendix, “Existing Planning and Regulatory 

Framework for Conservation.”
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