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Maine is home to the last wild Atlantic 
salmon in the United States—but dams 
along their critical migration routes pose 
a severe threat to the fish. Early this year, 
we joined Friends of Merrymeeting Bay 
in taking legal action to protect the last 
wild Atlantic salmon in the Kennebec 
and Androscoggin Rivers.

Dams pose “direct and significant threat”
The Androscoggin and Kennebec Riv-
ers provide key spawning habitat and 
migration routes for the endangered At-
lantic salmon, but unprotected turbines 
at dams along the rivers are killing the 
fish and pushing the Atlantic salmon 
toward extinction.  

The Kennebec and Androscoggin Riv-
ers once teemed with salmon runs of 
100,000 or more, but now almost no 
Atlantic salmon return to the rivers.  In 
2010, only five adult salmon returned to 
the Kennebec, and 10 returned to the 
Androscoggin.

Our lawsuits, filed in U.S. District Court 
in Portland and Bangor, charge multiple 
dam owners and operators on the rivers 
for violating the federal Endangered 
Species Act and Clean Water Act. The 
salmon populations in both rivers are on 
the Endangered Species List.

The National Marine Fisheries Service 
and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service have 
found that dams “are among the leading 
causes of both historical declines and 
contemporary low abundance” of Ken-
nebec and Androscoggin salmon, and 
that “dams remain a direct and significant 
threat to Atlantic salmon.”

The biggest problem is that the dams 
kill and injure migrating salmon when 
they attempt to pass through the dams’ 
rotating turbine blades—akin to having 
fish swim through the rotating blades of 
a giant window fan.

Unfortunately, the dam owners have 
refused to implement simple protection 

measures—such as installing effective 
devices to divert salmon from turbines—
that have been adopted elsewhere.

Simple steps could aid salmon recovery
When we announced the lawsuits in early 
February, Environment Maine Director 
Emily Figdor explained to the media, 
“We’re in a situation where there’s little 
time left; these dams are pushing an icon-
ic Maine fish to the brink of extinction.”

Ed Friedman, chair of Friends of Merry-
meeting Bay and our partner in the liti-
gation, added that, “Unless dam owners 
stop stalling on basic salmon protection 
measures, the clock will strike midnight 
for the remaining Atlantic salmon in the 
Kennebec and Androscoggin rivers.”

While the situation is indeed dire, 40 
years ago there were no bald eagles in the 
same part of Maine, whereas now there 
are hundreds. Atlantic salmon recovery 
can begin—but only once the dam 
owners take sensible actions to prevent 
salmon from swimming into spinning 
turbine blades.

Lawsuits aim to protect 
endangered Atlantic salmon
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