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Much of this report is drawn verbatim from the Congressional Research Service update on the 
Columbia River Treaty Review issued on December 15, 2022.  The entire update is available at 
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R43287/24.  All quoted text, unless otherwise 
noted, indicates that it was taken directly from the Congressional Research Service update. 
 
“The Columbia River Treaty (CRT or Treaty) is an international agreement between the United 
States and Canada for the cooperative development and operation of the water resources of the 
Columbia River Basin to provide for flood control and electric power. The Treaty was the result 
of more than 20 years of negotiations between the two countries and was ratified in 1961. 
Implementation began in 1964.” 

A number of hydroelectric dams (3 in Canada and 1 in the US) were constructed and 
subsequently operated as a result of this Treaty.  “The CRT has no specific end date.  Currently, 
either the United States or Canada can terminate most provisions of the CRT with a minimum of 
10 years’ written notice.  If the CRT is not terminated or modified, most of its provisions would 
continue indefinitely without actions by the United States or Canada.  The only exception is the 
CRT’s flood control provisions, which are scheduled to transition automatically to “called-upon” 
operations at that time [post 2024], meaning the United States would request and compensate 
Canada for flood control operations as necessary.”  

Neither country has given notice of termination but both countries have indicated a desire to 
renegotiate with modifications, primarily to reflect new issues, namely water flows for 
anadromous fish, Tribal interests and sharing of hydropower benefits.  A renegotiated Treaty 
would also specify continuation of flood control operations after 2024.  Both countries 
individually conducted public processes to develop the modifications that they would use when 
starting the negotiations.  The United States entities responsible for implementing the Treaty 
provisions (U.S. Army Corp of Engineers (Corps) and Bonneville Power Administration) 
undertook this review from 2009 to 2013, with extensive participation and comment from Pacific 
Northwest (PNW) Tribes, interest groups and other organizations.  The final version of this “U.S. 
Regional Recommendation” includes modifications or additions addressing the issues noted 
above.  The affected Canadian entities (Province of British Columbia, BC Hydro, and 3 
indigenous Tribes) did likewise.  

The League of Women Voters of Oregon participated in these initial discussions and wrote 
letters expressing their interests.  Other PNW Leagues’ were similarly engaged.  The LWVOR 
was interested in pursuing renegotiation of the Treaty, including the addition of “ecosystem 
function,” future flood control operations and appropriate adjustments to the sharing of 
hydropower benefits.  The League was also interested in furthering climate change provisions. 

Since this Treaty is international in scope, the U.S. State Department must lead the negotiations 
with Canada at the national level, specifically with the Canadian Department of Foreign Affairs, 
Trade and Development.  Time passed after the regional recommendation processes in both 
countries were completed.  Formal negotiations finally began in 2018.  Since then and through to 
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the end of 2022, 14 rounds of formal negotiation sessions have occurred.  Such negotiations 
remain ongoing.  The specific negotiating positions held by the U.S. and Canada are somewhat 
secret and there may be some positions that are deadlocked.  The following is the conclusion of 
the 14th negotiation as written on the official Treaty webpage: 

“The United States hosted the 14th round of negotiations with the Government of Canada to 
modernize the Columbia River Treaty regime in Spokane, Washington October 4-5, [2022].  
As a result of our discussions, we have been able to find common ground on aspects of flood 
risk management, hydropower coordination, ecosystem cooperation, and increased Canadian 
operational flexibility.  We will continue to work to address outstanding issues in these areas 
the coming months. 

The United States is committed to working with Canada to achieve a modernized treaty 
regime that will support a healthy and prosperous Columbia River Basin and reflect our 
country’s commitment to the people who depend upon the natural resources of Columbia 
River Basin. 

The U.S. Department of State leads a negotiating team consisting of representatives from the 
Bonneville Power Administration, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Northwestern Division, 
the U.S. Department of the Interior, and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration.  The U.S. delegation also included expert-advisors from the Confederated 
Tribes of the Colville Reservation, the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian 
Reservation, and the Kootenai Tribe of Idaho. 

Following Round 14 negotiations, the Department of State and Global Affairs Canada hosted 
a workshop on Ecosystem and Indigenous and Tribal Cultural Values.  Members of the U.S. 
and Canadian negotiating teams met with representatives invited from 15 Columbia Basin 
Tribes, Indigenous Nations, and related indigenous and tribal organizations.  Workshop 
participants exchanged information about ecosystem needs and indigenous and tribal cultural 
values and discussed how system operations currently are coordinated.  The workshop will 
inform future discussions on how we can improve coordination on these issues to benefit 
ecosystems and people on both sides of the border.” 

One area that has a more pressing timeline to resolve is flood control operations, the so-called 
future approach for “called upon” flood control.  “Both countries have acknowledged that details 
related to these operations, which U.S. entities would pay Canada for U.S. benefits, and under 
what circumstances these operations would be required, need clarification, either in 
modifications to the Treaty or in future operating plans.”  There appears to be significant 
differences of opinion between the Canada and the U.S. on these operations and the allocation of 
benefits/costs.  In particular, there is great uncertainty about how much “called upon” flood 
control would cost the U.S. versus the level of benefit the original Treaty flood control provided.  
This directly affects the “Canadian Entitlement” which is an annual payment to Canada for the 
improved downstream flows that result in enhanced power production benefit.  If the Treaty is 
terminated, the Canadian Entitlement would cease. 



There was some action in the past year regarding providing new authority to the Corps for post-
2024 called upon flood control operations.  Clearly, if Treaty flood control obligations by 
Canada are forgone, the Corps, on behalf of the U.S., would be the entity that would need to 
purchase flood control after 2024, even though other provisions of the original Treaty continue.   

The Congressional Research Service update concludes that Congress ”has considered resolutions 
and authorizing provisions related to the CRT.  In the 117th Congress, the December 6, 2022, 
Rules Committee print of H.R. 7776 included provisions in Section 8309 related to future called-
upon flood control operations in the basin.  The bill would formally authorize the Secretary of 
the Army to expend funds for called-upon flood control operations only when such funds are 
appropriated by Congress for these purposes.  It also would require reporting on the expenditure 
of these funds and would authorize the Corps to study options for U.S.-based flood control with 
the potential to reduce the need for Canadian calls.  Previously, in the 116th Congress, a 
resolution (H.Con.Res. 126) would have called for the Secretary of State to issue a notice of 
termination based on the inequity of the Treaty’s commercial power provisions.” 

In summary, there will likely be many more rounds of Treaty negotiations, with a variety of 
issues left to resolved, before Congress will get the chance to ratify a “modernized” new 
Columbia River Treaty. 
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