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What Does Large Dam Development Mean for American 
Indian / Indigenous Peoples:  Exploitation or Opportunity? 
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Colorado River Basin and American Indian Lands: 
Hydroelectric dams, storage reservoirs and irrigation canals  
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Mexican Cucapa, the Lower Colorado River Delta and Upstream 
U.S. Dams -- Over Allocation, Diversion and Drought
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Colombi, Benedict J. (2014).  Here and There: The Effects of  Upriver Dams on Indigenous Peoples.  In special 
issue, Contemporary Debates: Indigenous Peoples, Dams and Resistance in Brazilian Amazonia. Tipiti: Journal of  the 
Society for the Anthropology of  Lowland South America 12(2):99-104. 5



http://amazondamsnetwork.org/ 6



SAMI - Finnmark, Norway... 
2010

Ween, Gro and Benedict J. 
Colombi.  (2013).  Two Rivers: 
The Politics of  Wild Salmon, 
Indigenous Rights and Natural 
Resources Management.  In 
special issue, Endangered Human 
Diversity: Languages, Cultures, 
Epistemologies. Sustainability 5(2):
478-495. 7
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Alta Dam: 
Finnmark, 
Norway 
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Icelanders as First Peoples, Traditional 
Knowledge Systems and the Centrality of 

Salmon 
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Karahnjukar Dam: Eastern Iceland 
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AINU Heritage and Sovereignty -- Hokkaido, 
Japan [ASARI DAM]
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The Anthropology of Power (i.e. John Bodley, Michael Mann, etc.) 
and the Political Ecology of Dam Building - Nimiipuu 
watersheds of the Snake and Columbia rivers

This research expands on the following problems: 

(1) in order for the Nez Perce to survive, so too must the salmon, and (2) the development of large dams on 
the Snake and Columbia rivers contributes to the concentration of wealth and power in the present regional 
and global economy. This latter discovery runs counter to popular notions of dams serving as “public works 
projects for a public good.” Instead, large dams are also related to the broader issue of externalities, or 
social and environmental costs that impact the survival of Nez Perce culture, tied to salmon, and the 
resiliency of salmon-based ecosystems.
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Dammed in Region Six:  The Nez Perce Tribe, 
Agricultural Development, and the Inequality of Scale
Benedict J. Colombi.  2005.  American Indian Quarterly, 28(3/4):560-589
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Allotment Act - 1887 - Post-Allotment 
Realities 
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What makes Nimiipuu (Nez Perce) culture 
adaptive?               (Colombi 2012 American Indian Quarterly) 

Three criteria of Nimiipuu culture 
in the context of adaptive 
capacity:


1. The continuation of an 
Indigenous knowledge system. 

2. The establishment of sovereign 
relations and power. 


3. A tradition of strong leadership 
and a vision for the future and 
the ability to forge and maintain 
partnerships. 
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The histories and futures of Indigenous peoples 
and salmon are inextricably bound across the vast 
ocean expanse and rugged coastlines of the North 
Pacific. Keystone Nations addresses this 
enmeshment and the marriage of the biological 
and social sciences that have led to the research 
discussed in this book. Salmon stocks and 
Indigenous peoples across the northern Pacific 
region represent a significance beyond their size 
in maintaining the viability and legitimacy of 
ecological and political systems. Both species’ 
futures are simultaneously a matter of the 
conservation concerns of natural scientists and 
the political agenda of Indigenous sovereignty 
movements that arc across the northern 
hemisphere. If wild salmon vanish in the North 
Pacific, as they largely have in the North Atlantic, 
their absence will herald the cascading failure of 
a complete marine system. If Indigenous peoples 
vanish from the North Pacific, as they largely 
have in the North Atlantic, their absence will 
sound the failure of the world’s dominant 
political powers to recognize the human right to 
cultural expression and survival.
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Keystone Nations: Indigenous Peoples and Salmon across the Northern Pacific 
Advanced Seminar Co-chaired by Dr. James F. Brooks, President, School for Advanced Research and Dr. Benedict 
Colombi, Assistant Professor, American Indian Studies, University of Arizona. 32
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Salmon as a Cultural Keystone Species

Garibaldi and Turner – Ecology and Society 2004 

Cultural keystone species are:  “the species most closely 
associated with indigenous and local peoples, wherever they 
reside, are the ones they depend upon most extensively to meet 
their needs for food, shelter, fuel, medicine, and other necessities 
of life.  These are the species that become embedded in a people’s 
cultural traditions and narratives, their ceremonies, dances, songs, 
and discourse. These are also the species for which a people will 
have developed the most detailed names and associated 
vocabulary, and the ones on which they focus in their immediate 
activities and conversations.” 
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Salmon Biodiversity
Augerot 2005

(MORE)

(LESS)

“DOUBLE MOVEMENT”
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Indigenous Peoples’ Political 
Standing Directionally across 

North PacificAugerot 2005

“DOUBLE MOVEMENT”

(LESS)

(MORE)
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Indigenous Google-Mapping on the Kamchatka Peninsula - 
Russia

Next Phase
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Ethno-ecological 
Information Center “Lach” 42



Ethno-ecological 
Information Center “Lach” 43
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Thom, Colombi, and Degai. 2016. Bringing Indigenous Kamchatka to Google 
Earth: Collaborative Digital Mapping with the Itelmen Peoples. Sibirica, 15(3):
1-30. 50



KETTLE FALLS, DIET, CENTRALITY OF PLACE
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KETTLE FALLS, DIET, CENTRALITY OF PLACE

Rich Diet:


1. 50 % consisted of fish 
(i.e. Fr. Desmet in 1840s 
noted up to 3000 per day 
and fish divided equally 
among the women). 

2. Reliance on Plants is 
much greater than one 
could imagine (i.e. over 
450 plant species, camas, 
berries, etc).
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KETTLE FALLS, DIET, CENTRALITY OF PLACE
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Similar to Celilo Falls yet Smaller in Scale
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GRAND COULEE DAM AND LAKE ROOSEVELT
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Conclusions: Indigenous Peoples and 
Environments, and the Future
• Adaptive capacity is the ecological and economic, socio-political, and 

ideological dimensions of culture that enables societies to be flexible, 
adaptive, and knowledgeable in the face of unknown futures.


• Sovereignty is critical to the control of resources and establishing rights to 
engage in an activity that is limited to sovereigns, i.e. tribal economic 
portfolios, natural resource management, etc.


• Having concern for a place, too, is important, especially when sovereignty 
is so often tied to a land base and reserved rights (i.e. water, fishing, 
hunting, and gathering rights).


• The conversation of what makes communities and cultures capable of 
adapting to change is really about which societies’ narratives will survive 
into the future.
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Questions and Comments?
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Thank You!
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