
 
  
  
  
 
 
Steve Beverlin, Forest Supervisor       October 12, 2015 
U.S. Forest Service 
Malheur National Forest 
431 Patterson Bridge Road 
PO Box 909 
John Day, OR 97845 
 
Re: Safety of Canyon Creek Meadows Dam 
 
Dear Supervisor Beverlin: 
 
Prior to the Canyon Creek Fire, the State of Oregon had classified the Canyon Creek Meadows Dam as 
being a high hazard structure in unsatisfactory condition.  There are a number of scenarios that could 
cause this dam to fail and a report commissioned by the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife 
(ODFW) supports this conclusion.  My inspection on October 5, 2015, confirmed a very intense burn 
around the dam, and a large landslide south and west of the dam.  There are several modes of failure 
that are reasonably possible at this dam, and the risk of those has increased since the wildfire.  Because 
of these reasons, Canyon Creek Meadows Dam is now the number one dam safety concern in Oregon, 
as further described below. 
 
The background on this dam prior to the wildfire is as follows: 
• The dam was built more than 50 years ago.  Although located on National Forest System lands, it 

was constructed by the Oregon Game Commission with a water storage permit issued to that 
Commission. 

• Though not known at the time, the dam was located on a landslide deposit made up of large 
boulders and voids, some open and some filled with fines. 

• The dam has leaked badly since construction, and repairs to stop leakage have been unsuccessful. 
• Sinkholes on the dam have developed, especially on the north abutment on the upstream face of 

the dam.  Sinkholes are created by internal erosion inside the dam. 
• Whirlpools have been observed since just before 2000.  About that time, it was decided to maintain 

the valve for the dam in an open position, so that the reservoir only fills after large runoff events. 
• An ODFW-commissioned report completed in 2012 has removal of the dam as the recommended 

alternative and questions the effectiveness of any repair strategies. 
• A proposal by a local engineer to explore the dam through limited excavation was considered by the 

state agencies, but I am not aware of any local action to conduct this work. 
 
The wildfire has further reduced the safety of this dam due to the following changes: 
• Increased risk of landslide movement or rockfall from the large landslide source area. 
• Increased risk of mud and debris blocking the conduit through the dam. 
• Increased peak flows in the watershed of the dam. 
 



Based on this information, the current condition of this dam is not safe and poses significant risk to life 
and property. With this notice, the Oregon Water Resources Department is complying with ORS 
540.350(5) requiring notification to the legal owners of an unsafe dam.  The best course of action for 
this dam is removal, which the US Forest Service and ODFW have agreed to do  
 
Safe dam removal requires that there be no significant runoff events during dam removal operations.  
To this end, there must be sufficient equipment to remove the embankment within five days of 
commencing the project.  The embankment needs to be removed from the channel and placed as close 
as possible to the dam site, avoiding wetlands and other critical sensitive locations.  I have been in 
contact with ODFW about logistics for dam removal, and they should coordinate with your agency on a 
plan for removal.  I have also been in contact with the Oregon Department of State Lands about 
emergency procedures for placement of fill outside of jurisdictional wetlands or other sensitive areas.  
 
In the short term, it is essential to have updated emergency procedures and monitoring devices 
established for this site.  As the owner, ODFW is responsible for this and the Oregon Water Resources 
Department is providing technical assistance to them.  Given that the dam is so narrow, removal of the 
entire embankment will be necessary.  Mere notching will not work, as the dam is not wide enough to 
use this technique.  
 
The Malheur National Forest’s timely review and approval of ODFW’s emergency dam removal plans will 
significantly reduce the risk to life and property in downstream communities.  Thank you for your 
attention to this matter. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
 
Keith Mills, P.E., State Engineer 
Oregon Water Resources Department 
Phone: (503) 986-0840 / Cell: (541) 706-0849 
E-mail:  Keith.a.mills@wrd.state.or.us 
 
 
cc: Brett Brownscombe, Governor’s Office 
 Curt Melcher, ODFW 

Ryan McCormick, ODFW 
Lanny Quackenbush, DSL 

 Mike Montgomery, USFS 
 


