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Article abstract:  
 
The USA and Canada have begun renegotiating the Columbia River Treaty, 

which is an international model for transboundary water governance. This article 

identifies six Institutional Factors that will affect negotiations pertaining to fish 

passage during the renegotiation of the Columbia River Treaty: geographic 

advantage, issue linkage, a basin commission, the duration of agreements, 

negotiating autonomy, and side payments. These factors and the methods used 

to determine them can be applied to other transboundary river basins where 

basin states have a history of transboundary resource governance. This analysis 

also serves as a policy-relevant resource for Columbia River Treaty negotiators 

and stakeholders. 
 
Excerpt on the contemporary nature of water governance (page 1): 
 

“Transboundary water governance involves a tension between the sovereign 

rights of states and their needs and responsibilities to cooperate to share water 

resources (Norman & Bakker, 2015). Today, there is also a growing tension 

between the numerous drivers of future uncertainty (e.g., climate change, 

population growth, ageing infrastructure), which will require institutional flexibility, 



and the traditional approaches to transboundary water governance, which focus 

on clear divisions of resources and responsibilities in the interest of protecting 

sovereignty (Cosens, 2011).” 

 

Excerpt on the context of the current CRT renegotiation (page 4): 
 
“The opportunity for action presented by the treaty renegotiation is also unique 

because the switch from relying on ecosystem services to engineered services, 

which has characterized the development of the Columbia River Basin since the 

era of dam construction began in the 1930s, has reduced the ability for systems 

of governance to register feedback from natural systems (Cosens and Fremier, 

2016). This means that, without an occasion like the renegotiation of the CRT, it 

is unlikely that the relatively gradual changes in ecosystem health that the 

Columbia River Basin is experiencing would motivate significant action by the 

government in time to execute a meaningful response.” 

 

Excerpt on what this article adds to what is already known (page 3): 
 

“This paper adds to this previous work by identifying factors that characterize the 

institutions participating in the renegotiation of the CRT and influence their 

behavior [They are (1) geographic advantage, (2) issue linkage, (3) a basin 

commission, (4) the duration of agreements, (5) negotiating autonomy, and (6) 

side payments.]. These ‘Institutional Factors’ are drawn from a review of the 

history of the 1985 Pacific Salmon treaty (PST) to understand a relevant example 

of resource governance between the USA and Canada... We apply our 

Institutional Factors to the challenge of salmon restoration in the Upper Columbia 

Basin to provide policy-relevant insights towards an international water treaty 

negotiation that serves as a model for peaceful transboundary water governance. 

Our approach of examining a past treaty between transboundary basin states is 

not unique to the Columbia River Basin; it can be used to understand other 

basins in which basin states have a history of negotiations with one another.” 



 

Excerpt on the exclusion of Indigenous Nations from the renegotiation 
(page 11): 
 

“Canada demonstrated the importance of its negotiating autonomy when it 

informed Columbia Basin First Nations that they would not participate directly in 

the CRT renegotiation (Okanagan Nation Alliance, Shuswap Nation Council, and 

Ktunaxa Nation Council, 2018). In so doing, it subrogated its unfulfilled desire to 

prioritize Indigenous Nations (Simms et al. 2016). This demonstrates that the 

political benefits of including Indigenous Nations in the negotiations were not 

important enough to nullify its advantage of autonomy and compromise its stance 

that fish passage to American Columbia dams ought to happen independently of 

the CRT renegotiation. 

 

The United States has also excluded Columbia Basin tribes from the CRT 

renegotiation (Schwing, 2018), which will thus be binational with other national 

actors (i.e., First Nations in Canada and Tribes in the USA) consulted like 

stakeholders by the Canadian and American governments. This differs 

significantly from the PST, and it implies that the number of negotiating parties 

may be unimportant for the renegotiation. However, for decades water 

governance across this border has trended away from binational treaties and 

towards subnational agreements that involve nonstate actors (Norman and 

Bakker, 2015). If nonstate actors, including Indigenous Nations, must be satisfied 

in some way for the CRT renegotiation to proceed, the number of influential 

parties in the negotiation will increase. This would present an opportunity for 

either the USA or Canada to align with the additional parties against the other 

country, but the ultimate effect of a multi-party negotiation on the funding dispute 

about salmon restoration would be unclear.” 

 

 



Excerpts from our analysis of the prospects for salmon restoration in the 
CRT renegotiation (pages 9-10): 
 

“Salmon restoration in the Upper Columbia will depend on the source and 

amount of funding available for restoring salmon above the two USA dams. If that 

is successful, Canadian dams upstream will likely follow because of their 

government license requirements. The USA has proposed sharing costs whereas 

BC maintains that each country should improve its own infrastructure (USA 

Entity, 2013b, BC Treaty Review Team, n.d.). Both countries share the goal of 

enabling fish passage but disagree on whether BC and Canada should help pay 

to upgrade American dams (Kramer, 2018; BC Treaty Review Team, n.d; USA 

Entity, 2013b). We now examine this disagreement via application of our 

Institutional Factors.” 

 

“The CRT case presents a negotiation in which each country holds a geographic 

advantage over the other. As the upstream party, Canada has a substantial 

advantage in the treaty negotiations because flood control, hydropower, 

ecosystem health, water supply, recreation, and navigation in the USA all depend 

in part on planned and coordinated flows from BC (BC Ministry of Energy and 

Mines, 2013)… However, from the perspective of a salmon seeking to spawn, 

the USA is downstream and thus encountered first by fish returning from the 

ocean. Without substantial American commitment, Canada cannot restore 

salmon to its portion of the Basin. Canada’s enhancement of the salmon fishery, 

its relations with First Nations, and its efforts to improve the health of terrestrial 

and aquatic ecosystems in the Upper Columbia Basin are beholden to American 

decisions at Chief Joseph and Grand Coulee dams… Consequently, it is 

unsurprising that BC maintains that, because salmon were eliminated from the 

Upper Columbia before the CRT with the construction of Grand Coulee Dam, 

their restoration should not be part of the CRT renegotiation (BC Treaty Review 

Team, n.d.). If accepted, this position would reduce the only geographic 



advantage of the USA in the CRT renegotiation and thus strengthen Canada’s 

position on other issues.” 

 

“Linkage with an external issue, either as an explicit trade or an unspecific 

goodwill gesture, may emerge as a determining factor for fish passage 

improvement. Salmon restoration is considered a minor issue in the context of 

the greater CRT renegotiation. The American and Canadian Entities as well as 

many other non-governmental groups place much greater emphasis on other 

issues like the size of the Canadian Entitlement and managing flood risk after 

2024 (BC Treaty Review Team, n.d.; USA Entity, 2013b). Should these other 

issues be linked to salmon restoration, it will be unclear whether major 

infrastructure modification will be more or less likely.” 

 
Excerpt on how this research fits into the overall understanding of global 
water governance (page 12): 
 
“Previous work in international water governance rates the risk of international 

conflict over water supply (Yoffe, Wolf, and Giordano, 2003), considers the power 

difference and the intensity of conflict between actors in disputed basins (Zeitoun 

and Warner, 2006; Ho, 2017), describes potential fair allocations of cost in water 

agreements (e.g., Frisvold and Caswell, 2000; Parrachino, Dinar, and Patrone, 

2006), or describes water governance and water security broadly (Dore, Lebel, 

and Molle, 2012; Wilder et al., 2016). In most of these cases, water negotiations 

are contentious. However, the CRT is recognized as a model international water 

governance agreement because of its advanced management of complex 

infrastructure for the benefit of two peaceful neighbors (Sandford et al. 2014). 

This description of the Institutional Factors at play in its renegotiation provides 

specific details that can aid conceptual understanding of other water agreements 

between neighbors with a history of negotiation with one another.” 


