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The Hells Canyon Complex Hydroelectric Project (HCC) consists of three hydroelectric dams built on 90 miles of the 
Snake River in Idaho between 1960 and 1987 - Brownlee, Oxbow, and Hells Canyon Dams. The Project is operated 
by the Idaho Power Company and provides energy to southern Idaho and eastern Oregon, including the City of Boise. 
The reservoirs formed by the dams support numerous recreational activities as well as sustenance hunting and gathering 
opportunities.

We develop innovative tools that help water managers, hydropower companies, wildlife managers, and human health 
regulatory agencies manage, mitigate for, and protect us from the effects of mercury and harmful algal blooms.    
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What Are We Doing? 
Our scientists are working with the Idaho Power 
Company, the Idaho Department of Environmental 
Quality, and university researchers to develop tools that 
predict methylmercury behavior under various reservoir 
management scenarios in the Hells Canyon portion of the 
Snake River. These tools will be used to inform a mercury 
management plan for the protection of fish and human 
health - a contingency in the process of the HCC obtaining 
new Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) and 
state operational licenses.
We are also developing remote sensing methods to map 
HABs in near-real-time. The HAB maps help water 
managers and public health officials make proactive 
decisions around issuing public notices and warnings. 
Presently, knowledge of where and when algal blooms 
occur depends on public reporting or in-person monitoring. 
Many water managers and health officials issue notices 
as a reactionary measure in response to reported blooms. 
A near-real-time remote sensing system allows water 
managers and health officials to monitor conditions 
independent of public reporting and in remote areas not 
heavily accessed by the public.  
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Mercury - Hg
Mercury is a naturally-occurring metal that can pose 
a threat to humans, fish, and wildlife when exposed 
to high levels of its most toxic form, methylmercury. 
Methylmercury is created from inorganic mercury in 
aquatic ecosystems by bacteria. Methylmercury is easily 
accumulated by fish, wildlife, and humans from their diet 
and increases in concentration up the food chain, reaching 
its highest levels in predators and long-lived species. It 
primarily affects the nervous and reproductive systems, 
and is particularly harmful during the developmental 
stages of life. The Nez Perce and other Columbia Basin 
tribal members, who consume fish at higher rates than 
the general population, are disproportionately affected by 
methylmercury contamination.

Harmful Algal Blooms - HABs
Harmful algal blooms occur in fresh or salt water and 
result in lower dissolved oxygen concentrations, changes 
to aquatic food webs, unsightly scums along shorelines, 
unpalatable drinking water and fish flesh, or toxins potent 
enough to poison wildlife and humans. Freshwater algal 
blooms are estimated to cost the U.S. economy upwards of 
$4.6 billion annually in disruption to tourism, recreation, 
drinking water supply, and aquatic food production. HABs 
regularly occur in the Hells Canyon Complex.


