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Dear Secretary Bose, 

Thank you for the opportunity to submit this comment on the Public Utility District No. 1 of Snohomish 
County’s (PUD) proposed Sunset Falls hydro project on the South Fork of the Skykomish River near the 
town of Index in Washington State. 
 
This comment is intentionally filed prior to the applicant’s request to close the docket, so that it may 

become part of the permanent record.  The applicant posted its intention to abandon the project on its 

official website on April 11, 2018: https://www.snopud.com/newsroom.ashx?p=1102&173_na=358  

The purpose of this comment is to provide future researchers with some additional insight - from a 

citizen-stakeholder point of view  as to the project’s cumulatively-fatal flaws, that may not be as clearly 

highlighted in the applicant’s final submittal. 

• There has been an unusually intense and sustained opposition from both the local community 

and from a wide circle of environmental agencies and NGO’s throughout the six-year pre-

licensing process.  The assigned FERC team commented informally during a site visit that they 

had never worked on a project that was so controversial.  The proposed project also generated 

substantial negative press and negative letters to the editor in local newspapers. Elected PUD 

commissioners were keenly aware of and quite sensitive to the constant stream of negative 

comments regarding the project’s flaws and serious questions regarding their decision-making 

processes. 

• Skykomish River flows are dependably useable for generation only during the Spring 

runoff.  Otherwise, flows in the fall and winter are "flashy"; i.e., extremely variable, including too 

high and too low for generation, while consistently too low in summer.  In the coldest parts of 

winter, water sources for the river freeze up, resulting in little or no usable flow. 

• At lower bypass flows, water going over Sunset Falls is very shallow and highly aerated (more 

than 50% air).  It is all spray and foam, reaching all the way to the river bottom throughout the 
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lower 2/3 of the falls.  Down migrating fish would sink in the low-density air/water mix and 

would be much more susceptible to injury. 

• Instream flows in the bypass reach are regulated by state law.  Attempts to lower minimum 

instream flows on other Washington Rivers have been successfully challenged in court. 

• The river was Washington State's first State Scenic River, so designated in part to protect it from 

past attempts to emplace hydropower facilities.  It is also designated as protected from 

hydropower development by the federal Northwest Power and Conservation Council. 

• Two substantial and currently active landslides (> 10 acres) have developed in the immediate 

project area since the commencement of pre-licensing activities.  PUD failed to acknowledge 

and investigate these landslides in any meaningful way – i.e. no geotechnical studies have been 

conducted on the landslides to date. 

•  The Tulalip Tribes are opposed to the project, and they have treaty rights over the salmon in the 

Skykomish river.  The Tulalip Tribes withdrew from settlement talks in Sept. 2017 in part over 

concerns about the negative impacts on down-migrating juvenile salmon in the bypass reach 

where flows would be reduced up to 90% over Canyon and Sunset Falls. 

• NMFS Ecosystem Diagnostic and Treatment (EDT) modeling for Chinook salmon in 2004 and 

2005 suggested that the South Fork Skykomish River Above Sunset Falls is the most productive 

area for Chinook in the Skykomish system. According to filings from the Tulalip Tribe, Chinook 

production above Sunset Falls represents upwards of 30% of the natural origin spawners in the 

Skykomish population and 20% of the Chinook within the entire Snohomish basin. 

• Chinook and Coho salmon populations are at or near historic lows, and adding a new source of 

mortality is not appropriate. The project threatens to do irreversible damage to populations at 

risk as well as to critical habitat required by Chinook salmon as established by NOAA (50 CFR 

Part 226, September 5, 2005). Considered cumulatively with all other sources of mortality or 

population pressure, the project has the potential to move threatened populations to 

endangered status. 

• Southern resident Orca Whales are also at a 30-year population low. In 2015 the federal 

government declared that our orca whales are among eight species most likely to go extinct 

without dramatic action. In just the last two years, seven whales have died. Lack of Chinook 

salmon has been strongly implicated as the main cause of decline. PUD has not examined or 

commented on the potential effects of the proposed project on Orca Whales. 

 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
David Wick  
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