
QGS Field Trip Flyer September 5, 2021 

Quimper Geological Society Field Trip: 
A decade of changes in the Elwha River as a result of dam removal 

Saturday, October 2, 2021 @ 9:30 AM to 3 PM (or later) 
 
Leaders: Ian Miller, Coastal Hazards Specialist, Washington Sea Grant, Port Angeles 
  Keith Denton, Fisheries Specialist and Consultant, Sequim 
  Michael Machette, Quaternary Geologist (retired), Port Townsend 

Visit ground zero of the largest dam removal project in the world and one of the 

largest ecological restoration projects ever attempted. See the developing shore-

line and take a tour of three important restoration sites along the Elwha River.  

Unshackled from two large, century-old hydroelectric dams from 2011-2014, the Elwha 

River, on the north side of the Olympic Peninsula, continues its path towards natural 

recovery. The removals provided a unique opportunity for Washington Sea Grant 

(WSG) to fund and collaborate with scientists to study what happens after a dam is 

removed. New forests have sprouted up on recently exposed reservoir lakebeds; adult 

Chinook salmon, sockeye salmon, steelhead and bull trout have passed upstream to re-

colonize the upper reaches of the river; and the shoreline and river bottoms are 

changing. 

From 2011 to the present, Ian Miller, WSG coastal hazards specialist, has played an 

active role in investigating and assessing the coastal influences of the Elwha watershed 

restoration. Removal of the two dams eventually led to the transfer of 19 million metric 

tons of mud, sand and gravel that had been trapped in the reservoirs to the coastal 

zone. WSG-funded research confirmed that sediment reconfigured the shoreline, 
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restored eroding beaches and led to cascading ecological changes in the estuary and 

nearshore zone around the river s mouth.  In addition, at several stops Keith Denton, a 

fisheries specialist and consultant to the Lower Elwha Tribe, will discuss the remarkable 

salmon recovery in the Elwha River.  

The tour begins at our Park and Ride west of Port Angeles where we’ll have an 

overview of the trip and form up carpools. From there, we’ll drive to the mouth of Elwha 

River (Stop 1, Elwha Beach Access) where you can stand on new intertidal zones 

created shortly after dam removal started in 2011. You can gaze out on the water s 

surface and imagine the complex ecological changes that are occurring, as marine 

plants and animals respond to new sediment deposited on the seafloor during dam 

removal. Then we’ll drive about 5 miles upstream to the former site of the lower Elwha 

Dam (Stop 2, Elwha Dam Trailhead) to discuss the removal of the dam and effects of 

stream adjustments to its new gradient.  Finally, we’ll hike about ¾ mile round trip from 

the road to the middle reach of the river (Stop 3), which is located between the two dam 

sites, and see dramatic changes to the former floor of the reservoir.  The middle reach 

was replete with spawning salmon the first summer after the removal of the lower Elwha 

dam. The Elwha has become an ideal living laboratory for studying the nuanced 

functions of a large natural system,” Miller says.  Several optional activities will be 

offered.  

 
Field trip stops along the Elwha River, Oct. 2, 2021. 


