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Lessons learned by

Dr. Sampsa Vilhunen

Head of marine and freshwater

programme

WWF Finland

Dam Removal Europe 

and introduction of the 

diverse formula for 

Finnish dam removals
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Jeroen van Herk

Dam Removal Europe
We love our rivers wild

www.damremoval.eu

A platform to 

enhance dam

removals

Partnership between five

organisations

Secretariat is at the World 

Fish Migration Foundation

The ambition is to make: 

-> European rivers full of 

fish

-> dam removal a 

mainstream river 

management option in the 

whole of Europe

http://www.damremoval.eu/


Overview

Why?

To create awareness about the great value of 
free-flowing rivers, generate and share 
knowledge with their partners in all of 
Europe, influence national policies and 
create a dam removal movement. We want 
to make dam removal a mainstream river 
management option by starting to remove 
old and obsolete dams.

Target Audiences:

National, regional and European policy 
makers, changemaking organizations and 
end-users
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Finland

- Neigbouring country to 

Estonia

- 188 000 lakes

- Thousands of rivers

- 220 active hydropower

dams

- Over 4000 other obsolete

dam structures

- Even 20 000 culverts that

hinder migration

- Maybe few hundred dams / 

migration obstacles already

removed
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Already 300 kilometers

opened for free migration! 

(2 – 62 km)

Dam removal has become

WWF FI together

with partners has

removed 25 

migrations

obstacles in last

2,5 years
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How we did it? 

Where we helped to contribute?
Here maybe some ideas others can copy.
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Make fish interesting
Talk about fish, people don’t know shi* about them
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”Dams are the main cause for the

poor conservation status of 

migratory fish species”

Starting with a 

’news’ that there

are endangered

fish in our waters
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WWF WildLive

Trout online underwater

camera filming their

spawning.

A location was chosen

where we just had restored

a spawning pits. 
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Eye-catching comms
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Postage of 

Damnation-dvd 

to each member

of Finnish

Parliament



Youtube -> ”K fishpaths”

TV add about

dams and sex

(reproduction), 

humanizing fish

behaviour

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dKb2JEl11I0&feature=youtu.be

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dKb2JEl11I0&feature=youtu.be


Front cover of 

Helsingin 

Sanomat 

dedicated to dam

removal. It is the

biggest daily

paper in Finland 
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https://vimeo.com/

concretereasons

Concrete

Reasons – A full

documentary film

about the

destructive

history of HP 

development in 

Finland

https://vimeo.com/concretereasons
https://vimeo.com/concretereasons
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Size does not matter
Starting small, thinking big



Size does not

matter

• Most of the migration

barriers are small in size

• We have started our

work from dams where

we can expect success

in relatively short time

period (1-2 years)

• Our strategy has been

opportunism –

collaborating where

there is will.K
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Large scale

hydropower

• Still today can be

important for balancing

the production

fluctuation of power grid

• Yet also:

• Still needs fish ways

built

• Still needs the env. 

obligations of the

ancient permits to be

re-evaluated

• Still may result in 

dam removals ☺
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71% 
What do the citizens think?



Citizen polls

~71%

(62% in 2018)

You can also ask whether 

the free running rivers 

should be protected from 

hydropower 

0,00

10,00

20,00

30,00

40,00

50,00

60,00

70,00

80,00

Yes No I Don't know

“Hydropower dams that are insignificant for energy 
production should be removed in order to improve 

migratory fish stocks” (TNS Gallup 2019, n = 1094)  



27

Get up on your feet
Field work, even in a small-scale will give you leverage
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River restoration

hand-in-hand

with dam

removals

• In last 2,5 years WWF 

Finland has restored

hundreds of spawning

sites and build feeding

grounds for juvenile fish

in dozens of rivers

• We have engaged

hudreds of volunteers to 

our work

• Produces stories for 

local media thus raising

awareness



29



30

• Media hits

Organisaatio, Tekijä dd.MM.yyyy 30



Fish
migration is 
the priority, 
dam
removals
come second
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Dig in to legislation
Don’t take it as it is. Hire juridical help to understand what is there and what

is missing. Initiate needed changes.



Indentify flaws and 

opportunities in 

national legislation

• In Finland there are 50 

HP dams that completely

lack any obligations to 

compensate for the

damages to nature, to 

fish stocks (inc. fish

ways)

• If there are

environmental

obligations in the permit, 

the content of those can

be changed if there are

changes in the

environment
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Concrete

proposal for new

legislation

Now advancing well in 

the politics
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Put rivers on the political agenda
Politicians are constantly looking for ’good things’ to do

Finland had Parliament election in April 2019



Pre-parliament

election asks for 

political parties

• Removal of at least 100 

unwanted dams

• Changing of the national

water act to include

fishway-obligation also to 

the smallest hydropower

• Finland takes a stand

againts the weakening of 

the EU water framework

directive



Parliament

elections voting

aid application

just for rivers

• Asking the candidates

from all parties to sign up

for five thesis, that would

improve considerably the

state of the running

waters in Finland

• Dam removals, fish

ways, legilative changes.

• ~10 percent of the

candidates answered, 

from all political parties

and nearly all of those

answered 5/5.
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Make it global
Don’t marginalize your thing
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LPI -60%



The decline of the

Living Planet 

-index (LPI) is the

most drastic in 

freshwater

environments

• Lately the FW LPI has 

declined appr. 4% per 

year.

• In the observed 3 500 

populations the index 

describing their 

population size has 

declined on average       

-83% from 1970’s.

• Main reason: habitat loss 

and -degradation.

LPI -83%



More habitats in 

natural, good

ecological state

are needed, in 

order for the

humankind to 

survive under

climate chance

Restoring is the way

forward, dam removals are

a vital part of that.
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We all need good

partners!

Centres for economic 

development, transport and the 

Environment

European Maritime and Fisheries Fund

Lassi Leppinen Säätiö

K-Group

Freshabit -LIFE integrated project

Rudus

Valonia and VIRHO

The Finnish Association for Nature 

Conservation & Finnish Federation for 

Recreational Fishing

Natural Resources Institute Finland

Dam Removal Europe

WWF Living European Rivers Initiative

Cities, municipalities, nature

conservancy associations, etc

Jasper Pääkkönen, Seppo Leinonen

SYKE - Finnish Environment Institute


