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Abstract
Despite expenditures of more than 1 billion dollars annu-
ally, there is little information available about project moti-
vations, actions, and results for the vast majority of river
restoration efforts. We performed confidential telephone
interviews with 317 restoration project managers from
across the United States with the goals of (1) assessing pro-
ject motivations and the metrics of project evaluation and
(2) estimating the proportion of projects that set and meet
criteria for ecologically successful river restoration projects.
According to project managers, ecological degradation
typically motivated restoration projects, but post-project
appearance and positive public opinion were the most com-
monly used metrics of success. Less than half of all projects
set measurable objectives for their projects, but nearly two-
thirds of all interviewees felt that their projects had been

“completely successful.” Projects that we classified as
highly effective were distinct from the full database in that
most had significant community involvement and an advi-
sory committee. Interviews revealed that many restoration
practitioners are frustrated by the lack of funding for and
emphasis on project monitoring. To remedy this, we recom-
mend a national program of strategic monitoring focused
on a subset of future projects. Our interviews also suggest
that merely conducting and publishing more scientific stud-
ies will not lead to significant improvements in restoration
practice; direct, collaborative involvement between scien-
tists, managers, and practitioners is required for forward
progress in the science and application of river restoration.
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Introduction
Restoration of rivers and streams is an increasingly com-
mon approach to managing U.S. freshwaters, a trend that
reflects a growing awareness of river degradation (U.S.
EPA 2000) and societal desires for waterways that provide
beneficial human uses although sustaining biodiversity
and ecosystem goods and services (NRC 1992; Postel &
Richter 2003; Bernhardt et al. 2005). River restoration is
a term applied to a wide range of specific management
activities, from replanting riparian trees or fencing live-

stock out of stream corridors to the removal of dams and
full-scale redesign of river channels.

Despite rapid increases in river restoration funding and
activity throughout the United States over the last 30
years, there has been little evaluation of river restoration
outcomes (Bernhardt et al. 2005). The need for assessing
river restoration costs and benefits is nearly universally
appreciated (e.g., Kondolf 1995; Kondolf & Micheli 1995;
Bash & Ryan 2002; Downs & Kondolf 2002; Palmer et al.
2005; Ruiz-Jaen & Mitchell Aide 2005). Although our sci-
entific understanding of river ecosystems is becoming in-
creasingly sophisticated, too little of this understanding is
being translated or applied in the context of restoration
projects (Pedroli et al. 2001; Wohl et al. 2005).

The National River Restoration Science Synthesis
(NRRSS) working group was formed in 2001 to evaluate
river restoration in the United States from a scientific per-
spective. As a first step, we set the goal of summarizing
restoration activity for seven large regions of the country
(“nodes”). We compiled approximately 37,000 records on
river restoration projects from some approximately 800
data sources into an extensively calibrated common field
database (Bernhardt et al. 2005) (the “NRRSS summary
database”). We found that river restoration efforts are
growing exponentially in every region of the United States
and that more than 1 billion dollars a year are invested in
efforts to restore our nation’s rivers (Bernhardt et al.
2005). The data synthesis effort was initially motivated
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