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Hydropower is energy that is generated, or produced, by a process that uses falling or running water. 
People have used it for centuries. Hundreds of years ago, people used hydropower for the irrigation 
of crops. To irrigate crops means to supply them with water in order to help them grow. Later, 
hydropower was used to power mills that made all sorts of things from paper to paint. These days, 
hydropower is used to generate electricity more than any other type of energy. This electricity is often 
referred to as "hydro-electric power." Hydropower has both positive and negative effects. The Hoover 
Dam is a perfect example of both the positive and negative things hydropower can do for society. The 
dam was built in the Colorado River. It is a huge structure that holds back the water of the river. The 
water held back is used to generate electricity. It is located on the border between the states of 
Nevada and Arizona in the United States of America.

For decades, people knew that the Colorado River running through the southwest would be a highly 
useful resource. The Colorado River was used to irrigate farmlands for miles. The promise of 
farmland made thousands of settlers move to the Southwest region. Then in the early 1900s, the 
government became aware of the many improvements in hydropower that would make it easier to 
generate electricity. By the late 1800s, electricity had become incredibly important in people's daily 
lives. Just three years after the light bulb was invented, a building opened in Wisconsin that used 
hydropower to generate electricity. It proved that hydropower technology was advancing quickly. By 
1900, the United States wanted to take advantage of this new technology in order to improve the lives 
of people moving to the Southwest.

It took a long time for people to agree on the formal plans for a new dam in that area. For almost thirty 
years, people could not agree about where the dam should be built and how it should be built. 

ReadWorks.org · © 2013 ReadWorks®, Inc. All rights reserved.



The Hoover Dam - StepRead1

However, during that time, the technology kept improving. As a result, the dam that was finally built 
was even greater than first imagined. Finally, President Coolidge approved the building of the dam in 
1928. By 1931, President Hoover ordered the building of the dam to begin. The dam was named after 
Hoover. In the end, the project cost $40 million. When it was built, the dam was 726 feet tall. At its 
highest point, the dam was 1200 feet wide. At its base, it was 660 feet thick. Over six million tons of 
concrete were needed to build the dam.

The dam was built during the period of the Great Depression. The economy was doing very badly and 
millions of people had no jobs. So when people began to hear that an extremely large dam was going 
to be built along the border of Nevada and Arizona, they decided to move to the area in the hopes of 
finding a job. Thirty-five miles north of the dam site in Nevada was a small city called Las Vegas. Tens 
of thousands of unemployed people quickly headed to Las Vegas hoping to find a job building the 
dam. The city's population became four times higher almost instantly.

The working conditions were extremely hard because of the high summer temperatures. Sixteen 
people died in just one month from the heat. But the new citizens of Las Vegas were desperate to 
take any work they could get, even if it meant working in the heat. Over 5,000 people were paid to 
work on the dam at one time in 1934. By the time the Hoover Dam was completed, 112 people had 
died during its construction. Many more became sick from illnesses caused by the working conditions 
even years after the dam was finished. A memorial for the workers who lost their lives rests on the 
dam site. It reads: "They died to make the desert bloom." And the desert certainly did bloom.

The Hoover Dam has many uses. One of them is to help irrigate one million acres of land around the 
dam. Irrigation is very important to the production of food, and to our survival.

The Hoover Dam provides water not only to crops, but also to people. Lake Mead is a lake close to 
the dam that is made by people. It is the largest of its kind in America. The water held back by the 
dam fills Lake Mead. Eight million people in Arizona, Nevada, and California get their water from this 
lake. Because so much water moves through the dam and into other places like this lake, the threat 
of flooding is lower. This makes local areas much safer than in the days before the dam.

The biggest role of the dam is to provide electricity for people in areas far away. Each year, the dam 
generates enough electricity for about one million people to use. The electricity the dam provides has 
been a key factor in the development of major American cities like Las Vegas and Los Angeles.

Hydropower is a favored source of energy for a number of reasons. One is that it is a clean form of 
energy. Hydropower does not release harmful gases and materials into the atmosphere like oil or coal 
does when it is used to produce energy. 

The other reason hydropower is a favored source of energy is that it is safe for the people living in 
nearby areas, unlike nuclear power. People living near plants that generate nuclear power face huge 
risks if something bad happens at the plant. People can become exposed to energy that is extremely 
dangerous if it ends up in the environment. Hydropower is much safer. It releases very few harmful 
gases. Safety at the dam is very important. Workers there constantly check the dam for damage and 
there have been very few incidents since the dam opened nearly eighty years ago.

Clearly, the Hoover Dam has had many positive effects and advantages. But the dam has also had a 
negative impact on the environment. For example, local ecosystems have been damaged because 
less water is available to them as a lot of water is used up by the dam and moved to other places. 
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Also, the water levels in the Colorado River have gone down, hurting plant life in areas close to the 
dam. Plants are not able to grow roots long enough to find drinking water anymore, now that the 
water levels have changed. The dam has also changed the temperatures of the water in the river, 
almost wiping out some fish that can only survive at specific water temperatures. The dam also has 
turbines, or machines that move water and help it transform energy. These machines also end up 
drawing in fish and killing them. Scientists and engineers have been working to help fix these issues 
for years. For example, turbines have been invented that allow fish to pass through them unharmed.

There is great awareness of these problems. However, many agree that the benefits of the Hoover 
Dam are much greater than the harm it causes. Laws have been passed to allow the dam to work for 
many decades to come so many people will be able to enjoy the food, water, and electricity the dam 
provides them. The local economy will also benefit from tourism as millions visit the dam each year.
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Name: ___________________________________ Date: _______________

1. What is hydro-electric power?

A. a form of hydropower that is no longer used to generate electricity

B. a form of hydropower that uses running water to generate electricity

C. a form of hydropower that uses electricity to move water

D. a form of hydropower that uses electricity to build dams

2. What does the author describe in the passage?

A. the history of the Hoover Dam and its impact on the Southwest region

B. the development of different types of hydropower

C. the political environment in America during the construction of the Hoover Dam

D. improvements in irrigation along the Colorado River before the Hoover Dam was built

3. The Hoover Dam provides water to crops and people, keeps potential floods under 

control, and generates electricity for people in the outlying areas.

Based on this evidence, it can be concluded that the Hoover Dam

A. has had a negative impact on the environment of the Southwest region

B. has had a negative impact on the people living in the Southwest region

C. has had more than one positive impact on the Southwest region

D. has had only one positive impact on the Southwest region

4. Based on the passage, the benefits of the Hoover Dam

A. are limited to humans

B. are limited to the environment

C. are decreasing over time as the dam becomes old

D. are greater than the negative results of the dam

5. This passage is mostly about

A. the Hoover Dam and the impact hydropower can have on a region

B. why different politicians are in favor of extending the operations of the Hoover Dam

C. the advantages of using hydropower over other sources of energy

D. the effects the Hoover Dam has had on the environment
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6. Read the sentences:

"In Wisconsin, just three years after the light bulb was invented, the first hydroelectric 

plant opened, proving that the technology in the field of hydropower was being updated 

rapidly. Therefore, by 1900, the United States felt that action should be taken in the 

Southwest in order to capitalize on the availability of these new advances, while 

improving life for both present and future settlers that were moving westward."

What word or phrase could best replace capitalize on as used in this sentence?

A. take advantage of

B. make money off of

C. eliminate

D. block from future use

7. Choose the answer that best completes the sentence below.

__________ there is widespread awareness of the Hoover Dam's negative 

environmental impacts, a majority of legislators agree that the dam's benefits outweigh 

these negative impacts.

A. Because

B. When

C. Although

D. Instead of

8. Hydropower is a more favorable source of energy compared to other sources such as 

coal and nuclear power.

Support this statement by using evidence from the text.
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9. List at least two positive effects and two negative effects of the Hoover Dam.

10. Explain whether the operations of the Hoover Dam should be extended. Use 

evidence from the text to support your answer.
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