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INTRODUCTION

Upon leaving its source in the Uinta Mountains, the Bear River flows over 500 miles, meandering across the borders of three states before entering the Great Salt Lake. Its waters irrigate thousands of acres of crop land, generate electricity for a growing urban and rural population, and provide a source of recreation to many fishermen, birders and boaters. The Bear River offers a verdant oasis in an otherwise arid landscape and therefore supports critical wildlife habitat for migratory birds. They rest, nest and feed in over 400,000 acres of wetlands at the delta where the Bear River and Great Salt Lake meet. 

In 1958, the three states through which the Bear flows came to an agreement, known as the Bear River Compact, which allocated 300,000 acre-feet of water per year to Utah. Heretofore water unused for anything but agricultural and energy production, the state now proposes to develop most of this water for municipal use along the rapidly growing Wasatch Front. The current water development plan, anticipated to cost approximately $680 million, is structured to include four major components: 

 • modification of the existing operation of Willard Bay for storage of Bear River water; 

 • connection of the Bear River to Willard Bay via pipeline or canal; 

 • construction of conveyance and treatment facilities to deliver water from Willard Bay to the Wasatch Front; and 

 • construction of a dam in the Bear River basin. 

Unfortunately, the construction of dams and diversions on the Bear River will have dire consequences to both the ecology of the Bear River basin, and to the people who work, reside, and recreate there. From changes in the mineral content and salinity of the Great Salt Lake to the loss of wetlands that support a hemispheric reserve for western shorebirds, the diversion of 220,000 acre-feet of water from the Bear will grossly change the ecology of the basin as we know it (see Bear River fact sheets, www.utahrivers.org). By constructing a dam and reservoir to store Bear River water, the state will inundate valuable agricultural land currently owned by farmers and ranchers from the towns of Portage and Plymouth, many of whom have farmed the land for generations. Reduced yearly flow into the Great Salt Lake will drop water levels, affecting people like Steve Ingram who owns and operates Salt Island Adventures, a cruise boat operation whose mission is to educate visitors about the importance and beauty of the lake.
The Utah Rivers Council is dedicated to investigating how Bear River diversions will affect the people and wildlife of the basin. The following stories demonstrate that real people, with vested interests in Bear River water and the ecosystem it supports, will be directly harmed by this project. While we can’t place a monetary value on these interests, we can drive decision-makers to consider them by sharing these stories. 

The impacts to the people and wildlife of the Bear River basin as expressed here are unnecessary and can be easily avoided with the implementation of alternatives outlined by the Utah Rivers Council in its analysis entitled: Alternatives to Developing Bear River Water: Meeting Future Water Needs Along the Wasatch Front Cost-Effectively (2006). For a copy of this analysis, visit www.utahrivers.org. The Council hopes that through the distribution of these stories, we can inform a diverse audience of state and local officials, resource agencies and others about the people who will bear the burden of this water development plan. 

Alan Reed

Brine Shrimper
Alan Reed started his job at the brine shrimp factory five years ago. He will often work 12 to 15 hour days, seven days a week during the harvest. This is how he supports his family. About 1,000 others also earn their livelihood employed by one of the many companies that harvest brine shrimp in the Great Salt Lake. If the Division of Water Resources proceeds with development of the Bear River, Alan worries for the future of the brine shrimp industry. 

The Bear River provides 60 percent of the fresh water surface inflow to the Great Salt 

Lake, and if a portion of that is diverted for development, it is likely that lake levels will decrease. Alan recalled a time two years ago when lake levels were low due to drought and the brine shrimp fishermen had trouble launching their boats. The entire bay had to be dredged so they could get their boats out on the water and then they had to follow specific paths so they would not get stuck. Alan fears additional consequences such as increases in salinity concentrations. Salinity concentrations affect the quality of brine shrimp as well as the success of the harvest. When salinity concentrations are high, eggs sink to the bottom of the lake and fishermen are unable to locate and harvest them. 

Alan fears Bear River development because it could result in the loss of his job. He points out that the industry is unstable as it exists because of the natural fluctuations in lake levels. Any changes in water salinity, quality, or level can only worsen the situation. “If any water were taken away it would become the ‘Great Salt Puddle,’” 

Alan said, “which would be very hard to fish.”

Dan Thomas

Private Property Owner and Rancher

Portage, Utah
The town of Portage, Utah is located west of Interstate 15, just a few miles south of the Utah/Idaho border. Approximately 300 people reside here and most farm and ranch adjacent lands, or work at one of the industrial plants 15 to 30 miles away. Some Portage residents do both in order to maintain a rural way of life that originated in the 1800s when their great-grandparents’ parents homesteaded the area. 

Portage doesn’t boast any modern conveniences. Families must travel 15 miles to school or the nearest grocery store. The nearest gas station is seven miles to the south. Residents enjoy a pretty quiet life and they like it that way. The nature of the town may change, however, if the Division of Water Resources decides to pursue the construction of 

a reservoir here to store Bear River water. One of the Division’s options to address future municipal needs along the Wasatch Front is the Washakie Reservoir. This reservoir would hold over 150,000 acre-feet of Bear River water piped from Cutler Reservoir near Logan. It would envelop 5,000 acres of the valley to the south of Portage and inundate land currently owned by farmers and ranchers from the towns of Portage and Plymouth.

Dan Thomas grew up in the quiet, rolling landscape of Portage, Utah. His family has been in the area since the 1800s when his great-grandfather traveled from Wales to homestead there. After his father retired, Dan bought the acreage that had been in the family for 56 years. Although both he and his father held second jobs in order to afford the property, neither would have lived any differently. Once Dan’s kids were old enough, they too worked the ranch and Dan’s wife says they are better for it. They learned self-discipline and grew up with a work ethic that many Americans don’t have today. Although the Thomas children have scattered to go to school and work, Dan hopes that one of his kids will come back to Portage someday to continue the farming and ranching tradition. “I get a lot of pride and self-satisfaction from my ranching operation. I would like to see my kids continue with it.”

Unfortunately, Dan’s property sits where the Washakie Reservoir is planned. If constructed, a portion of his property would be inundated by the reservoir, and the rest would suffer from a high water table. Like other residents of 

Portage, Dan is concerned about his property loss, but also that he won’t see any benefit from the project. His land will either be filled with water or rendered worthless, and he may not get any water from the project. Ultimately, he will lose a portion of his income and his way of life. Yet, as taxpayers, the Thomas family will pay for the project. 

“I can’t replace the land because I can’t afford to compete with the folks who are moving here and paying higher land prices. Property values around here are increasing.” Even worse, Dan believes that the DWR and legislators are ignoring the residents of Portage. As of now, nothing has been done to address the concerns of Portage residents like Dan Thomas. 

 Dave Shearer

Sailor
Dave Shearer is as connected to the Great Salt Lake as anyone could be. He lives on his boat in the Great Salt Lake Marina and has been an avid sailor for 30 years. As a result, he has witnessed the effects that human development can have on the lake.
Bear River development is of particular concern to Dave because the Bear River is the main tributary to the Great Salt Lake. Upstream diversions of 220,000 acre-feet per year could have a major effect on the lake water levels. “We are already in a precarious situation and any further encroachment on the Great Salt Lake that is going to affect the water coming into the lake is going to have a definite impact,” Dave predicts. Dave expects that with development of Bear River water, the effects would be similar to a low-water year. “Two years ago we were ready to pull all of the boats out, all of the docks out, and shut down the whole marina because of a low-water year. That would have ended sailing on the Great Salt Lake until water levels increased again.” 

Dave appreciates the picturesque sunsets and the unique experience of sailing on a lake that is so quiet and tranquil. “The Great Salt Lake is one of the last sailing sanctuaries in Utah. It is one of the last places where you can go out and just have solitude. If you talk to the people who are actively using the lake, you are not going to find one person that is not passionate about it. People that are using it love it. They love the uniqueness of it, the beauty of it, and the tranquility of it. It is peaceful.” 

But Dave believes most do not see the lake this way. “There is really just a ‘we-don’t-care’ attitude when it comes to the GSL and the general population,” Dave said. “They don’t understand how important it is to wildlife, to the birds coming through there, the migratory patterns, and the economy. It is important for the brine shrimp and mineral extraction industries, recreation, and tourism as well. They just don’t understand the importance and uniqueness of it.” Because of this indifference, Dave is worried about the future of the Great Salt Lake. “Every time they make developments on water coming into the lake, there is an ecological impact,” Dave said. “The Great Salt Lake just seems to be the loser every single time.”
Denton John

Private Property Owner and Rancher

Portage, Utah
Denton John’s ancestors were among the first settlers in Portage, Utah. His great grandfather traveled across the Atlantic from Wales in the mid-1800s, but this was only the first leg of his long journey to the small valley in northern Utah. Upon his arrival in New York City, he and his family turned toward Chicago, a trip that left them with only the clothes on their backs and a violin that Denton keeps in his office above his computer. The train ride turned tragic when the conductor purposefully burned the car that held all of the John family belongings, simply because they among several on board were of the Mormon faith. In Chicago, the John family borrowed a wagon provided by the Church and began the long journey to Salt Lake City, where Brigham Young waited to provide them with instructions on where to settle. Finally, in 1865 the family planted roots near Portage, where springs and creeks trickled down from the mountains, and where Denton John’s grandfather sowed the first kernels of wheat in the valley. 

Since the 1860s, the John family has owned farms and ranches in the Portage valley. Denton’s health actually depends on the way of life he keeps. He has a medical intolerance to certain chemicals and his doctors have ordered him to live in an area with clean, fresh air. They have also encouraged him to maintain an occupation where physical, outdoor work is his everyday norm. Ranching and farming his ancestors’ land has given him the opportunity to follow his doctor’s orders and he does so with a lot of pride. His youngest son assists him with the operation and plans to follow in Denton’s footsteps.

When asked about the Division of Water Resources’ plans to inundate Portage valley with the Washakie Reservoir for Bear River water storage, Denton John becomes concerned. He worries about the loss of 1,000 acres of his land that would be inundated by the proposed reservoir and additional acreage that he would lose to the re-routed

Malad River. It is most frustrating to Denton that the project proponents have ignored him and other Portage valley residents who would lose land to the project. It is a “major

gaffe on their part and it would be smarter for them to be up front with us and offer some concessions.” He believes that the Division of Water Resources and state legislators in support of the project are ignoring the issue to keep it off the radar. “They don’t want what happened to the Honeyville Dam to happen to Washakie; the Honeyville Dam was legislated right out of existence when locals found out about it.” 

 Gary Slot

Manager of the Bear River Duck Club and avid duck hunter
Gary Slot has never missed a season opening in the 60 years he has been duck hunting. As manager of the 12,000-acre Bear River Duck Club for the last 15 years, he has had a good excuse. But it isn’t just the sport itself that drives his love of the job. Gary believes that if you take from the ecosystem, you should give something back. Therefore, the club raises more birds each year than it harvests. He also encourages Club members to donate to conservation organizations like Ducks Unlimited. Accordingly, he likes to think of the Club as “one of the few that does good for wildlife.” Philosophies such as his make hunting more sustainable. “Because our members give more than they take, duck shooting should carry on here for a long time… unless the state interferes.” Gary is nervous about state interference in the form of the Bear River water development project. He believes that the project will have significant effects on Willard Spur, the area where the Bear River enters the Great Salt Lake. The water that sustains Willard Spur is unmanaged, meaning that no one has claimed the rights to it. If the state develops those rights upstream, Willard Spur will never see that water again and there will be a drastic decline in water levels. 

Gary is convinced that Willard Spur is one of the most important places for waterfowl. 

“If Willard Spur goes dry, it will foul up the whole ecosystem,” he commented. “It is a huge attraction for the birds. If they build dams on the Bear River it will take the water out of Willard Spur and then all the wildlife will suffer.” Gary would like to see the wildlife habitat of Willard Spur and other areas around the Great Salt 

Lake preserved for future generations. “These politicians don’t care too much about habitat. All they care about is money, growth and industry,” Gary said. “Salt Lake City needs the water and eventually they will take it. I may be long gone but my grandkids and great-grandkids will be here.”

“If Willard Spur goes dry, it will foul up the whole ecosystem.”

Jay Hudson

Birder

South Ogden, Utah
Jay Hudson is a birder with a life list over 2,000 birds long. His wife lured him to the hobby 12 years ago, with tales of interesting people and fascinating destinations. He believes that just as much as birding is about the birds, it is also about the stories. He not only can boast of bird sightings from all over the world, but he can bend your ear with countless stories of his adventures trying to find them. 

Like most birders in the Great Salt Lake valley, Jay understands the importance of bird habitat to the sustainability of his hobby. He particularly understands the relevance of fresh water to the existing Great Salt Lake ecosystem, and has witnessed the draining of numerous marshes in the valley for development and agriculture. As a result, “birds concentrate in small areas and this leads to less food sources and more disease.” He is upset that the state is proposing to construct more dams and diversions on the Bear River, the largest freshwater contributor to the Great Salt Lake. “Why isn’t the state looking more closely at conservation as an alternative before building dams?” he asks. 

Jay remembers helping his grandpa get water for household use, since they didn’t have indoor plumbing or a well. They rolled an empty tank onto a Studebaker truck and drove it to a water source to be filled. As a result of the work it took to bring water to the house, he and his family were very conscious of how much they were using. “We have become very complacent in the West and it appears to be a continuing trend. We were able to get by with much less water in the past than what we currently use,” he noted. 

Unfortunately, Jay believes that ecological issues in the west don’t get a lot of press. 

“Ecology is used as a filler, not a headline in most newspapers” he says. “We need to get the media or the government to raise these issues so that the public is aware of them.” 

In addition, “teaching the value of open space, clean water, and clean air should be a standard in all schools. People just don’t understand how important our natural resources are.”

Jeff McCreary

Ducks Unlimited

Regional Biologist for the 

Intermountain West
Jeff McCreary has worked for Ducks Unlimited for about seven years as a regional biologist in the intermountain west. The mission of Ducks Unlimited is to manage land for the support of waterfowl. Jeff supports that mission by developing and implementing wetland conservation projects. Large expanses of land and water are needed for the successful management of habitat for water birds. Any areas that lack water rights, or an allotted amount of water guaranteed to them throughout the year, feel the effects of upstream diversions. Many areas around the Great Salt Lake are vulnerable to this effect, so Jeff fears the implications of Bear River water development.

Jeff’s main concern about Bear River development is for the Great Salt Lake wetland ecosystem which supports many species of waterfowl. He believes that when water development occurs on a main tributary to the Great Salt Lake, like the Bear River, it degrades the wetlands because of the decrease in freshwater flow. Jeff is nervous that there is not enough information about the quality and extent of existing habitat and how it could change with a decrease in water flow. “Nobody seems to know the full magnitude of habitat loss or the corresponding effects on waterbird populations,” Jeff observed, “and this could prove devastating for the Great Salt Lake ecosystem.” 
Keith Evans

Birder

South Ogden, Utah 

Keith Evans grew up with a love for the outdoors that began with hunting and fishing, and evolved into a love for birding. In the sixth grade, he decided he wanted to be a wildlife biologist and eventually realized his goal. He received his undergraduate degree in wildlife biology and went on to get a PhD at Cornell. After college, he conducted research on bird habitat and community structure for the Forest Service. He retired in 1998 and has since been very active with the Audubon society and its birding programs. 

A self-described “birding enthusiast,” Keith once drove 450 miles to see a rare bird. It is typical for birders to travel hundreds of miles to add on to a life list, and birders come from all over the world to see the unique bird habitat supported by the Great Salt Lake. “Gardening is the only activity in the United States that has more participants than birding,” Keith says. “The Fish and Wildlife Service lists it as the fastest-growing of all activities that they track, and they estimate that 63 million bird watchers exist in the U.S. If unique birding areas around the Great Salt Lake are destroyed by projects like Bear River water development, then the chance for Utah to tap into the capital gain realized by birding and ecotourism will never be realized. Texas, for example, brings in seven million tourism dollars a year from birding. Utah could do the same.”

That is why it is so important to maintain freshwater input to the Great Salt Lake. If the Great Salt Lake is depleted of freshwater sources, “entire populations of bird species would crash.” Keith would like to see a network of protected lands along the Wasatch Front with each spot having its own unique attributes. “The Bear River is a key to this effort because it provides 60 percent of the freshwater inflow to the Great Salt Lake. If this water is taken away, the Great Salt Lake will be uninhabitable and a globally important birding area will be eliminated.”

Keith believes that most people in Utah don’t do much to conserve water. “Many have the mentality that the water will go to waste if we don’t use it, because the Great Salt Lake is a dead-end system. But all systems are important and the Great Salt Lake is no exception.” Keith has noticed that in other countries, the residents treat their rivers and water resources with respect. “We treat rivers so poorly here in the U.S.; why is that? In other countries, they don’t allow the types of activities we allow here. If we can’t protect the Bear River and its important habitat then there is something wrong with America and Utah in particular. We should be able to say that we have more of a land ethic to protect it and value it for what it is really worth.”

“…all systems are important and the Great Salt Lake is no exception”.

Rob Fehr

Waterfowl Hunter
Rob Fehr has been duck hunting since he was 7-years old. He recalls fond childhood memories of sitting in the marsh with his father waiting for ducks while watching the sun come up. Duck hunting began for him as a bonding experience with his father, and he now uses the sport as a way to spend time with his own three children. Just this year he looked on proudly as his eldest daughter shot her first bird. 

Rob has hunted in many different areas and feels that Utah is a particularly excellent place for duck hunting since the Great Salt Lake wetlands are an important crossroads for migrating waterfowl. Because the Bear River is the largest tributary feeding into the Great Salt Lake, the Bear River development plan puts this valuable hunting area in jeopardy. The development project is predicted to lower the lake level. The drop will cause an increase in salinity, altered vegetation, and impaired invertebrate populations. These effects will leave migrating birds with less available habitat, less available food and an increased risk of disease. “People don’t realize that when they take water away from the wetlands, they affect so many plants and animals,” Rob commented.

Rob Fehr is afraid of the plan to develop the Bear River because he feels his favorite pastime is in danger. The time he is able to spend with his kids and his dad is priceless and if the Great Salt Lake waterfowl habitat is degraded he would regret not having future hunting opportunities with them. “I feel these wetlands are a definite necessity and they are disappearing at an alarming rate.”

Steve Hicks 

Bear River Migratory Bird Refuge 

Interim Manager
Steve Hicks moved to Utah from South Dakota six years ago to work at the Bear River Migratory Bird Refuge. The Refuge is located on the northern part of the Great Salt Lake where the Bear River flows into the lake. The main objective of the Refuge is to protect and manage their 75,000 acres for the incredible number of migratory birds that come to Utah each year to utilize the Great Salt Lake resource. The refuge also provides the public the opportunity for research, bird watching, and hunting, and educates people on the importance of wetlands, and diversity of wildlife. 

With impending water development on the Bear River this important habitat has a bleak future. “The lake is an oasis for so many migratory species,” Steve said, “and the biomass of brine shrimp that are produced out there that act as a food source for the migratory birds would be reduced. The birds will also be concentrated in tighter places, which is never good.” Any time bird populations are concentrated there is a risk of major disease outbreaks. “If they are able to spread out they are at a much lower risk for a catastrophic die-off due to disease,” Steve explained. “The botulism problem could increase with less water and more concentrated populations since the botulism toxins in the water will be more concentrated. So I think that any water development project is going to be bad for the Great Salt Lake and all of the animals that use it.” 

Steve sees the Bear River water development project as unnecessary and believes that water conservation is the solution. “Utah is just one of those places where people have to have a green lawn all summer long,” Steve said. “All of the projects are hugely expensive and if we could just get people to conserve water we wouldn’t have to waste that money on a reservoir or waterworks projects and have all of these negative effects on the environment.”

“…any water development project is going to be bad for the Great Salt Lake and all of the animals that use it.”

Steve Ingram

Owner of Salt Island Adventures
It does not surprise Steve Ingram, owner of Salt Island Adventures that Utah is trying to develop Bear River water. “The government sees it as the most simplistic solution,” he says, “but we need to look at other options, and other solutions with lower impact.” Steve owns and operates a tour boat on the Great Salt Lake which offers year-round scenic cruises to tourists and locals. Part of the reason Steve started the business was to give something back to the lake which has given his family such great times over the decades. Steve says the most rewarding part of the business is changing how people view the Great Salt Lake. “Foreign tourists are always excited to see the lake, but locals are different. They have a negative view of the lake, seeing it as smelly and polluted, but then their perception changes once they are on the boat and have developed a relationship with the lake.” 

Steve has enjoyed boating on the Great Salt Lake since 1972, and has witnessed telling trends in lake levels. “To me, the last three years have demonstrated that this lake can’t take any more impact on its inflows,” Steve said. Recreation on the lake was severely impacted in 2004 due to a low-water year. “The lake was so low that a lot of the deeper draft sailboats couldn’t even back out of their slips to leave the marina. If it is this bad even without impacted inflows, I can’t imagine what it would be like with Bear River development.” Because a significant portion of the inflow from the Bear River would be diverted prior to reaching the lake, it is likely that lake levels would change, especially during a low-water year. “I expect that if there were a reduced inflow on top of a drought year, the two harbors on the lake would not be functional,” Steve said. “This development plan would turn the recreational aspect of the lake upside down.” 

“If Utah was more responsible with its water use, we would not need this project,” Steve says. “Why would we build another dam if we could just cut back a little bit?”

“…this lake can’t take any more impact on its inflows.”
