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Salt Lake City’s Water Resources



Sources of 
Drinking Water

• Streams
• Little Cottonwood Creek
• Big Cottonwood Creek
• City Creek
• Parleys Creek

• Reservoirs
• Deer Creek
• Jordanelle
• Mountain Dell/Little Dell

• Groundwater
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Foundation and History of 
Salt Lake City’s Water 
Supply
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• July 1847: First diversion of City Creek

• By 1860: All mountain streams appropriated for agriculture

• 1865-1930’s: Utah Lake exchanges for Wasatch mountain 
streams; water storage projects in Wasatch watersheds

• 1928 – 1929: First long-range water planning effort

• 1935: Metropolitan Water District of Salt Lake and Sandy 
formed to provide a long term water supply to Salt Lake City 

• 1930’s-’40’s: Major storage projects/water imports (Deer 
Creek, Provo River Project, Duchesne Tunnel) per 1929 
planning effort.  Also development of groundwater resources.

• 1950’s: Water treatment facilities constructed for Wasatch 
Front streams



Water Right Exchange 
Contracts
• In the mid-1800’s the growing population of the City and County 
needed reliable water sources.

• At the same time, farmers who had appropriated Wasatch streams 
needed a firm and reliable supply of water to mature crops.

• City constructed the Jordan and Salt Lake Canal in 1882 to convey 
Utah Lake water rights to meet exchange agreements.

• First exchange was in 1888 between the City and Parleys Water Users 
Association – City provided Utah Lake water for irrigation through the 
JSL Canal, in exchange for water rights to Parleys Creek.

• Other exchanges followed through the 1930’s for Mill Creek, Big 
Cottonwood Creek and Little Cottonwood Creek.

• About 50 exchanges in place today.



Utah Lake Jordan River State Water Right 
Adjudication



Watershed Protection and Jurisdiction



Salt Lake City’s Protected 
Watersheds

• City Creek Canyon
• Parleys Canyon
• Big Cottonwood Canyon
• Little Cottonwood Canyon



Watershed Statistics
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190 square miles in area; elevations from 5,000 
to 11,500 feet

Within minutes to urban core; less than 24 
hours to a tap

50%- 60% of water supply

Multiple government jurisdictions

Recreation visitation greater than Yellowstone 
National Park ~5 million people/year



Historical Watershed Context –
Typhoid, Runoff Flu, and Rehabilitation



Regulatory and Policy 
Context for Watershed 
Protection

Federal and State Safe 
Drinking Water Statutes 

and Rules

Salt Lake City Watershed 
Ordinance (17.04 and 

17.08) and Salt Lake City 
Watershed Management 

Plan

Salt Lake County Health 
Department Regulations 

and Land Use/Zoning

US Forest Service 2003 
Wasatch-Cache Forest 
Plan and federal laws

State Law (10-8-15 –
Extraterritorial 

Jurisdiction)



Managing our Watersheds
Key Strategies

• Land Conservation and 
Stewardship

• Partnerships
• Public Education
• Regulation
• Purchase of Irrigation 

Shares
• Monitoring
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Interrelated Resource 
Plans and Studies Inform 
Management and Policy
• Watershed Management Plan (currently being 

updated)
• Water Supply and Demand Plan (updated 2019)
• Water Conservation Plan (updated 2020)
• Water Shortage Contingency Plan (currently being 

updated)
• Water Rate Studies (updated 2018, proposed for FY 

23)
• Climate Vulnerability Assessment
• Community Financial Capability Study (in process)
• Water Loss Audit (in process)
• Integrated Watershed Plan (in process)



Water 
Legislation in 
2022 Session

We expect to see quite a few water-related bills related to 
water conservation, Great Salt Lake, and regulatory needs. 
Here is the list so far:

• HB 21 – School/childcare water testing requirements for 
lead
• HB 33 – Instream Water Flow Amendments
• HB 37 – State Water Policy Amendments
• HB 64 – Drinking Water Amendments (per ERU charge)
• SB 31 – Water Rights Proofs

• Also watching for legislation impacting watersheds. 



Salt Lake City 
Designated Water 
Service Area 
Ordinance
Salt Lake City Council 
Work Session
1-11-22



Salt Lake City’s 
Water Service Area
• SLC’s water service area developed over the last 

century through unincorporated Salt Lake County
• Annexations to Salt Lake City considered where 

water was served but not carried out historically
• Several cities incorporated on top of the system 

over time
• Does not include the canyon areas
• We currently serve portions of Millcreek, Holladay, 

Cottonwood Heights, Murray, Midvale, and South 
Salt Lake as well as all incorporated Salt Lake City

• Public Utilities Advisory Board comprised of three 
residents of service area outside of City 
boundaries and six within Salt Lake City 
boundaries. 



State Legislation Driving Creation of 
Designated Water Service Area 

• HJR 3 (2020) resolves 
ambiguity regarding municipal 
authority to provide water 
outside city boundaries

• HB 31 (2019) requires cities to 
create a map showing its 
designated water service area 
upon passage of constitutional 
amendment 



Thank you

Laura Briefer, Director
Salt Lake City Department of Public 
Utilities

Laura.briefer@slcgov.com
801.483.6741
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