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Glen Canyon Dam: 50 years of controversy

Environmentalists say Lake Powell's future is a dry one, but others say they're all wet

By Christopher  Smart
The Salt Lake Tribune
Salt Lake Tribune

Article Last Updated:

PAGE,Ariz. - Fifty damyears.Make that"50 Dam GreatYears."

Yep, the city of Page- onthelip of Glen Canyonanddubbed'the town the dambuilt” - is throwing itself a
birthdayparty Friday and Saturday.

But someenvironmentalistsghartingthe recedingwatersof Lake Powell, wonderwhetherPagewill live to see
100.

Oncedescribedasthe mostdesolateplacein the contiguousA8 states the campwhereconstructionworkers
bivouackedn dustytrailersin 1957now is an oasiscompletewith churchesschoolsandparks- a sliver of lush
greensplashedipona breathtakingandscapeof burnishedsandstoneAnd the 7,000full -time inhabitantsof this
touristhub on Lake Powell'spicturesqueNahweapBay are pretty "damproud.”

"We'relike any othersmalltown,” sayslongtime PageresidentandboosterJoanNevills-Staveleyas shestrolls
alongmanicuredLake Powell Boulevard,"exceptwe havethis tremendouswimmingpool out our backdoor."

Lake effect

It's difficult to talk aboutPagewithout consideringhe 186-mile-long reservoirnamedfor explorerJohnWesley
Powell. About 3.5 million visitors takeit in eachyear,spurringtouristeconomiesn southernUtah andnorthern
Arizona.

Eventually,though,Lake Powell discussionglow to the controversythat hasbackedup - alongwith the muddy
watersof the ColoradoRiver - againstGlen CanyonDam sinceits completionin 1963.

A political tide aimedat dammingthe Coloradoandits tributariescoursedhroughWashingtonD.C., in the
1950s,recallsKen Sleight,a southernUtah environmentalisandformerriver runnerwho wasimmortalizedas
SeldomSeenSmithin EdwardAbbey'sanarchistprimer, The MonkeyWrenchGang

Sleightanda handfulof critics warnedthatthe damwould comeat a hugeprice, buryingwhat he calls "the heart"
of canyoncountry,including suchnaturalwondersas Cathedrain the Desert,Music Templeand GregoryNatural
Bridge, beneath_ake Powell'swaters.

"The momentumgrewandgrew, andthenit becamenecessaryo build the dam.It's like the Iraq war. Onceyou
getsofar, it's hardto backdown,” Sleightrecallswhile sipping coffeeat his ranchsouthof Moab."Whenthey
floodedGlen Canyon,theykilled all thosethingsl loved."

Nearly five decadedater, burgeoningdemandson the Coloradocoupledwith dire forecastsaboutglobal warming
equala big questionmark for the future of the river thatis the lifeblood of the SouthwestUncertaintyabout
upstreanflows andthe populationexplosiondownrivermakethe crystalball for Lake Powell'sfuture murky indeed.

Fifty yearsfrom now, therewill be noreservoirupstreanfrom Page predictsRichardingebretsenthe founderof
the Glen Canyonlnstitute who viewsthe damasan ecologicaldisaster.

"The damwill bethere,or it won't be there,"he sayswhile surveyingthe partially revealedCathedrain the
Desertonthereservoir'sEscalantearm. "But with the overuseof the waterandglobal warming, Lake Powellwon't
be here."
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If that predictionprovestrue, Pageis sunk.

"It would endup a ghosttown," Nevills-Staveleysays."But | don'tthink thatwill happenl'm an optimist.”

Nevills-Staveley whosefatherwasthe first commercialriver runnerin Glen Canyon,seesa bright future for her
city. Fifty yearshence shesays,Pagewill be thriving with a populationtwice whatit is today.Its 1,600motel beds
may doubleaswell.

"As long aspeoplecangetto the water- they may grouseandcarry on [aboutlow lake levels]- but they will
come."

Pipedream

It isn'tjust Page'souristeconomythat lies downstreanof an uncertainColoradoRiver. It's the entire Southwest
including WashingtonCounty and St. George- that pins the future on the waterway.A planned158-mile pipeline
from Lake Powellwould feedthe evergrowing populationin Utah'sDixie.

The $500million aqueductvould deliver 70,000acrefeet of waterannuallyanddoublethe area'spresent
capacity.(Oneacrefoot is the amountrequiredannuallyby a family of four.) The pipeline would nurturegrowth for
decadedo come,saysRon Thompsonmanageiof the WashingtonCounty Water Conservancypistrict.

"If we grow atthe rateeveryonesays,we'dbe tappedout [by 2020]without it."

Portentougredictionsaboutlow Coloradoflows don'tfazethe veteranwater managerwho haswatchedthe
desertalternativelybakeandflood throughthe years.

"If you look atthelong-term averageof Lake Powell, it looksto me like there'svery little risk,” Thompsonsays.
"Evenif you getadecreasén snowpackglobalwarmingmeansyou get somewet years."

The St. Georgepipelinewould, for the first time, bring Lake Powellwaterto Utah communities.The reservoir
may be locatedin the BeehiveState but it offerslittle to Utahnsin the way of municipalor agriculturalwater.
Rather,it hasservedasareservefor Lake Mead,downstreamrmearlLas Vegas.

"Thereis nowaterflowing uphill to GrandJunction,Coloa., or Moab, Utah," explainsBarry Wirth, spokesman
for the federalBureauof Reclamationwhich built andmaintainsthe dam.

What Glen CanyonDam hasdone,he explains,is providefundingthroughthe saleof hydroelectricpowerto
underwritewater projectsin Utah andits upperbasinneighborsColorado,WyomingandNew Mexico. Eight of 16
damsfunded,in part, by Glen CanyonDam powerarelocatedin Utah,including Flaming Gorge,Jordanelle,
Steinakerand Starvation.

Recentdry years- with the exceptionof the winter andspringof 2005-06- showLake Powellis functioningas
planned,Wirth says.It storeswaterin wet periodsto help coverdry spellsandallows upperbasinstatesto meet
obligationsof the 1922 ColoradoRiver Compactto their lower-basinpartners.

Waterreleasedrom Lake Powelltravelsdown the Coloradoto Lake Mead,impoundedoehindHooverDam.
Meadis vital to the lower basin- Arizona, CaliforniaandNevada- wherethe populationis expectedo swell by the
millions in the nextdecade.

"The system,"Wirth says,"is moreimportantnow thanit's everbeen."

Is lessmore?

NonethelessWirth concedesSouthwesgrowth will keepLake Powelllower thanin the past.

"It's going to fill lessfrequentlybecausehereis more[water] demand.”

Ingebretsenon the otherhand,contendssuchobservationgre an understatement.

"The latest,very conservativedata,using Bureauof Reclamatioriglobal-warming] models,showsit will be
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empty 15 [percent]to 50 percentof the time. Overthe next 25 years,thereis a goodlikelihood Lake Powellwill be
emptya."

Sucha scenariccould wither St. George- if it growsto dependon the plannedpipeline.

"If theybuildit,” Ingebretsenvarns,"there may be nowaterto pump."

It all speakdo the folly of dammingthe Colorado,observesSleight,the onetime river runner.

"The damcould be a monumentto man'sstupidity,” he says."Fifty yearsfrom now, Lake Powellwill be gone.
The canyonwill comeback.It's just a matterof time."

Critics suchas SleightandIngebretsenvould not exactly be welcomedwith openarmsin Page- especially
during this week'sbig celebration.

"You'd like to dothemin," saysNevills-Staveleywith a smile."This [city] hasbeenmy dreamfor alongtime."

csmart@sltrib.com

About the 1922
ColoradoRiver Compact

* Divides the Colorado River into upper and lower basins. (Upper-basin states: Utah, Wyoming, New Mexico,
Colorado; lower-basin states: Arizona, California, Nevada.)

* Gives the right to 7.5 million acre-feet of water to each basin annually. (An acre-foot is the amount
needed annually by a family of four.)

* Ensures upper basin will not deplete flow to lower basin below 75 million acre-feet over any 10-year
period.

Environmentalistsight the dam

* David Brower, Sierra Club president, publishes The Place No One Knew in 1963. The book about the
flooding of Glen Canyon Dam helped spawn the modern-day conservation movement.

* Ken Sleight and Friends of the Earth unsuccessfully sue the Interior Department in 1970 when Lake
Powell backs up under Rainbow Bridge National Monument.

* Edward Abbey publishes The Monkey Wrench Gang in 1975 in which characters plot the destruction of
Glen Canyon Dam.

* Richard Ingebretsen founds the Glen Canyon Institute, aimed at decommissioning the dam, in 1996.

Source:U.S. Departmenbf the Interior
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