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I. Introduction 
I care deeply about this place we get to call home. Not only as a hydrologist who has spent 
25+ years studying rivers, watersheds, floods, droughts, and ecological change, but as an 
outdoor recreationalist, a gardener, a community organizer, and someone who hopes to 
leave the next several generations a Cache Valley that is as healthy, resilient, and beautiful 
as possible.  

For that reason, I have spent considerable time reviewing the Logan River Watershed 
Project Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS), attending public meetings, speaking 
with hundreds of community members, and listening to both supporters and critics of the 
project. 

I want to begin by acknowledging the enormous amount of work that has gone into this 
proposal. The project team has clearly identified legitimate challenges facing Cache 
Valley. Aging irrigation infrastructure, flood risk, maintenance costs, water supply 
reliability concerns, and instream flows are all real issues that deserve serious attention. 
We are decades overdue in modernizing Logan's century-old practice of using streets and 
gutters as irrigation canals, a system that now carries toxic pollutants (oil, rubber, heavy 
metals) into our yards and downstream. Further, both branches of the Logan River have 
been degraded by more than a century of maximizing water diversion while paying too little 
attention to the ecological needs of the rivers and open space that support our community. 
The people involved in this effort have invested years of work trying to address those 
concerns. 

However, I have several concerns regarding the proposed projects. Most broadly, my 
concern is that the options presented reflect an artificially narrow framing of the 
challenges facing Cache Valley and therefore an artificially narrow set of solutions. The 
project team has done a thoughtful job optimizing within the defined framework. The 
problem is that the framework itself is incomplete.  

I would characterize the proposed projects as rational approaches to modernizing water 
delivery infrastructure. However, I believe the deeper question we should be seeking to 
answer is: How do we build a water system that serves people, restores rivers, 
reduces demand, strengthens communities, and contributes to the recovery of Great 
Salt Lake? 

I do not believe the proposed alternatives fully answer that question. In my opinion, an 
inadequate range of alternatives have been considered. Rather than building on the 



faulty premise of the two primary options proposed, I suggest the ‘no action’ option under 
this current proposal and request that the project team take a step back, evaluate a wider 
range of options, and come forward again with a wider range of alternatives that are fiscally 
responsible and better meets the needs of our community. My comments and suggestions 
are offered as an invitation to broaden the conversation.  

The challenges identified in the DEIS are real. The proposed solutions deserve careful 
consideration. But before making a decision that could shape water management in Cache 
Valley for the next half century, I believe we should ask whether we have fully explored the 
range of futures available to us. 

II. A Broader Vision for Cache Valley's Water Future 
The proposed alternatives are largely variations on a common theme: delivering irrigation 
water more efficiently while reducing flood risks. Those are worthwhile goals. But Cache 
Valley faces broader challenges. 

We are confronting increasing pressure on rivers, aquifers, wetlands, and Great Salt Lake. 
Communities continue to grow. We keep losing agricultural land to low density housing 
developments. Infrastructure costs are rising. More people are looking to rivers, parks, and 
open spaces as natural infrastructure for recreation, connection, health, and quality of life. 
A truly forward-looking watershed project would ask not only how to move water more 
efficiently, but how to create a healthier relationship between people, water, and place. 

The costs of this project are considerable, with over $300 million up-front costs and $2 
million ongoing for management and maintenance. Given the complexity of the engineered 
infrastructure and escalating costs of labor, materials, and energy, the ongoing cost 
estimate provided may be a considerable underestimate. I have heard advocates for the 
project argue ‘but most of the money won’t be local, it will come from the federal 
government.’ But of course, those are our tax dollars and they inevitably contribute to the 
already excessive and rapidly escalating national debt. With a project of this scale and 
cost, regardless of where the funds come from, it is essential that we invest to get the most 
benefits for the greatest number of Cache Valley residents.  

The conclusions of the DEIS are largely a function of the objectives and success metrics 
selected during the planning process. The preferred alternative may indeed be the best 
alternative for maximizing irrigation efficiency and pressure irrigation capability, while also 
attaining some flood risk, recreation, and ecological co-benefits. The question raised 
throughout my assessment below is whether those metrics adequately capture the 
broader public interests at stake. We would likely end up with a very different set of 
proposals if the objectives had included reducing outdoor water demand, protecting 
groundwater recharge, restoring urban river corridors, improving community health, 
prioritizing recreation, contributing to Great Salt Lake recovery, and increasing long-term 
urban and agricultural resilience. 



The Logan River is part of the Bear River watershed, and the Bear River is central to the 
future of Great Salt Lake. Decisions made in Cache Valley influence communities and 
ecosystems downstream for generations. In my view, the Logan River Watershed Project 
should be understood not only as an engineering project, but as a broader water- and 
community-resilience project, within which engineering has a useful, but not dominant, 
role to play. Below, I discuss several technical concerns with the proposed projects and 
make suggestions for consideration in the broader conversation about the future we want 
to create together. 

 

III. Key Technical Concerns 
1. Demand Reduction Is Largely Absent from the Proposed Alternatives 

Perhaps the most striking technical omission in the DEIS is the absence of any serious 
demand-reduction alternative. The proposed alternatives focus extensively on how water 
is delivered. They devote far less attention to how much water is actually needed. We live 
in a dry part of the world. We are clearly over-allocated for water rights. All predictions for 
the foreseeable future indicate generally drier conditions in northern Utah. Future plans 
should reflect those realities. 

Before investing more than $300 million in new infrastructure and locking ourselves into $2 
million or perhaps more in annual maintenance, I believe the public deserves a more clear 
and comprehensive understanding of what could be achieved through conservation, 
landscape transformation, and reduced outdoor water demand. 

This is especially relevant given that many Utah communities are actively pursuing water-
wise landscaping, conversion from turf-grass to low-water demand perennials, smart 
irrigation technologies, and other conservation measures. These programs not only reduce 
water consumption, but often also benefit pollinators, birds, aesthetic value, and food 
production. Several Cache Valley communities have adopted the ordinances necessary for 
residents to participate in Utah's landscape transformation incentive programs. Notably, 
Logan has opted not to participate, thereby making Logan residents ineligible for tens to 
hundreds of thousands of dollars each year in water conservation incentives.  

This raises an important question: Have participating communities fully pursued the 
lowest-cost conservation opportunities available before proposing one of the largest water 
infrastructure investments in Cache Valley history? 

The DEIS appears to assume that future demand will remain high and that the primary 
challenge is delivering water more efficiently. In contrast, a conservation-focused 
alternative could include: water-wise landscaping incentives, non-functional turf-grass 
conversion, updated landscaping ordinances, smart irrigation technologies, conservation 
pricing, public education, and voluntary demand-reduction targets. In my view, these 



failures indicate that the current DEIS includes an inadequate range of alternatives and 
fails to utilize the best available science. 

Such measures may not eliminate the need for infrastructure improvements. But they 
could substantially reduce the scale, cost, and complexity of those improvements while 
generating benefits that extend well beyond water savings alone. 

In the event that NRCS provides approval to move forward to the design phase, prior to 
moving forward with detail-oriented design work, I would encourage NRCS to require 
answers to key questions regarding the general principles that might shed light on how a 
much more effective residential water demand reduction might be achieved: What 
percentage of homes will have meters? Is pressurized water delivered to only new homes 
or also to existing homes? What role will water pricing play in demand reduction? Why 
would we not require cities benefitting from these projects to have water-efficient 
landscaping ordinances in place to ensure we are not investing in conservation while 
simultaneously making the problem worse in new developments? 

 

2. Public Value and Financial Accountability 

The preferred alternative would require more than $300 million in initial investment and  
approximately $2 million annually for operations and maintenance. That is an 
extraordinary public investment by any standard. For that reason, I believe the project 
should be evaluated not only on whether it improves water delivery, but on whether it 
maximizes long-term public value. 

The preferred alternative provides real and substantial benefits to the South Branch of the 
Logan River, substantially increasing flows and dissolved oxygen. This is an important 
potential benefit. However, I am concerned that potential benefit will be contingent on an 
increasingly complex, fragile, and expensive-to-maintain infrastructure. And to my 
knowledge, no efforts were made to determine whether similar benefits could be achieved 
for the South Branch of the Logan for far less cost, greater ecological benefits, and fewer 
systemic operational vulnerabilities (pumps, pipelines, potential contaminants from Logan 
Sewer Treatment Lagoons, etc.).  

Both alternatives presented are estimated to provide a very modest benefit-to-cost ratio of 
1.1. That is a thin margin of error, and is considerably lower than many other projects 
attempting to achieve similar outcomes. What if construction or maintenance costs are 
higher than projected? What if pressurized irrigation participation is lower than expected? 
What if energy costs to run pumps are higher than anticipated? 

A substantial body of scientific literature has demonstrated that healthy rivers, riparian 
corridors, and open canals provide measurable benefits to communities, including 
improved physical and mental health, increased recreation, enhanced property values, 
flood mitigation, wildlife habitat, urban cooling, and improved water quality (Hartig et al., 



2014; ). These benefits are increasingly recognized as forms of natural infrastructure that 
complement, and in some cases reduce the need for, more expensive engineered 
solutions. 

The DEIS does a reasonable job describing engineering benefits. It is less persuasive in 
demonstrating that the preferred alternative provides the greatest overall benefit to the 
broader community when compared against potentially lower-cost, lower-maintenance, 
and more conservation-oriented alternatives. 

A project of this scale should clearly answer several questions: Who benefits directly? 
What are the long-term risks and costs, and who bears those? How sensitive are projected 
benefits to growth assumptions?  How sensitive are they to future irrigation demand or 
water availability? How sensitive are they to construction or maintenance cost escalation? 
How sensitive are they to changing water-use patterns over the next fifty years? In my 
opinion, the DEIS fails, to an unacceptable degree, in addressing these key questions.  

Public investment in water, rivers, parks, flood protection, and resilience is both 
appropriate and necessary. But with a project of this scope and complexity, it is important 
to question whether this particular investment provides the greatest public value. Public 
value should be measured not only in acre-feet delivered or flood damages avoided, but 
also in healthier rivers, stronger communities, protected aquifers, restored wetlands, 
expanded recreation opportunities, improved public health, resilience to future 
uncertainty, and the inheritance left to future generations. 

3. Recreation and Restoration Opportunities 

The DEIS includes recreation and ecological improvements, and those should be 
acknowledged. Yet they remain secondary considerations within a project whose primary 
focus is water delivery and flood management. Cache Valley's rivers, wetlands, riparian 
corridors, and open spaces are forms of natural infrastructure that provide benefits every 
bit as real as pipes, pumps, and diversion structures. They improve physical health. They 
improve mental health. They reduce urban heat. They create habitat. They attract visitors. 
They strengthen community identity. They provide places where kids can explore, learn, 
and develop a connection to the natural world. And in many cases, they reduce flood risks 
and maintenance costs at the same time. 

A project of this scale should more seriously evaluate opportunities to: restore urban river 
corridors, reconnect rivers with portions of their floodplains, reduce and prevent future 
development on floodplains, create parks and open space that could be flooded with 
minimal damage in emergency situations, improve river access, expand trail connections, 
restore riparian habitat, support urban cooling, and create recreational assets that serve 
the entire community. 

While I can’t offer a comprehensive vision for how recreation could be enhanced across 
the entire spatial extent of this project, I would argue that far too little consideration of 
recreational opportunities has been provided in current project plans. I request a more 



thorough study, including key members of Cache Valley’s active, engaged, and forward-
thinking outdoor recreation community and local experts in ecological restoration and 
bioregional planning. 

4. Return Flows and Seepage 

One of the central assumptions underlying the project is that reducing seepage creates 
water savings. At the scale of an individual canal or irrigation company, that may be true. At 
the scale of the watershed, however, those water delivery efficiencies may have 
detrimental unintended consequences. 

Water that seeps into the ground is not lost. It may recharge aquifers, support springs and 
wetlands, sustain mature trees, contribute to late-season streamflow, or provide water 
that is later used by downstream communities and ecosystems. This distinction is 
important because the DEIS frequently refers to "water savings" without always 
distinguishing between reduced diversions and reduced consumptive use. Those are not 
the same thing. 

A growing body of research (Grafton and others, 2018; Morrisett and others, 2023; Ward & 
Pulido-Velazquez, 2008) has shown that efficiency projects often do not reduce 
consumptive use and can sometimes reduce return flows in ways that create unintended 
consequences elsewhere in a watershed. In some cases, water that was previously 
considered "lost" was actually performing important ecological or hydrologic functions. 

The DEIS acknowledges some of these issues, but I do not believe it fully evaluates them. 
Before large portions of the system are converted from open conveyance to buried and 
pressurized infrastructure, the public deserves a clearer understanding of how those 
changes may affect groundwater recharge, springs, wetlands, riparian vegetation, 
downstream users, and long-term watershed resilience. 

 

5. Protections for the North Branch of the Logan River  

The North Branch of the Logan River (often called the Little Logan) is a natural water course 
that has been altered in places. Questions remain regarding whether or not those 
alterations were done legally, and those questions should be answered before proceeding. 
Nevertheless, the North Branch Logan River is one of Cache Valley's most visible and 
accessible waterways. It provides ecological, recreational, educational, and cultural 
benefits that extend far beyond its role in water delivery. 

While the DEIS appears to have made some small and uncertain concessions to 
community members that have been advocating for protection of the North Branch of the 
Logan River, several critical questions remain unanswered.  



Exactly what flows are guaranteed under normal conditions, moderate drought, severe 
drought, and extreme drought? Are these enforceable commitments, operational targets, 
or simply possible outcomes? 

How will water quality, habitat, fish and aquatic organisms, recreation, and public 
enjoyment be affected under each scenario?  

Have opportunities for ecological restoration of the North Branch of the Logan River been 
fully explored? To what extent might we use this project as an opportunity to reduce past 
harms that have been done to the North Branch of the Logan River ecosystem? 

Given the role this river plays in our community, a project of this scale should seek to 
improve it. And those improvements should be protected in perpetuity. 

 

6. Lagoon Storage and Late-Season Water Use 

I commend the effort to leverage this proposed project to rehabilitate the defunct Logan 
Sewer Treatment Lagoons. However, the proposed use of the storage lagoons deserves 
additional scrutiny. Storage is not inherently problematic. In many situations, it can 
improve operational flexibility and system reliability. 

However, storage can also change the timing and availability of water in ways that increase 
consumptive use. Water that currently returns to streams, aquifers, or downstream 
systems may instead be stored and applied later in the irrigation season. That may be 
beneficial from the perspective of water delivery. It may be less beneficial from the 
perspective of rivers, wetlands, aquifers, or Great Salt Lake. The DEIS should more clearly 
evaluate how proposed storage facilities affect late-season diversions, consumptive use, 
return flows, and downstream water availability. 

I appreciate that the project team appropriately recognized the need to characterize 
lagoon sludge before converting former wastewater treatment cells into irrigation storage 
reservoirs. From Figure 3-2 in appendix E, it appears that large areas of the lagoons were 
not sampled. The authors of the DEIS should explain why and what uncertainties the 
incomplete sample design creates regarding the potential for contamination to exist in the 
lagoons. This appears to be a flawed dataset and additional sampling may be needed 
before the risks associated with using the wastewater treatment cells for irrigation storage 
can be assessed.  

After decades of storing contaminated water, I would expect the sediments to be 
contaminated with some levels of lead, zinc, copper and other heavy metals, oil and 
asphalt-derived compounds, microplastics, nutrients, PFAS, pesticides, and herbicides. 
The DEIS indicates that no toxins were found in the samples collected. However, there is 
no indication that I was able to find in the document of which specific toxins were tested 
for, nor are the data provided so the public can see the results. I requested access to the 



dataset and, as of the time of writing, have been denied. This raises a clear red flag in 
transparency.  

The DEIS should be required to answer the following: Which analytes were tested? What 
detection limits were used? Were microplastics, heavy metals, hydrocarbon compounds, 
estrogen-disrupting compounds, pharmaceuticals, and PFAS all measured? If all of these 
were measured, the concentrations in each sample should be provided. If not all these 
potential contaminants were sampled, additional analyses should be conducted before 
the project is allowed to move forward. Unless remediation of those sediments is more 
completely addressed in the DEIS, I would argue it may represent a failure to disclose 
cumulative impacts, as contaminated water could have detrimental impacts on the 
environment, sensitive fish/wildlife, and/or agricultural production. 

 

7. Long-Term Lock-In Effects 

Infrastructure shapes behavior. Once a community invests hundreds of millions of dollars 
in a particular system, it creates strong incentives to continue using that system for 
decades. That reality deserves greater attention in the DEIS. An underlying assumption of 
the DEIS appears to be that growth is coming, so we must build infrastructure to support it. 
Another legitimate question is: What kinds of growth should this infrastructure encourage? 
What type of infrastructure would promote growth that also preserves the quality of life for 
all residents of Cache Valley? 

Many state and local leaders are increasingly recognizing the need to reduce outdoor water 
demand, encourage water-wise landscaping, and adapt to a drier future. Yet the proposed 
alternatives appear largely built around the assumption that existing irrigation patterns will 
continue indefinitely. If those assumptions prove incorrect, future generations could 
inherit infrastructure that is expensive to operate, expensive to maintain, and increasingly 
misaligned with the needs of the community. 

The proposed alternatives appear designed to preserve and expand reliable pressure 
irrigation service throughout a rapidly urbanizing portion of Cache Valley. While the DEIS 
treats this as a benefit, it does not appear to evaluate whether expanded secondary-water 
infrastructure may also encourage additional low-density development patterns, larger 
irrigated landscapes, and continued conversion of agricultural land and open space. 

Decisions about water infrastructure are, in practice, decisions about the future pattern of 
growth. Once development occurs, those landscapes are rarely recovered as farms, 
wetlands, wildlife habitat, or open space. Further, this type of low-density housing locks us 
into decades of escalating traffic and air pollution problems in the valley. From my 
conversations with people in the valley, I believe this is not the type of growth most people 
want to see, let alone subsidize, which both proposed alternatives inevitably do. Given the 
scale of public investment involved, the relationship between water infrastructure, land-
use decisions, landscape water demand, and long-term growth patterns deserves much 



more explicit consideration. Insofar as these issues are not addressed in the DEIS, I 
believe it qualifies as a failure to disclose cumulative impacts.  

This is not an argument against infrastructure investment. It is an argument for ensuring 
that today's investments remain valuable under a wide range of future conditions, 
including more thoughtful growth, changing landscaping preferences, reduced water 
availability, and evolving community priorities. 

8. Great Salt Lake 

The Logan River is part of the Bear River system. The Bear River is the largest source of 
inflow to Great Salt Lake. For that reason, I was surprised by how little attention Great Salt 
Lake receives within the DEIS. 

The Great Salt Lake is one of the most important ecological and economic assets in the 
American West. Its wetlands and open waters support millions of migratory birds, 
thousands of jobs, billions of dollars in economic activity, and contribute to the snowpack 
that sustains much of Utah's recreation economy. 

Yet the lake has declined dramatically in recent decades as water has been diverted from 
the rivers that sustain it. Scientists, public health experts, business leaders, and elected 
officials from across the political spectrum have warned that continued decline threatens 
wildlife, air quality, public health, and long-term economic stability. As more lakebed 
becomes exposed, toxic dust containing arsenic and other contaminants can be carried 
into surrounding communities. This dust contamination has recently been demonstrated 
to be a significant threat to agriculture as recent research showed accumulation of Li, Be, 
Na, As, Sr, Sb, and U in cabbage leaves exposed to Great Salt Lake dust (Blakowski et al., 
2026). 

Every major water project in the Great Salt Lake watershed should be evaluated not only 
for its local benefits, but also for its implications for the long-term health of the lake. 

The DEIS acknowledges Great Salt Lake as a potential downstream beneficiary of water 
conservation, but largely treats that benefit as incidental. In my view, that is not just a 
missed opportunity, it is a substantial oversight that qualifies as a failure to disclose 
cumulative impacts, a lack of utilizing the best available science, and indicates that 
an inadequate range of alternatives has been presented in the DEIS. Recent legislative 
changes have created new mechanisms for leasing, dedicating, and marketing water for 
environmental purposes, including Great Salt Lake recovery. Water conserved through 
projects like this may represent not only an opportunity to restore one of Utah's defining 
ecosystems, but also a potential source of economic value for Cache Valley communities 
and water users. 

A project expected to conserve thousands of acre-feet annually (and could likely conserve 
considerably more) should explicitly evaluate multiple possible uses for that water, 



including local irrigation reliability, instream flows, groundwater recharge, wetland 
support, and Great Salt Lake recovery. 
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