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Great Salt Lake At A Glance

Courtesy USGS
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Dr. Ephydra - We Welcome Your Questions Via Email or Phone

E•phy’•dra, a noun; a genus of two species of brine flies that live on the bottom of
 the Great Salt Lake as larvae and pupae, and along the shores of the Lake as adults.

2011-2012 Fall Waterfowl Flight Forecast: Great Salt Lake is a Jewel that Most Migrating 
Waterfowl in the Pacific Flyway Depend on

Although the 2011-12 waterfowl (duck, goose and swan) sea-
son is well underway, I thought you might enjoy some back-
ground information as to what appears to be one of those 
years that may go down in the history books.  Habitat, wa-
ter and food resources are the ingredients responsible for a 
healthy waterfowl population.  How are these things mea-
sured and why is Great Salt Lake so important in this equa-
tion?  If you live in Utah and enjoy Great Salt Lake you will 
want to read on.

Each spring duck habitat across the prairie pothole region 
of North America is assessed through established aerial tran-
sects.  Pilots and biologists fly these transects and count the 
number of wetlands (ponds) holding water.  This survey is 

known as the May pond count.  In 2011 the number of May 
ponds in prairie Canada increased 31% from 2010 and was 
43% above the long-term average (LTA).  In the prairie pot-
hole region of the Unites States ponds were up 10% from 
2010 and a whopping 110% above LTA.  Full ponds mean 
good breeding habitat which equates to improved duck pro-
duction and an improved fall flight.

The second component of this survey is counting the num-
ber of breeding ducks along this same set of transects.  As you 
can see in Table 1, the number of breeding ducks in 2011 in-
creased for all species with the exception of green-winged teal 
and wigeon.  Northern pintail, the species that relies heavily 
on Great Salt Lake, increased 26% from 2010.

King of the Marsh by Steve Earley
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Species 2011 versus 2010 2011 versus LTA

Mallard + 9% +22%

Gadwall +9% +80%

American Wigeon -14% -20%

Green-winged Teal -17% +47%

Northern Shoveler +14% +98%

Northern Pintail +26% +10%

Canvasback +18% +21%

Scaup +2% -15%

Redhead +27% +106%

Total +11% +35%

Table 1.  2011 breeding ducks observed on aerial transects in the prairie pothole region of North America

The Rocky Mountain population of Canada geese are as-
sessed in two ways.  Locally, here in Utah, both breeding 
pairs and brood counts are used.  This year breeding pairs 
were down 53% from last year and production was down 
50%.  A couple of factors, in my opinion, contributed to 
this reduction.  First, the wet spring and heavy runoff cre-
ated new wetland habitat outside of traditional survey routes.  
This may have displaced geese beyond our survey area and 
therefore they were not counted.  Second, heavy runoff may 
have flooded nests reducing the number of goslings pro-
duced.  From a Pacific Flyway (Utah, Arizona, New Mexico, 
California, Oregon, Washington, Idaho, Wyoming, Colora-
do and Montana) standpoint, Canada geese pairs were also 
down 25% compared to 2010 but still well above the LTA.  
Although we experienced a one year setback, Canada geese 
continue to thrive throughout the Pacific Flyway. 

The last group of waterfowl are tundra swans.  Utah issues 
2,000 tundra swan hunting permits to successful applicants 
through a drawing.  The tundra swan population status is 
also assessed in two ways.  The first is the midwinter water-
fowl survey conducted by all the states located in the Pacific 
Flyway.  This survey occurs during the second week in Janu-
ary and is a way to count all wintering tundra swans to obtain 
a post-season population estimate.  The other is a pair survey 
that occurs in Alaska.  In 2011, pairs were up 6% from 2010 
and 33% above the LTA.  Tundra swans are doing very well 
in the Pacific Flyway as evidenced by the 40,000 to 50,000 
thousand birds staging at Great Salt Lake in November.
 

Given the background for what appears to be a fantastic 
waterfowl season in Utah, what are local conditions like at 
Great Salt Lake?  First of all Great Salt Lake received a well 
deserved drink of water this spring.  Under a normal year 
Great Salt Lake rises 18 inches in the spring and drops about 
18 inches during the summer and early fall.  The LTA eleva-
tion is 4,200 feet above mean sea level.  This year Great Salt 
Lake rose almost four feet and only dropped about 6 inches.  
Although still below LTA, Great Salt Lake is currently resting 
at an elevation of 4,197.6 feet above mean sea level.  This is 
good news, as evaporation has subsided and water continues 
to flow into the Lake.

Bear River is currently flowing 2,000 cubic feet per second, 
enough to produce about 4,000 acre feet of water per day.  
The Jordan and Weber Rivers are also contributing water 
to the Great Salt Lake and will probably do so throughout 
the winter.  It’s a great time for our waterfowl resource be-
cause they rely on the tremendous amount of food produced 
by Great Salt Lake and the associated fresh water marshes.  
Great Salt Lake is a resource that resounds within every wa-
terfowl hunter that has experienced its bounty and beauty.  It 
is truly a jewel that most migrating waterfowl in the Pacific 
Flyway depend on.

Enjoy the waterfowl season and all it has to offer.  Also count 
your blessings that you can access a public resource as spec-
tacular as our Great Salt Lake.   

Justin Dolling
Waterfowl and Upland Game Bird Coordinator
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A Drive To Spiral Jetty Becomes A Primer of Alterations

Discovering Our Lake

16

The first day of October was awash in fall’s glory: watercol-
or stains of golden yellow, sage green, and rusted reds and 
browns melted into each other as we drove through Utah’s 
northern landscape. The year’s abundant rains had made the 
hills around Promontory Range consistently green, even in 
October. The marshy fields around Great Salt Lake had lost 
enough water to appear as flat white alkaline canvases dotted 
with flame red Salicornia, aka pickleweed.

Driving through Utah’s northern landscape around Great 
Salt Lake, we are reminded of the various ways we have used 
the land. Between I-15 at Brigham City and the Spiral Jetty 
at Rozel Point, a rich history unfolds. We first pass through 
Corinne, once the “Gentile” town established during the 
building of the transcontinental railroad in 1869. As the 
Union Pacific RR’s tracks were laid west from the Missouri 
River, and Central Pacific RR’s tracks were laid east from 
California, tent towns were set up to house the railroad work-
ers. Corinne grew to a town of 1,000 residents, offering early 
settlers saloons and liquor stores, a sharp contrast to the pre-
dominantly religious pioneer communities around it. Today 
Corinne has less than 700 residents, some stores and provi-

sions for the farming communities around it, and a gas sta-
tion, the last before Spiral Jetty.

Not too far west of town caves and pictographs provide evi-
dence of the Native Americans who lived around Great Salt 
Lake. Rivers and freshwater springs provided them water, 
while the marshes provided edible plants and animals. Sev-
eral rock shelters can be seen north of Highway 83: it boggles 
the mind to see how far up the shelters and caves are located. 
It makes one wonder if the Native Americans who used them 
had a view of a much larger Lake Bonneville, instead of Great 
Salt Lake. Lake Bonneville left its mark on the sides of the 
surrounding hills and mountains, from terraces to etched 
marks on the sides of the land.

The next major development on the highway is ATK Aero-
space Systems, where missiles and rocket boosters are created 
and tested. ATK’s property on the north end of the lake is 
extensive, with multiple buildings and a massive office com-
plex. At one point, over 9,000 people worked for ATK in 
Utah but with the end of the space shuttle program there 
have been significant layoffs.i

Doing the Spiral Jetty Walk by P. de Freitas
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The large number of people involved in Utah’s current tech-
nological endeavors is comparable to the number involved in 
creating Northern Utah’s first major technological advance – 
the joining of two railroad lines to make the transcontinental 
railroad. Golden Spike National Historic Site is just a few 
miles west of ATK, and reminds us of a time when different 
lines were created on the land. At ATK, the land is scarred so 
fire can’t jump from one section to another. The massive rail-
road grades are altogether different lines: they symbolize our 
country’s industrial revolution, advancement towards settle-
ment by Euro-Americans, and quest for changing the shape 
of time. The transcontinental railroad afforded coast-to-coast 
travel in a few days, as opposed to weeks or months.

Publishers quickly created travel guides to accompany the 
journey. One guide, Crofutt’s Trans-continental Tourist 
Guide, offered this description of the Promontory stop:

“Behind the station at Promontory the hills rise into the 
dignity of mountains…After an hour’s toilsome walking 
through sage-brush and bunch grass…until we had attained a 
height to which that persistent shrub could not attain; then 
among more rocks, stunted cedars, tiny, delicate flowers and 
blooming mosses, until we stood on the summit of the peak, 
on a narrow ridge of 
granite…and there, 
almost at our feet 
– so steep was the 
mountain – lay the 
Great Salt Lake...”ii

The views of Prom-
ontory haven’t 
changed much since. 
There are a few more 
buildings, the rail-
road now crosses 
Great Salt Lake 
via the Lucin Cut-
off, but the region 
around Promontory 
– the final 16 miles 
of the trip to the Spi-
ral Jetty – remains 
ranch land.

Much has been written about Robert Smithson’s interest in 
landscapes altered by human intervention and industry; the 
drive to Spiral Jetty becomes a primer of alterations before 
reaching Rozel Point and the abandoned oil jetty right be-
fore Spiral Jetty another quarter mile along the road. Captain 

Stansbury’s 1850 expedition journal noted the Rozel Point 
oil seeps, calling them “bitumen”. Such oil as has since been 
extracted there, a mere 10,000 barrels, was so sulfurous and 
thick it was used mainly as asphalt to tar roads.

On the day of our FRIENDS of Great Salt Lake trip, the 
Salt Lake Tribune featured a front-page article on the year’s 
unexpectedly high precipitation: “Utah water year ends — 
fourth wettest on record.” From 2010-11, we received 23.67” 
of water. Not surprisingly, two years from the 1980s were in 
the top four: the wettest year was 1981-82 at 25.15” while the 
third wettest 1983-84 at 23.82”. (The second wettest year was 
1875-76, with 24.60” of rain.)

If we were sitting in the fourth wettest year on record, how 
did the Spiral Jetty fare during the rising waters of the lake? 
Very well actually. It has been a few years since the Jetty has 
been submerged, and by mid-summer, most of the earth-
work’s rocks were under water. On October 1st, the skies 
were clear, the wind gently breezy, and the lake was glorious. 
Water lapped along the Jetty’s rocks, while that peculiar foam 
– which seems so like soap detergent – wafted along the shore-
line. The dynamic nature of the wind and water made for 
an exciting day, filling the air with sound. As people walked 

on the earthwork, of-
ten with waders and 
walking sticks, it was 
a true adventure to 
determine how far 
one could walk along 
rocks invisible in the 
murky pink and blue 
waters. This walk 
was part of the jour-
ney of being at Spiral 
Jetty, which began 
hours before, taking 
travelers through 
the historic and visu-
ally spectacular land-
scapes of Northern 
Utah around Great 
Salt Lake.

Hikmet Sidney Loe, Art historian

i http://www.ksl.com/?nid=148&sid=16651525 (accessed October 28, 2011).
ii Crofutt, Trans-continental Tourist Guide (4th edition, 1872), 119.

Views of Promontory by L. de Freitas
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FRIENDS of Great Salt Lake
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MAKING A DIFFERENCE
New FRIENDS and Old

new members, renewing members, donors

Lake Fact:

What is the size 
of a brine shrimp 
cyst?

Answer: 200 microns
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Special Thanks

Xmission
Supporters of the Coalition to Keep 
the Lake Great

Newsletter Sponsors

Would you like to see your business or or-
ganization featured here?  We are offering 
newsletter sponsorships to help offset our 
newsletter production costs. Contact 
pelican@fogsl.org for more information.

MAKING A DIFFERENCE
New FRIENDS and Old (continued)
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PLEASE SUPPORT FRIENDS of GREAT SALT LAKE
         Yes! I want to purchase a membership to 
                             FRIENDS of Great Salt Lake
       New Member	            Renewing Member

        $30 Individual	           $20 Senior Individual
       $50 Family                         $35 Senior Family 

 I would also like to make additional donations to:
			           General Fund 	
			                 Education 
			                   Research 
			                  Advocacy 
			       Total Donations 

Send payment to: 

FRIENDS of Great Salt Lake
P.O. Box 2655
Salt Lake City, UT 84110

 Name:

 Address:

 City/State/Zip:

 E-Mail:

 Total Membership Fees and Donations $

         I do NOT wish to receive a paper newsletter
  (Our newsletter is available for download at www.fogsl.org!)
 
    Remember, all membership fees and donations are tax-deductible to the extent allowed by law.

FRIENDS Board and Staff with a vision for the future by M. Frey


