
Source:  Created by ECOnorthwest

EXHIBIT 1. COST PATHWAYS FROM DECLINES IN WATER LEVEL AT GREAT SALT LAKE

Economic Costs of Declining Water Levels 
in the Great Salt Lake: 2025 Status Update

This report assesses the potential costs associated with declining 
water levels in Great Salt Lake (GSL) and its adjacent wetlands. 
This updated analysis incorporates recent data to offer a clearer 
understanding of ecological shifts, economic implications, and 
evolving water management dynamics. The goal is to provide 
policymakers, planners, and stakeholders with grounded, 
data-driven insights to inform sustainable decisions. The GSL 
provides essential services and resources valued by a diverse 
array of stakeholders, including local communities, industries, 
and ecosystems. Sustained declines in water levels endanger 
existing uses, presenting risks to livelihoods, economic sectors, 
and the overall ecological integrity of the region. Synthesizing 
data from peer-reviewed literature, agency reports, expert 
consultations, and other relevant sources, this study seeks to 
delineate the potential economic consequences arising from 
continued water level decline. Historical water diversions from 

the tributary rivers of GSL, combined with ongoing and projected 
future stressors, continue to threaten water availability in the 
lake. Without dedicated measures to protect and augment water 
inflows, GSL is at risk of further decline, resulting in substantial 
costs to Northern Utah’s economy, environment, and the well-
being of its communities. This analysis identifies the pathways 
and associated potential costs stemming from these water level 
declines, encompassing factors like diminished lake effect snow, 
increased dust emissions, reduced access to the lake, elevated 
salinity, habitat degradation, infrastructure vulnerabilities, and the 
proliferation of invasive species.

KEY FINDING: Conservation, a comprehensive and sustained 
approach, encompassing both short-term mitigation and long-
term restoration, is essential to minimize these impacts and ensure 
the future sustainability of the region.
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OBSERVED TRENDS & SIGNIFICANCE
Water Level and Salinity
Persistent low water levels in the GSL, exacerbated by ongoing 
drought conditions and water diversion practices, have resulted in 
increased salinity. These changes affect the ecological balance of 
the GSL ecosystem.

Quantifiable Economic Impacts
Projections indicate that the annual economic costs associated 
with declining GSL water levels range from $2.1 billion to $2.8 
billion (in 2025 dollars). This represents approximately 1% of Utah’s 
current Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and reflects potential 
impacts across various economic sectors.

COST CATEGORIES & SECTORAL ANALYSIS
Monetized Costs: Quantifiable annual economic impacts, 
estimated between $2.1 billion to $2.8 billion, are identified across 
the following sectors:

Mineral Extraction: Economic losses attributable to 
impaired operations and reduced production in the mineral 
extraction industry.

Landscape Mitigation: Increased expenditures for dust 
suppression measures, habitat restoration initiatives, and 
adaptive water management strategies.

Recreation & Tourism: Decreased visitor spending and 
reduced economic activity in the recreation and tourism 
sectors.

Brine Shrimp Industry: Loss of revenue and employment 
in the brine shrimp harvesting sector due to diminished 
populations.

Agriculture: Increased costs associated with maintaining 
agricultural productivity under conditions of water scarcity 
and increased salinity.

Air Quality: Elevated levels of PM2.5 and PM10 particulate 
matter resulting in increased public health risks and 
associated healthcare expenditures.

Quantified Costs (Areas for Further Research): Potential 
negative impacts have been identified but lack sufficient data for 
comprehensive monetization. These areas represent opportunities 
for further investigation:

Water Management & Water Rights: Reductions in 
snowpack and altered snowmelt patterns impacting water 
availability and management practices.

Property Values: Potential declines in property values 
in proximity to the GSL due to decreased air quality and 
reduced environmental amenities.

Bird Populations: Negative impacts on migratory bird 
populations, with potential ramifications for ecological 
health and regulatory compliance.

Invasive Species Management: Increased costs for 
controlling invasive species, particularly Phragmites, which 
exhibit proliferation under altered hydrological conditions.

Increased costs to agriculture.

Increased costs to health: Rising mental health and 
respiratory costs due to worsening air quality.

Source: Don Leonard

Source: Scott Baxter

Potential Future Range 
$8,299,950-$28,047,000
(15%-49% attributable to Great Salt Lake)

EXHIBIT 2. ESTIMATED TOTAL ANNUAL COSTS  
FROM AIR POLLUTION ATTRIBUTABLE TO GSL (DRY LAKE LEVELS), 
2025 DOLLARS
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Non-Quantified Costs: Challenges in quantifying the following 
does not diminish their potential importance. They include: 

Outmigration & Reduction in Business Attraction & 
Retention: Quality of life is expected to be reduced due 
to water level declines at Great Salt Lake, primarily due to 
the worsening air quality, reduced recreation opportunities, 
and the degraded environment. As a result, businesses 
and residents might leave Utah or decide not to locate in  
the state.

Costs to Emerging Industries: Digital infrastructure (i.e., 
data centers) carries water-use considerations in their 
operations. Continued declines in GSL could limit the 
expansion of digital infrastructure. Expanding lithium 
production to participate in the clean energy economy 
could disappear with continued declines in GSL water levels.

Mental Health: Utah, already burdened with severe winter 
air pollution that’s worsening due to the drying Great Salt 
Lake, is seeing growing concern over the link between 
air quality and mental health. Studies in both Korea and 
Utah have found that elevated levels of particulate matter 
(PM2.5 and PM10) and nitrogen dioxide are associated with 
increased suicide risk, particularly among individuals with 
pre-existing mental health conditions. This suggests that 
ongoing environmental degradation could contribute to 
rising suicide rates in the region.

Increased Wildlife Management Costs: The land bridges to 
islands created by declines in water levels at Great Salt Lake 
could increase management costs for the terrestrial species 
of Antelope Island and costs for predation management at 
other islands. Fencing or predator control costs could be 
incurred for wildlife management.

Loss of Cultural Values: Great Salt Lake is a cultural 
resource to Utah and part of the state’s identity. Water level 
declines at Great Salt Lake would change the landscape and 
aesthetics of Northern Utah. Current and future Utahans 
would be impacted by the cultural losses resulting from a 
declining Great Salt Lake.

Erosion of Ski Culture: Declining lake levels may lead to 
reduced snowpack in the Wasatch Mountains, threatening 
the world-renowned ski industry and altering the culture 
and identity that skiing has fostered in Utah. 

Evidence of Progress: Agricultural Water Optimization Program

Data from Utah’s Agricultural Water Optimization Program 
indicates positive trends in water conservation. Program initiatives 
have yielded savings of 40,891 acre-feet of water annually. These 
data demonstrate the potential for enhanced agricultural water 
management practices to contribute to increased inflow to the 
GSL. And farmers may now lease conserved water.

	■ Policy Implications: Declining water levels in the Great Salt 
Lake (GSL) continue to impose significant environmental and 
economic burdens on the region. The magnitude of potential 
consequences suggests that proactive approaches to water 
management and investments to protect a lake and its 
wetlands can be at least an order of magnitude less in costs 
than eventual restoration or mitigation after conditions are 
allowed to significantly deteriorate. Sustained, multifaceted 
efforts to stabilize water levels and enhance ecosystem health 
could generate substantial long-term economic benefits, while 
also securing the quality of life and environmental resilience of 
Northern Utah communities. 

	■ What is Needed: Policy solutions and investments are needed 
to secure the future of Great Salt Lake and prevent future costs 
to the region.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE ACTION
Based on the economic and ecological considerations outlined in 
this analysis, the following areas are identified for future action:

	■ Increase Water Inflows: Prioritize policies that support water 
conservation within the GSL basin, reduce consumptive water 
use, and augment water flows to the lake. Example pathways 
includes the promotion of agricultural water efficiency through 
targeted incentives, and the reform of water rights allocation.

	■ Protect Water Quality: Continued and enhancement of water 
quality regulations and monitoring of wastewater discharge is 
needed to safeguard the lake.

CONCLUSION
This analysis provides an economic framework for evaluating 
the potential impacts of declining water levels in the GSL. The 
data presented herein supports the need for sustainable water 
management strategies aimed at mitigating negative economic 
and ecological consequences and ensuring the long-term viability 
of this critical resource.
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