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   The numbers are in. Moab is growing. Judging by the sound of circular saws and 
hammers echoing around town these days commercial and residential construction 
projects valued at over $19 million are underway. Moab will add 300 hotel rooms over 
the next two years, yet another condo complex, road widening and parking improve-
ments throughout Arches and a bicycle trail along the river. Remember these headlines 
from last year? Coming soon; a dinosaur theme park, a sports complex and a new USU 
campus. And let’s not forget the thousands of acres of your public lands the BLM is leas-
ing off to energy companies as fast as contracts can be drawn up and signed. Proposals 
are being passed through a rubber stamp approval process for expanded uranium and 
potash mining, oil wells, natural gas fracking operations, pipelines, tar sands mining, 
helium extraction and everyone’s favorite - the Green River nuke plant.

City officials trumpet new jobs (most pay $8-$9 dollars an hour as seasonal work, 
with no benefits) and increased tax revenue. But all of these current and future plans 
however well intentioned, beneficial and profitable are haunted by the specters of 
natural resources that are taxed to their limit and aging infrastructure that can barely 
support the needs of our current 
permanent population. In Febru-
ary, less than a month before all 
this “good” news of new growth, 
the papers were running stories 
documenting Moab’s failing water 
distribution system.

The first lesson anyone who re-
sides in a desert environment learns 
is just how essential water is to daily 
existence. From May until October a 
bottle of water is my constant com-
panion. Just how much water does 
Moab consume? Residents (roughly 
5,100 of us) use 32 million gallons 
per year, commercial operations 
suck up 55 million gallons and Moab 
hotels claim 9 million. That’s just 
shy of 100 million gallons every year 
that must be pumped, distributed 
and for the most part processed through the sewage treatment plant. Agricultural water 
utilized by local farming operations consistently drain Ken’s Lake of nearly all of its 
63,000 acre foot capacity every year.

The proposed Utah State University campus will cover 40 acres of land and when 
completed will provide housing and services for 3000 students. Add faculty and support 
staff and this project alone will nearly double Moab’s population over a projected build-
out of 15 years and require another 32 million gallons annually. The dinosaur park will 
consume 20,000 gallons every three days drawn from underground storage tanks that 
will be resupplied by truck from town – adding up to another 2 million gallons. The 
sports complex will be built adjacent to the Spanish Trail Arena and feature two base-
ball and two soccer fields. That means lots of water to keep the grass nice and green in 
the baking summer sun.

     Moab’s infrastructure was constructed 50 to 60 years ago when the city’s popula-
tion doubled during the uranium boom and consists of 43 miles of water lines, 33 miles 
of sewer lines, a sewage treatment plant and a network roads, storm drains, cable TV 
and phone lines These systems have a life expectancy of about 40 years.

With infrastructure being pushed beyond its design capabilities, our elected officials 
are gambling (praying?) that there will be no catastrophic failures. Yet unsustainable 
growth for the sake of growth and projected future revenue continues without consider-
ation of the consequences expansion can drag along with it.

The winter of 2012-2013 was incredibly cold. Water mains, laterals and meters froze 
solid and burst all over town. A 400 foot section of water pipe (less than a tenth of a 
mile) was replaced at a cost of $100,000. To replace 43 miles of pipe, crews would be 
constructing 4600 feet a year for fifty years at over $1 million per mile and would com-
plete the project just in time to turn around and start all over again. Add replacement 
of sewer lines, storm drains and the roads that cover them then toss in a new sewage 
treatment facility and the task seems insurmountable just to maintain current design 
capabilities. Yet Moab and Grand County will continue, under the guidance and vision 
of our current leadership, to grow and grow.

And how will the city pay for reconstruction? According to the Moab Sun News of 
February 20th at the city’s annual “visioning” meeting, Mayor Sakrison proposed “gov-
ernmental lobbying and working with the state for funding. The city may have to think 
out of the box.”

Back to water. Where does this biblical flood of desert water come from? Contrary 
to what most people think, our water is not drawn from the Colorado River – it’s too 
polluted and laden with sediment to utilize in a municipal system. Moab taps into the 
Dakota-Glen Canyon aquifer that resides below most of the Colorado Plateau through 
wells located near the Spanish Valley golf course. The aquifer is an excellent source of 
clean drinking water that has somehow escaped the ravages of decades of mining. But 

that will soon change with the advent of unregulated, unrestrained natural gas frack-
ing operations unleashed upon the lands that blanket our water source courtesy of the 
BLM. Congrats Dick Cheney, for orchestrating the greatest transfer of public lands to 
private hands in the history of this country. Will your ghost ever stop haunting us? But I 
digress. The Dakota aquifer is currently perforated by both active and decommissioned 
wells within the area administered by the Moab Field Office. In researching this story 
I found the BLM doesn’t know exactly how many wells are out there but they estimate 
about 320. But this article was not intended to be a rant about fracking; we’ll leave that 
for another day.

What is relevant is the fact that these extraction operations use an incomprehensible 
amount of water for each individual well. Depending on depth, a single well can require 
from 1 to 7 million gallons of water for a single frack. Existing operations on local BLM 
lands have consumed an estimated 300 million to 2.24 billion gallons, and a well can 
be fracked 18-20 times over a 20 year lifespan. Why all the water?  To produce “frack-
ing fluid”. Throw 596 proprietary chemicals into the mix and you are ready to bust open 

the most stubborn, dense shale 
formations the region can offer up 
and suck out a bounty of hydro-
carbons.

The problem is this; the bor-
ings are drilled right through the 
aquifer and have a nasty and con-
sistent history of casing failures. 
This allows fracking fluid to flow 
directly into groundwater. In ad-
dition, once the rock is fractured 
below the aquifer, natural gas 
mixed with Halliburton’s chemical 
secret sauce tends to seep upward 
along the fracture zones and into 
the overlying aquifer. Once this 
occurs, the groundwater quickly 
disperses contaminates over a vast 
area – like oil on water. Just ask 
the residents of Garfield County in 

Colorado about their quality of life after a massive seep of (estimated) 115 million cubic 
feet of natural gas bubbled up into previously pristine Divide Creek in 2008. Divide is a 
tributary to the Colorado and seepage continues in that area today.

Modern fracking methods have a short history, only seven years to date but in that 
time groundwater contamination has been documented at site after site. Studies suggest 
it occurs somewhere between instantaneously and 6 to 12 months. What kind of time 
frame are we looking at before these chemicals disperse far enough to start showing up 
in our water supply? No one knows, but time will reliably tell. Like a major earthquake 
in California, it’s not a matter of if it will happen, but when.

In the early months of 2013 Moab is facing some serious issues and if these problems 
are left unaddressed the city is condemned to enter yet another downward spiral into 
bust. Without thoughtful, insightful planning toward sustainable growth, infrastructure 
that can support that growth and most importantly maintaining a source of clean, safe 
drinking water the long range outlook for the city and county are bleak at best.

Moab residents have, unfortunately, a track record of apathy in regard to taking ac-
tion and voicing their opinion on critical issues. As a society we are, for the most part, 
too busy working two jobs in an attempt to scrape together enough money to make 
ends meet and sock away enough to survive the long winter off-season. We don’t seem 
to notice, to care about what is happening around us. Our city and county leaders have 
proven time after time that they have only one goal in mind: increase tax revenue by 
making the tourist industry more attractive to visitors and opening our public lands to 
extractive industries. Without opposition, they will continue to do so. The Mayor stated 
that the city has to think outside the box to find a solution to funding. What he, as mayor 
and we as citizens really need to accomplish is to find a way out of the corner we’ve 
painted ourselves into in the never ending quest for capital. 

 
DOUG TREE lives in Moab.

“GRAND PLANS...A ‘New Moab’ Update
                                                            Doug Tree...April 2013
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The Lazy Lizard
inTernaTionaL hosTeL
One mile south of Moab on US 191

435.259.6057
www.lazylizardhostel.com
reservations@lazylizardhostel.com

check out our nightly rate:
THE BEST DEAL ON THE PLANET

Are you DIRTY?
take a shower 
for THREE BUCKS

I’m not as GRUMPY
as I look...Stiles just
draws me like this.

The Solutions of Moab promote the Respect, Rethink, Reduce, 
Reuse and Recycle lifestyle through a variety of hands-on projects 
that anyone can help with, including regular recycle/cleanup activi-

ties in streams, on trails, and along roadways 
of this gorgeous region

Donations to SOLUTIONS are welcome!
All donations made to Solutions go directly toward expenses in our ef-

forts to provide“Respect, Rethink, Reduce, Reuse, and Recycle” 
activities and education.

Please mail your contribution to: Solutions, 
P. O. Box 1549, Moab, UT 84532

http://www.moab-solutions.org/index.html

SOLUTIONS
    OF 

MOAB!!

LIFETIME BACKBONE
MEMBER

JENNIFER 
SPEERS

LIFETIME
BACKBONE 
MEMBER

ANNE
SNOWDEN
CROSMAN

Chris Muhr’s
ALL METALS WELDING & FABRICATION CO.
1707 I-70 Business Loop  Grand Junction, Colorado
970.243.6310  fax: 241.5917
allmetalswelding.com
Custom Fabrication  Dry Boxes    Raft Frames
Boat & Prop Repairs

Sore No More! is a fast acting pain relieving gel that
begins to work immediately once massaged onto affected 

areas. For years Sore No More! Has provided temporary relief 
of pain associated with simple backaches, arthritis, bruises 

and sprains with its unique heating and cooling ingredients. Our 
special blend of six natural plant extracts in combination with 

menthol, capsaicin and witch hazel will 
get rid of pain the natural way

www.sorenomore.com
info@glogerm.com

SEDONA,
ARIZONA


