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Jordan River in Salt Lake City 

Salt Lake Valleyôs Crown Jewel 

The Wasatch Front metropolitan area has three phenomenal natural assets:  the Wasatch 

Mountains, the Great Salt Lake, and the Jordan River.    The mountains and lake are peripheral to 

the urban area, requiring at least a short drive to approach and explore.  But the Jordan River 

runs smack through the middle of 15 major municipalities including Utahôs largest metropolitan 

area and capital city.  With a recently completed bike and water trail running nearly its entire 

length, it is by far the cityôs most important recreational asset, featuring a lovely chain of parks, 

golf courses and one large wildlife preserve. 

Like its Palestinian namesake, the Jordan drains a large freshwater lake into a shallow, saline, 

ñterminalò desert sea--the Great Salt Lake.  Its 58-mile journey across Salt Lake Valley begins in 

the shadow of the 7,500 foot- high, 12-mile long façade of Mount Timpanogos at the northern 

outlet of Utah Lake.    It winds slowly across open farmland, slides past monster trophy homes in 

the midst of the Turkey Run golf course resortð 
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--and then drops into a canyon called Jordan Narrows.  There it pools behind a hydroelectric dam 

that pushes much of its water into a vast matrix of irrigation canals radiating across Salt Lake 

Valley.  Below the dam it rushes between willow-choked islands, cascading from beaver pond to 

beaver pond, and then spills out into open farm land, flowing swiftly between tree-lined banks. 

After wandering amidst farms, housing developments, golf courses and factories, the Jordan 

approaches downtown Salt lake City with exceptional stealth.  It glides silently through the cityôs 

forlorn west side in a luxuriant tunnel of cottonwood, willow, box elder and elm. 

 

Jordan River in Salt Lake City 

Finally at the northern edge of Salt Lake City it bursts out into brilliant sunshine at the edge of 

the vast water-world of its extensive delta on the southeast corner of the Great Salt Lake. 
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Situated strategically between two large lakes each bordered by extensive freshwater wetlands, 

the Jordan River corridor is a critical link on the Intermountain Migratory Bird Flyway.   For 

millennia its streamside wetlands and vast delta have provided food and shelter for tens of 

thousands of migrating birds each spring and fall.  The first explorers to this region, including 

mountain men Jim Bridger and Kit Carson and the Mormon pioneers themselves, were 

awestruck by the fertility of these Wasatch Front wetlands teeming with waterfowl, shorebirds, 

song birds, raptors, fish, amphibians, beaver, deer, elk, coyote, antelope, bear, cougar and 

countless other species of wildlife. 

The Price of Progress 

Since the first settlers entered Salt Lake Valley in 1847, human impacts to this incredibly  fertile 

river corridor have steadily multiplied, first gradually, then swiftly, until today,  the scale of the 

cumulative loss has become tragic. 

West of the Wasatch Range, which is mostly protected within National Forest and wilderness 

areas, the remainder of the Jordan Riverôs 800 square mile watershed has undergone radical 

surgery.  Native grassland and riparian ecosystems have been obliterated by parking lots, 

buildings, roads and golf courses.   Even within the protected parts of the Jordan River Parkway, 

trailside vegetation is relentlessly mowed to the ground, allowing non-native, weedy, thorny 

plants better adapted to harsh conditions to flourish while native species critical to indigenous 

wildlife die off. 

 

Invasive Russian Thistle Forest, Jordan River at 900 South, Salt Lake City, August 2008 


