
Household Outdoor Watering Update
Outdoor landscape watering accounts for up to 65% of 
annual municipal water use in Utah.1 As a result, state 
and local government actions seek to expand awareness 
on best practices for outdoor watering and provide incen-
tives to reduce water use in this area. Utah‘s most recent 
Coordinated Action Plan for Water in 2022 highlighted 
multiple state initiatives and community partnerships 
working towards these conservation goals.2

Utah Water Savers is a rebate incentive program to assist 
households with alternative landscaping projects that will 
reduce outdoor watering.3 The program expanded after 
receiving funding from the Utah State Legislature in 2022 
and 2023.4 Applicants in qualifying cities and counties can 
earn up to three dollars per square foot of grass removed 
and replaced with water-conscious landscaping through 
the Landscaping Incentive Program.5 Additionally, Utah 
Water Savers also provides rebates for qualifying appli-
cants who install smart irrigation control systems or 
water-efficient toilets.6  

Another of several outdoor water-conservation programs 
is Localscapes, a waterwise landscaping initiative.7 It em-
phasizes landscaping layouts that minimize watering and 
maintenance needs while reducing non-functional lawn 
area. The program offers free classes throughout the state 
that educate Utahns on waterwise landscape design.8 
Conservation initiatives at the local level may help re-
duce overall water usage throughout Utah. 

Utah voters express a willingness to take further steps to 
reduce their own outdoor water use. Over 54% of respon-
dents report they are very or extremely willing to remove 
50% of their lawn or allow it to be brown during summer 

months to reduce the cost of Utah’s water infrastructure 
investments by 30%. Liberal voters, Democrats, and the 
non-religious were all more willing than conservative 
voters, Republicans, unaffiliated voters, and the actively 
and inactively religious. (See Figure 1.) 

Agriculture Water Update
The agricultural industry accounts for about 75% of 
Utah’s water use.9 As a result, expanding water resil-
iency and optimization in agriculture is a priority for 
Utah’s leaders. During the 2023 session, the Utah State 
Legislature created the Agricultural Water Optimiza-
tion Program which appropriated $200 million for ag-
ricultural optimization project grants.10  
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Most Utahns are very or extremely willing to 
reduce grass and let it brown if they can 
expect savings in infrastructure investment. 
Figure 1: Willingness to remove 50% of lawn or allow it to be 
brown during summer months to reduce the cost of Utah’s 
water infrastructure investments by 30%
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Program projects must meet several requirements: fitting 
into one of five approved categories, demonstrating wa-
ter savings, documenting project results, metering water 
levels in real-time for reporting purposes, and report-
ing on water usage levels and crop production for three 
years after the project is completed.11 Additionally, 20% 
of grant funding is withheld until the project is complete 
and the organization has submitted its final report and 
final inspection results.12 Most of the funding is used to 
optimize canal/irrigation companies and improve farm 
pivot-sprinkler watering. (See Figure 2.)

Colorado River Process Update
The Colorado River is an essential water source for 
Utahns and other Western States. A collection of legis-
lation, regulations, and agreements established over the 
past 100 years known as “The Law of the River” gov-
erns river use by the Upper Basin states (Colorado, New 
Mexico, Utah, and Wyoming) and the Lower Basin states 
(Arizona, California, and Nevada). Under the current 

agreement, Utah receives 23% of the Upper Basin water 
supply.13 About 27% of Utah’s total water supply comes 
from the Colorado River.14

The most recent update to the Law of the River was a 
set of interim guidelines negotiated in 2007, which ad-
dressed long-term water shortages among Lower Basin 
states.15 These guidelines will expire in 2026. In 2022, the 
United States Bureau of Reclamation initiated the federal 
process for developing post-2026 negotiation plans.16 

Currently, Reclamation is assessing alternative proposals, 
with the goal of releasing a draft plan in December 2024. 
The Upper Basin, the Lower Basin, and other stakehold-
ers, including Tribal coalitions, conservation groups, 
and advocacy organizations, have submitted their own 
proposals and suggestions for Reclamation to consider.17 
The Upper Basin states, including Utah, submitted a pro-
posal that suggested a new variable release system from 
Lake Powell based on existing hydrologic conditions to 
build storage and preserve water flow downstream.18 Ad-
ditionally, the Upper Basin alternative seeks to improve 
the accounting system for Upper Basin water levels and 
acknowledge Tribal water rights in the region.19 

Meanwhile, the Lower Basin coalition’s plan would cut 
water usage among Lower Basin states.20 This part of 
the proposal addresses the previously unaccounted for 
loss of water through evaporation and distribution.21 
Further, the Lower Basin states proposed a system 
where the Upper and Lower basins cut usage equally 
during periods of low water storage to maintain water 
flow downstream.22 While the Lower Basin states ac-
knowledge the unaccounted for losses in distribution 
and intend to cut usage regardless, the Upper Basin 
proposal does not require that Upper Basin states ad-
just usage during shortages, illustrating the conflicting 
interests between the two regions. 

Most agriculture optimization has focused 
on farms, canals, and irrigation projects. 
Figure 2: Agricultural Optimization Grant Spending (in 
millions), FY 2024
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Source: Utah Division of Water Resources

Since 1945, leaders, legislators, and community members have relied upon the illuminating, independent, and nonpartisan 
public-policy research produced by the Utah Foundation to support informed decision-making on topics that matter most. As a 
501(c)3 with broad community support and a 60-member board, the Utah Foundation exists to empower civic engagement as 
the foundation for enhanced quality of life for Utahns. 
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