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8500 BC: Jericho is 
the oldest continuously 
occupied city in the 
world because of the 
dependable flows from 
the Ein as-Sultan spring 
and the engineers who 
managed it for milennia.

Human civilization depends upon a safe, 
reliable water supply, and managing water 
resources has been a priority throughout 
history. This timeline presents some historical 
highlights of water resources management 
from the perspective of the 50th Anniversary 
of the Utah Water Research Laboratory.

800 BC: The 
qanat is one of a 
series of well-like 
vertical shafts, 
connected by 
gently sloping 
tunnels. Qanats 
create a reliable 

supply of water for human settlements and  
irrigation in hot, arid, and semiarid climates.

3000 BC: One of the 
oldest known dams in 
the world is the Jawa 
dam in the Mafraq 
Governorate, Jordan. 
The remains of this 
ancient masonry grav-
ity dam can be found 
on Wadi Rajil at Jawa. 

312 BC: The first 
Roman aqueduct 
was constructed at 
Aqua Appia in 312 
BC. Remnants of 
Roman aqueducts 
can still be found 
across the historic 
Roman Empire.

1824: The first group of white hunters and fur 
trappers, including Jim Bridger, entered Cache 
Valley, Utah, and 
wintered at the junction 
of the Bear and Cub 
rivers. A dispute arose 
about the course of 
the Bear River, and 
Bridger subsequently 
settled the dispute by 
following the river and 
discovering the Great 
Salt Lake.

1859: Ongoing 
settlement in 
Utah’s Cache 
Valley created the 
need for irrigation 
canals to carry 
water, principally 
for agricultural 
irrigation. The 
first canal was 
completed in 1859. 

Wood slat water pipes later brought water from 
Dewitt Springs to Logan for municipal water. Saw 
mills, gristmills, and eventually, hydropower plants 
for generating electricity all relied on Cache Valley’s 
natural water sources.

1888: During the Civil War, President Abraham 
Lincoln signed the Morrill Land-Grant Colleges Act, 
providing funding for the establishment of a new 
college in 
each state 
and territory. 
These schools 
were to 
promote higher 
education 
and practical 
learning to 
people of 
all classes 
and walks of life, especially rural life. The Utah 
Agricultural College was founded in 1888 as the 
state’s land-grant institution. The Utah Agricultural 
College became Utah State University in 1957. 
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1964: On July 17, 1964, 
President Lyndon B. Johnson 
signed the Water Resource 
Research Act into law, 
which established a water 
resources institute for each 
U.S. state. Utah’s water 
institute, The Utah Center for 

Water Resources Research, became a part of the 
Utah Water Research Laboratory, which had been 
previously authorized by the Utah legislature in 
1959, with ground broken for the building in 1963.

1896: Utah became 
the 45th state on Janu-
ary 4, 1896. Utah is the 
13th-largest state in the 
union but is the 10th-
least-densely populated 
of the 50 United States, 
with a population of just 
over 2.9 million people.          1911: Logan First       

 Dam, a small 
concrete dam 
and powerhouse, 
was originally built 
between 1911 and 
1914 at the base of 
Logan Canyon. It has 
a maximum height of 
about 30 feet and a 
crest length of about 

250 feet. The dam is owned and operated by Utah 
State University (USU) and supplies water and 
power to the university. It also supplies water to the 
Utah Water Research Laboratory (UWRL).

1957: 
The first research 
at the future UWRL 
site was conducted 
by Cy Lauritzen in 
1957. He installed a 
pipe outlet to bring 
water from First 
Dam and conducted 
experiments on the 
hydraulics of flexible tubing.
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1965: On December 6-7, 1965, professional 
and government dignitaries, including then Utah 
Governor George Dewey Clyde, along with USU 
personnel and many others, gathered to dedicate 
the newly completed Utah Water Research 
Laboratory  
building.

1974: The 
rainfall simulator 
developed at the 
Utah Water  
Research Lab 
was the only 
one of its kind in 
the world. It was 
uniquely suited 

for erosion, runoff, and crop irrigation studies. With 
this facility, researchers were able to simulate 
rainfall conditions anywhere in the country.

1972: The UWRL  
began its first projects 
in the Senegal River 
Basin. These initial 
water cost allocation 
projects began a rela-
tionship between the 
UWRL and four West 
African countries that 
continues today after 
more than 40 years. 

1966:  The UWRL 
was one of the first 
to use a hybrid 
computer system 
to model hydrologic 
processes. This 
room-sized, cutting- 

edge computer combined the capabilities of both 
digital and analog computers.

Establishing a Tradition



Utah Water Research Laboratory
Extending our Reach
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1987: The US EPA had identified many Utah sites 
requiring long-term hazardous waste cleanup. In 1987, 
UWRL environmental engineers began bioremediation 
efforts in conjunction with Hill Air Force Base (HAFB) 
that have continued for more than 25 years. Remedi-
ation efforts have included phytoremediation studies 
and long-term soil column studies that have enhanced 

the knowledge base 
regarding the reaction 
mechanisms involved 
in bioremediation. 
UWRL researchers 
continue to address a 

wide range of 
environmental 
challenges 
throughout the 
State of Utah.

1991: December 1991 marked the completion of a 
5-year project in India with Harza International, funded 
by USAID to develop a training program to teach 
Indian engineers, economists, and water scientists the 
concepts of integrated 
river basin planning 
and management.  
UWRL experts 
provided intensive 
training to more than 
200 engineers from 
across India, who then 
returned to their home 
states to work on river 
basin planning.

1993: The UWRL continued to expand environmental 
research with national Superfund projects in Utah 
and Montana as part of the EPA Bioremediation Field 
Initiative established in 1990. Soil and groundwater at 
the Libby, Montana Superfund site were contaminated 
by chemicals used at a wood preserving facility formerly 

operated at the site. 
In a three-year project 
ending in 1993, UWRL 
researchers helped to 
carry out and compare 
several different 
biological treatment 
processes in the soil and 
groundwater at the site.

1995

2005

Research for a New Century
1995: In a unique collaboration, UWRL researchers 
joined with several other universities in the Colorado 
River Basin states to study the effects of a severe 
sustained drought on the 
arid southwestern US.  
This work established 
the UWRL as a leader in 
hydrologic modeling and 
paved the way for further 
advances in hydrologic 
modeling at the UWRL.

2001: The Tom Miller 
dam study in Texas was 
one of many dams and 
spillways along the Lower 
Colorado River modeled 
at the UWRL during this 
decade. UWRL engineers 
have built and analyzed at 
least 125 physical large-

scale models of dams, 
spillways, and other hydraulic structures to date, 
providing cost-effective solutions that improve design 
and reduce risk. In addition, the UWRL has tested 
thousands of valves and flow meters and developed 
valuable design improvements for a variety of hydraulic 
structures. A significant investment in labyrinth weir 
research in 2008 has enabled UWRL faculty to become 
leading experts in the world in this field.

2004: Increasing levels 
of phosphorus and other 
pollutants lead to impairment 
of streams and other water 
bodies.  While assisting Utah 
leaders to establish Total 
Maximum Daily Load targets 
for these constituents, 
UWRL researchers 
also investigated the 
effectiveness of implemented 
Best Management Practices. 
This was impossible to determine, however, based 
only on traditional random point measurements. Thus 
began an intensive research program to gather real-time 
water quality data and investigate correlated surrogate 
measurements to assess water quality and learn about 
the behavior of these constituents as they move through 
the watershed.

2005

2015

Looking to the Future
2006: AggieAir is an 
autonomous unmanned 
aerial vehicle developed at 
the UWRL to meet emerg-
ing needs for inexpensive, 
high-resolution data, both 
spatially and temporally, in 
a wide range of scientific 
applications. This technolo-
gy is the next generation of 
field equipment for preci-
sion agriculture, wetlands 

management, riparian/instream flow habitat, endan-
gered species and climate change monitoring, etc.

2015: December 7, 2015 
marks 50 years since our 
original UWRL building dedi-
cation. Some of today’s water 
challenges and those in the 
future are not so different from 
those from earlier times, but 
our knowledge and experience 
have increased dramatically 
in finding solutions to those 
problems.  We look forward to 
building on the inspiring work 
of water engineers past and 
present as we face new and 
emerging challenges in the 
years to come.

2011:  Computer modeling of hydrologic systems 
has led to a new scientific era in which high-reso-
lution spatial and temporal datasets are enabling 
new kinds of synthetic research. The UWRL is at the 
cutting-edge in creating the cyberinfrastructure that is 
making hydrologic data readily available world-wide 
via the internet, allowing researchers and decision 
makers to access, 
integrate and an-
alyze large data 
sets and perform 
the data-intensive 
research that will 
lead to water-
related scientific 
breakthroughs in 
the future.

Expanding Our Capabilities

1985

1975

1980: Significant  
growth in environmental 
engineering research  
opportunities led to the 
need for additional lab 
space and personnel. 
To meet those emerging 
needs, the UWRL added 
several new faculty and an 
11,000 sq. ft. environmental 
quality laboratory facility, 
which was dedicated in 
August 1980.

1978: The State of Utah 
commissioned the UWRL 
to review the safety of 
Utah’s non-federal dams. 
The project revealed that 
the capacity of many of 
Utah’s dam spillways did 
not meet current design 
requirements. This initial 
work led to development of 
expertise in both dam risk 
assessment and hydraulic 
modeling of spillways for 
dam rehabilitation starting 
in the late 70s.

1982: In official 
ceremonies, the UWRL 
building was formally named 
after former Utah Governor 
George Dewey Clyde who, 
during his tenure, was 
instrumental in making 
the Utah Water Research 
Laboratory a reality.

1984: Using satellite data, 
computers, and skis, UWRL 
scientists modeled snow- 
pack levels within northern 
Utah snow basins to  
generate more accurate  
runoff forecasts.  Later UWRL 
experts extended this early 
work to develop the Utah 
Energy Balance snowmelt 
model still used today as part 
of continuing glacier melt and 
streamflow forecasting 
research.

u w r l . u s u . e d u

“The world will soon face 
staggering water problems in 
the form of increased climatic 
variability; growing demands 

for water, food, and energy; and 
the need to protect valuable 

environmental resources.  
Our society must invest in 

the creation of knowledge to 
deal with these future water 

challenges.  At the Utah 
Water Research Laboratory, 

our research creates such 
knowledge, and our students 

are both the vessels that contain 
it and the actors who will one 
day use it to address Utah’s 

uncertain water future.”

—Mac McKee,  
current UWRL Director


