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Sanpete County Resource Assessment: Executive Summary
Natural Resource Priorities and Concerns
The Sanpete Conservation District has identified six natural resource
priorities and concerns. These priorities receive special emphasis because of their immediate significance to Sanpete County.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Improve water quality, quantity, and irrigation efficiency.
Improve rangelands.
Control and/or eradicate invasive plants and weeds.
Prevent loss of open space for agricultural lands.
Reduce the erosion of soil by wind and/or water.
Adequate marketing for agricultural products.

Sanpete CD Board: Scott Sunderland, Jarvis Sorensen, Scott Mower,
Earl Bailey, and Michael Larson.

Why a Resource Assessment?
The Sanpete Conservation District has developed this resource
assessment with the goal that conservation efforts in the county address the most important local resource needs. This report identifies natural and social resources present in Sanpete
County and details specific areas of concern. Local, state, and
regional entities can use this assessment to develop county
resource management plans or to target conservation assistance needs.
We recognize that all who could have provided information
may not have had the opportunity. This document is dynamic
and will be updated as additional information is available.
Your comments are requested:
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Sanpete Conservation District
340 North 600 East
Richfield, UT 84701
435-896-8566

General Resource Observations
Natural and social resources are categorized as soil, water, air, plants,
animals, and humans (SWAPA + H). This assessment describes the
general condition of these resources and highlights additional concerns in each category. As opportunities become available to address
these issues, and as circumstances change, their emphasis should be
elevated accordingly.

Introduction
The Conservation District Movement
The Dust Bowl of the 1930’s brought the beginning of
national programs for conserving soil and water resources
in the United States. On April 27, 1935, Congress declared
soil erosion “a national menace” and established the Soil
Erosion Service. Since then, the agency has changed to the
Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS). In May
of 1936 farmers were allowed to set up their own districts
to direct soil conservation practices. Today, Utah has 38
conservation districts.

Conservation Progress
Since the organization of the Sanpete Conservation District in 1941, great strides have been made toward increasing and sustaining natural resources in Sanpete County.
The District provides assistance to farmers in soil and water conservation and improved land use.

Conservation districts
provide local leadership
and education to connect
private property owners
with state and federal
assistance to improve,
protect, and sustain
Utah’s soil, water, and
related natural resources.

A great “roller” moves across the land
during the Dust Bowl.

Public Outreach
In 2008, the Sanpete Conservation District conducted a
survey to find out how others viewed the county’s natural
resources and what conservation issues were most pressing. Respondents indicated that the issues of highest concern were: 1) improved irrigation water management, 2)
improved range/grazing lands, 3) controlled invasive species and noxious weeds, 4) maintained open space for
agriculture, 5) reduced soil erosion by wind and water, 6)
adequate marketing for agricultural products
Wheel line ARDL project. Photo by David Pace.
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Sanpete County Overview
Background and Landownership
Sanpete County’s name comes from San Pitch, a Ute tribal chief who originally lived in the area. Later, Chief Walkara became leader of the Ute
People and was responsible for inviting settlers to come to the area. They wanted the settlers to teach them how to plant and grow crops.
In November of 1849, a wagon train of 50 pioneer families traveled up Salt Creek Canyon to reach Sanpete Valley. They were of Danish,
Swedish, English, and Welsh decent. They spent the first winter in dugouts on a hillside, which later became Temple Hill, where the Manti Temple
stands today.
Set in the northwest corner of the High Plateaus, Sanpete Valley is tucked between the higher Wasatch Plateau to the east and the San Pitch Mountains, or Gunnison Plateau, to the west. The valley drains south to the Gunnison Valley section of the Sevier River, which then drains northwest to the
Great Basin. Mount Nebo, at the southern end of the Wasatch Mountains, across the border in Juab County, is prominently viewed in northwest
Sanpete and its foothills divide Sanpete Valley into two northern prongs. The east boundary of the Sanpete Conservation District follows the top of
the Wasatch Mountains. The south boundary is the Sanpete-Sevier county line. The divide along the top of the San Pitch Mountains forms the west
boundary. The north boundary includes all the Water Hollow drainage and upper part of the Thistle Creek drainage. In the county, 390,889.24 acres of
land are owned by the U.S. Forest Service, 136,729.10 acres of land are owned by the BLM, 769.27 acres of land are owned by the military, 434,427.84
acres of land are privately owned, and 59,788.41 acres are owned by the state.

Land Ownership in Sanpete County
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SANPETE COUNTY
Left to right, clockwise: Sunderland Biodigester project, photo by David Pace; Fairview Lake, photo from Sanpete.com; Wood Hollow Fire, photo
from flicker.com; ARDL pivot project, photo by David Pace.
Sanpete County Resource Assessment 3

General Resource
Natural
Resource Priorities
Observations
and Concerns
WATER QUANTITY, QUALITY & IRRIGATION EFFICIENCY
Challenges
The majority of the District’s farm and pasture land is irrigated by
diversions out of the San Pitch River and smaller tributaries.
Once spring run-off is over, there is usually not enough water to
irrigate through the entire growing season.
Resource Management, Needed Actions & Projects
Farmers in the county have improved their irrigation efficiency by
installing sprinkler systems of various kinds, but there is still a
critical need for improved irrigation and water transmissions systems. This includes the following actions:






Stabilize sediments at the Twelve Mile Canyon landslide
so they don’t pollute the stream and clog irrigation systems. Deal with the sediments that do erode.
Continue NPS 319 funding for projects associated with
the San Pitch River Watershed Water Quality Plan.
Continue the support of animal feeding operations to
improve and maintain water quality.
Obtain funding for current programs and for canal and
irrigation companies.

Outreach
Continue to enlist the assistance of the Extension Service, Natural
Resource Conservation Service, and others in conducting meetings with farmers and irrigation companies to promote and gain a
better understanding of efficient irrigation water conveyance,
management, and use.
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Impaired Waters in Sanpete County

Natural Resource Priorities and Concerns
IMPROVE GRAZING & RANGELANDS
Challenges
There are many areas of private and state rangelands that are still in poor condition. Many of the spring to fall range areas are over-grazed by livestock and big game
during the critical grazing period from April to June or July. Much of the area needing rehabilitation is intermingled federal, state, and private lands, which makes for
difficult management and rehabilitation.
Resource Management, Needed Actions & Projects
 Make a range inventory that will identify private and state lands that need management systems and rehabilitation planning.
 Encourage federal agencies to cooperate with ranchers and grazing associations to complete rehabilitation and coordinated grazing plans from complete grazing units.
 Brush and invasive species control and the re-seeding of more productive species are needed to improve the district’s rangeland conditions.
 The implementation of watering facilities is needed to improve wildlife habitat and make managed grazing systems possible.
Outreach
 Provide an information program about available technical assistance and the opportunities available.
 Establish good working relations with federal and state land-holding agencies.
 Provide sound range plans to operators who request them.
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General Resource
Natural
Resource Priorities
Observations
and Concerns
INVASIVE PLANTS & WEEDS
Challenges
The control of invasive species is a crucial part of improving the range resource. Invasive species are on the increase and are reducing the amount
of forage available for livestock and wildlife. Monocultures of these species, pinion-juniper and sage brush, lead to uncontrolled wildfire and increased soil erosion.
Resource Management, Needed Actions & Projects
Prevent the introduction of noxious weed species, not previously found within Sanpete County, through public education, information dissemination,
and increased public awareness. Eradicate infestations of noxious weed species not previously found within Sanpete County. Reduce the extent and
density of established noxious weeds to the point that natural resource damage is within acceptable limits. Implement integrated weed management
systems using all appropriate weed control methods, or a combination of methods.
Outreach
 Cooperate and advocate the continued efforts of the Sanpete County Weed Board, County Commissioners, and Weed Spray Supervisor in
controlling invasive species and noxious weeds.
 Cooperate with the local Cooperative Weed Management Area (CWMA) and be an advocate for the area.

Saltcedar. Photo from USU Extension.
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Pinyon-juniper. Photo from University of New Mexico.

Natural Resource Priorities and Concerns
LOSS

OF

OPEN SPACE

FOR

AGRICULTURAL LANDS

Challenges
Federal land management agencies that designate limited access, wilderness,
wilderness study, or wild lands areas essentially close open space for agricultural uses.

Land Classification in Sanpete County

Resource Management, Needed Actions & Projects
The Sanpete Conservation District encourages the Utah Department of
Agriculture and Food and the Utah Association of Conservation Districts
to increase their assistance in keeping farmers informed about the Agriculture Protection Area Act and other programs that preserve and maintain
open space.
Outreach
 Invite County Commissioners and Forest Service and BLM personnel to District meetings.
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General Resource
Natural
Resource Priorities
Observations
and Concerns
SOIL EROSION
Challenges
The soils in Sanpete County are susceptible to wind
and water erosion.
Resource Management, Needed Actions
& Projects
The implementation of best management practices
that deal with irrigation, control of noxious weeds
and invasive species, and the re-vegetation of rangeland using federal and state programs is needed to
protect soils from erosion.
Outreach
 Provide available assistance to ranchers and
others in solving soil erosion problems.
 Establish good working relations with the
federal and state land administering agencies, so a united effort can be made where
cooperative projects are necessary to accomplish the soil erosion goals.
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Soil Classification in Sanpete County

Natural Resource Priorities and Concerns
MARKETING

FOR

AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTS

Challenges
 Distance to auctions for livestock.
 Distance to viable market for alfalfa.
Resource Management, Needed Actions &
Projects
 Increase the use of video auctions for livestock.
 Promote contacts with reputable hay brokers.
 The Sanpete CD encourages Utah Department
of Agriculture and Food and Utah State University Extension to continue helping with
marketing of agricultural products.

Livestock auction in Utah. Photo from deseretnews.com.
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General Resource Observations
SOIL • WATER • A IR & CLIMATE • PLANTS • ANIMALS • HUMANS
The NRCS conducts resource inventories to help resource managers make land use decisions. These inventories evaluate the soil,
water, air, plants, and animals and are discussed below. The Sanpete Conservation District used these inventories to determine its
priority concerns for this assessment and in its long range planning process.

SOIL
The soils in Sanpete County are a result of erosion of sedimentary and igneous rocks from the adjacent mountains. Valley soils are on one to six percent slopes. They are generally deep, well to poorly drained, and loam to clay in texture. Gravel and boulders are found on fans and flood plains at
the mouth of canyons. The mountain soils are shallow to deep, stony or free of stones. They occur on rolling flats and 20 to 70 percent slopes, including barren rock lands.
Information on the soils in Sanpete County can be obtained from the Web Soil Survey (WSS) located at: http://websoilsurvey.nrcs.usda.gov/. The soil survey provides data
and information produced by the National Cooperative Soil Survey, a nationwide partnership of federal, regional, state, and local agencies and private entities and institutions.
The WSS allows a user to: 1) define an area, 2) view the survey boundaries and soil types overlaid on a photo, 3) explore various interpretations, and 4) print maps and descriptive information.
The soil survey delineates and describes large areas of similar soils. Common uses are evaluating soil suitability for dwellings with basements, landscaping, roads, and septic
systems and measuring for vegetative productivity and chemical and physical properties. Using this information, agriculture producers, agencies, counties, and municipalities
know the various soil suitabilites and are alerted to soil limitations. This basic resource information is critical when making land-use and management decisions.
When limitations are identified, on-site investigations should be conducted by a soil scientist or soil engineer.
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WATER
Water Quality
Many turkeys are produced in animal feeding operations (AFOs) in Sanpete
County. The manure from these AFOs poses a water quality concern. A
water quality plan has been developed for the San Pitch River Watershed,
and federal, state, local, and private funding is being used to reduce nonpoint source pollution from AFO’s and soil erosion.

Water Sources in Sanpete County

Water Quantity
Sanpete County has several reservoirs of appreciable size: Fairview Lake,
Twelve Mile Lake, Silver Creek, Funk’s Lake, Willow Creek, Chester Ponds,
and Gunnison. Additional water has been made available through pumping
from wells, and from diversions from the Colorado Basin.
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General Resource Observations
AIR & CLIMATE
Air Quality
The air quality in Sanpete County is affected by dust from
dirt roads throughout the county, dust from poultry in north
and central Sanpete County, and agricultural odors throughout the county from AFOs.
Climate
The temperature in Sanpete County is moderate, exceeding
100ºF only occasionally. Temperatures may drop to -25ºF in
very cold winters. The growing season in cropland portions
of the county varies form 90 to 124 days.
The average annual precipitation ranges from approximately
eight inches in the lower valleys to more than 30 inches in
the higher mountains. Most of the precipitation in Sanpete
County falls as snow in the mountains, particularly the Wasatch Plateau, from November to April.
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Annual Precipitation in Sanpete County

NRCS Snow Survey
The NRCS Snow Survey Program provides mountain snow pack data and stream flow forecasts for the western United States. Common applications of snow survey
products include water supply management, flood control, climate modeling, recreation, and conservation planning. The NRCS operates eleven SNOTEL (SNOwpack
TELemetry) sites within Sanpete County. The SNOTEL sites of Beaver Dams, Buck Flat, Dill’s Camp, Great Basin Research Center (GBRC) Headquarters, GBRC
Meadows, Huntington Horseshoe, Mt. Baldy, Rees Flat, Seeley Creek, Thistle Flat, and Wrigley Creek are located in Sanpete County.

Great Basin Research Center Meadows SNOTEL site. Photo by NRCS.

Sanpete County Resource Assessment 13

General Resource Observations
PLANTS
Crops and Pasture
Cropland in Sanpete County is divided into irrigated land,
meadow land, and dry crop land. The principal crops are alfalfa,
grass-legume hay or pasture, barley, wheat, oats, and corn for
silage or grain. Farmers grow alfalfa hay on approximately
35,000 acres of land to feed farm and ranch animals throughout
the year.
Meadow lands are located primarily along the Sanpitch or Sevier
Rivers, and they are used for hay or pasture and sometimes for
both purposes in the same season.
Dry farmlands that can still be cropped are mostly in the Fountain Green Divide area.
Rangeland
About 85% of the county is rangeland. Much of the rangeland
lies above irrigated areas on foothills, benches, and mountains.
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Land Cover Distribution in Sanpete County

Forest and Woodland
Some of the Manti-La Sal National Forest is located in Sanpete County. The 1,413,111
acre forest is located in Southeastern Utah. It is managed for multiple uses, such as
range, timber, minerals, water, wildlife, and recreation. The Manti Division of the national
forest is part of the remnant Wasatch Plateau, exhibiting high elevation lakes, diverse vegetation, near vertical escarpments, and areas of scenic and geological interest.

The following weeds are officially designated and published
as noxious for the State of Utah, as per the authority vested
in the Commissioner of Agriculture and Food under Section
4-17-3, Utah Noxious Weed Act.
















Lake Hill. Photo from recreation.gov.













Bermuda grass (Cynodon dactylon)
Black henbane (Hyoscyamus niger)
Broad-leaved peppergrass (Lepidium latifolium)
Canada thistle (Cirsium arvense)
Dalmation toadflax (Linaria dalmatica)
Diffuse knapweed (Centaurea diffusa)
Dyers woad (Isatis tinctoria)
Field bindweed (wild morning-glory)
(Convolvulus arvensis)
Hoary cress (Cardaria drabe)
Houndstounge (Cynoglossum officianale)
Leafy spurge (Euphorbia esula)
Medusahead (Taeniatherum caput-medusae)
Musk thistle (Carduus mutans)
Ox-eye daisy (Chrysanthemum leucanthemum)
Perennial sorghum (Sorghum halepense
& Sorghum almum)
Poison hemlock (Conium maculatum)
Purple loosestrife (Lythrum salicaria)
Quackgrass (Agropyron repens)
Russian knapweed (Centaurea repens)
Saltcedar (Tamarix ramosissima)
Scotch thistle (Onopordum acanthium)
Spotted knapweed (Centaurea maculosa)
Squarrose knapweed (Centaurea squarrosa)
St. Johnswort (Hypericum perforatum)
Sulfur cinquefoil (Potentilla recta)
Yellow starthistle (Centaurea solstitialis)
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General Resource Observations
ANIMALS
Livestock
Agriculture is a big part of Sanpete County. Livestock, dairy, and poultry are the
mainstays of Sanpete agriculture. Sanpete is the number one wool and sheep producer in Utah. Most Sanpete sheep produce high-quality wool that is used to weave
fine wool fabrics. The county is number four in dairy and number seven in beef
production in Utah. Around 7,500 dairy cows provide milk for families throughout
Utah. Sanpete County is one of the top ten turkey producing counties in the United
States and the top turkey county in Utah. Turkey farmers in Sanpete County raise
around 4.8 million turkeys a year that each weigh 20 pounds or more.
Endangered and At-Risk Species
There are a few threatened species that live in Sanpete County that are of a special
concern. They are the:
 Greater sage-grouse
 Utah prairie dog
In 2010, USDA launched a new effort to sustain and conserve greater sage-grouse
populations in the West. The NRCS is using popular conservation programs, including the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) and Wildlife Habitat
Inventive Program (WHIP), to assist producers in eleven western states to simultaneously improve habitat for sage-grouse and improve the sustainability and productivity of their native rangelands.

At-Risk Species
Some of the one included on Utah’s State Listed
Conservation Species Agreement with the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service and Species of Concern in
Sanpete County:















American White Pelican
Bald Eagle
Big Free-Tailed Bat
Black Swift
Bonneville Cutthroat Trout
Brown Bear
Burrowing Owl
Canada Lynx
Greater Sage-Grouse*
Kit Fox
Northern Goshawk
Short-Eared Owl
Three-Toed Woodpecker
Utah Prairie Dog

This list was compiled using known species observations from the Utah Natural Heritage Program within
the last 20 years. A comprehensive species list, which
is updated quarterly, can be obtained from the Utah
Division of Wildlife Resources website at:
dwrcdc.nr.utah.gov/ucdc/.
*The greater sage-grouse status as a candidate species is
verified and confirmed from U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service News Release Interior Expands Common-Sense Efforts to
Conserve Sage Grouse Habitat in the West, dated 3/5/10,
available at: www.fws.gov/news/NewsReleases/.

16

Wildlife and Aquatic Life
Sanpete County is one of the better deer and elk hunting areas in the state and draws many hunters
from the urban areas.
The pheasant, grouse, mourning dove, and chukar partridge, as well as different types of waterfowl,
are fairly numerous.
Rainbow, native, and German Brown trout are plentiful in the streams and lakes, providing good
fishing.

Pheasant. Photo from utahwildlifephotos.com.

Mule deer. Photo from utahwildlifephotos.com.
L oca l A ni ma l P ri o ri t i es







No transplant of wolves.
Increase coyote and other predator control.
No more transplants of aquatic species.
No more transplants of endangered species of any kind.
Reduce impact of elk on aspen regeneration.
Increase numbers of mule deer.

Rocky Mountain elk. Photo by Cullen Balch.
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General Resource Observations
HUMANS: SOCIAL

AND

ECONOMIC CONSIDERATIONS

Population
As of 2011, the Sanpete County population was 27,173. The population has grown
22.22% since 2000. The population growth rate is lower than the state average rate of
23.77% but is much higher than the national average rate of 9.71%.
Recreation
Sanpete County is well known for its recreational assets. In addition to this parks,
and recreational facilities which are available within the communities. There are some
seventeen other recreational sites. National forests provide campgrounds, picnic areas, and summer home sites. Beautiful mountain scenery and water based recreation
facilities attract many visitors. Palisade Lake Recreation area, near Sterling, offers excellent camping facilities, fishing, boating, waterskiing, and golfing. Maple Canyon,
east of Fountain Green, is a good place for picnicking, hiking, and sight-seeing. Each
year, the “Mormon Miracle Pageant” in Manti attracts over 100,000 people, during
the week of performances. One of the many attractions in the Manti-La Sal National
Forest is the beautiful Skyline Drive, which runs for 100 miles at the top of the Wasatch Plateau, with elevation ranging from 9,000 feet to 11,000 feet. It is one of the
most scenic drives in the United States.

18

Skyline Drive. Photo from flicker.com.

S an p e te C o un t y P o p ula t i on D a ta
Area name

Sanpete

Period Year

2011

Population

28,173

Births

416

Deaths

182

Natural Increase

234

Net Migration

25

Annual Change
Annual Rate
of Change

259



0.9%

Source: Utah Population Estimates Committee
http://www.governor.state.ut.us/dea/UPEC.html

2009 Sanpete County Jobs Distribution, by Industry*
Covered
Agriculture
3%
Mining
1%

Government
39%

Construction
5%
Manufacturing
9%
Other Services
2%
Leisure/
Hospitality
6%
Ed/Health/
Social Svcs
11%

Trade/Trans/
Utilities
17%
Prof/Business
Svcs
2%

Financial
Activities
3%

Information
2%

*Includes covered agriculture. Source: Utah Department of Workforce Services.

Economy/Labor Market
Since settlement, Sanpete’s economy has been agriculturally based. In its first few decades it served as Utah’s granary. Cattle have always been important, but currently,
only a few large dairies survive. New beef breeds from Switzerland and France have joined the traditional Hereford and Angus breeds to produce lower fat, fastergrowing animals. Sheep dominated the local economy from the 1880s through the 1920s, and Sanpete played a prominent part in world markets for a time. Turkeys,
grown casually as a farmyard fowl, became a cooperative, integrated industry in response to the 1930s depression. Today, they rule the roost in Sanpete, which ranks
among the top ten turkey-producing counties in the country. Snow College, a two-year institution in Ephraim, plays an important role in the local economy.
Today, 71 percent of all employment in Sanpete County is concentrated in service and retail, government, and manufacturing and construction industries. It is anticipated that these industries will continue to grow through 2030, while the agricultural industry will decline. However, the natural resource and mining industry may see
increased growth through oil and gas exploration and production. Attracting and retaining business begins with having a job‐ready workforce with the appropriate educational background and skills. The total number of jobs in Sanpete County over the last five years has increased by one percent. Current trends indicate that this rate
of growth will continue over the next several years.
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