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�
Ralph Becker, thirty-fourth

mayor of Salt Lake City, Utah.
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I lived for many years near the mouth of Salt Lake City’s

City Creek Canyon after I first arrived in Utah in the 

mid-1970s. One of my favorite ways to shed the workday

was taking an evening walk through my neighborhood.

Sometimes I’d head east into the foothills, where among 

the pine, scrub oak and aspen trees, I’d often not encounter

another person. On other days I’d set off toward the west,

and in just a few minutes, find myself in the heart of 

Salt Lake City’s bustling downtown. Never before had I 

experienced such an immediate juxtaposition of civilization

and wilderness, an experience that remains intact and 

enjoyed by many Salt Lake City residents to this day. 

Since then, the roots of my affection for this place have both

multiplied and grown deeper. But one continues to tower—

literally—above the rest: the Wasatch Mountain Range’s 

unparalleled proximity to the city I love. 

Few places in the world are as intricately connected to a

landform as is Salt Lake City. Water, the lifeline sustaining

almost 500,000 people in the Salt Lake Valley and beyond,

is delivered unfalteringly by the Wasatch Mountains, repre-

senting one of the purest water sources in the contiguous

United States. This abundant watershed enabled the 

Mormon pioneers to boldly establish an outpost here more

than 150 years ago, and it continues to play an integral role

in the city’s and state’s robust modern economy. Through

fastidious stewardship, Salt Lake City’s water quality has 

remained relatively the same as it was when water treatment

facilities were established at City Creek, Big Cottonwood

and Parleys Canyons in the 1950s. What’s even more 

remarkable is that we’ve managed to protect our pristine

water supply while at the same time allowing mountain

recreation and access to flourish. 

Over the last two decades, due in large part to its unique

access to the mountains, Salt Lake City has undergone 

nothing short of a transformation. Once viewed as little more

than a mid-country way station, Utah’s capital city is now

one of the most dynamic metropolitan areas in the western

United States. World-class restaurants, shops and galleries

populate the city’s neighborhoods and urban core, and 

recent projects like City Creek Center and the new 

George S. and Dolores Doré Eccles Theater (scheduled for

completion in 2016) are further enhancing downtown 

Salt Lake City’s vibrant commercial, arts and cultural land-

scape. Lured by the area’s unmatched outdoor lifestyle and

an affordable cost of living, companies and individuals from

around the world have taken up residence in Salt Lake City,

fueling one of the country’s healthiest economies. In fact,

Fortune Magazine recognized Salt Lake City as the third best

large city for jobs in the U.S., and as one of the top fifteen

places for doing business in the entire world.  

Key to Salt Lake City’s evolution is a long-term and 

dedicated commitment to developing public transportation.

Through light rail, high speed trains, bicycle lanes and

shares, and the return of the street car, Salt Lake City is 

developing public transit infrastructure more vigorously

than any other city in North America. And though the Salt

Lake City International Airport is already one of the most 

efficient airports in the country, terminal reconstruction

plans call for an even more efficient air travel facility, 

both logistically and in terms of energy use. Combined, these

efforts not only help protect our city’s abundant natural

beauty but provide the basis for creating a sense of place

that’s uniquely Salt Lake City.

Utah’s population is forecasted to grow by eighty-six per-

cent by 2050. Maintaining and improving upon our unpar-

alleled quality of life is one of the city’s biggest challenges

and priorities. To this end Salt Lake City government has

undertaken a groundbreaking project to adopt the most

comprehensive sustainability ordinance revision in the

country. The Sustainable City Code Initiative shapes devel-

opment patterns necessary for Salt Lake City to become the

country’s most sustainable city. One of the first projects

completed under the new code, the country’s first net-zero

public safety building, was unveiled in 2013. 

My hopes and dreams for Salt Lake City and its life-giving

Wasatch Mountains are that we leave both just a little bit

better than how we found them. I want our city’s children

to know the pleasure of powder skiing in the backcountry

or at one of our top-notch resorts; of drinking water as pure

as the mountains from which it came; to easily navigate 

between urban centers and neighborhoods without having

to get in their car; and to take a decompressing walk into

the foothills at the end of the work day. My awe for the

Wasatch Mountains and Salt Lake City’s abundant natural

beauty is matched only by my respect and appreciation for

the deep sense of community cooperation and greater good

inherent throughout our great city. I have confidence that

not only will my dreams for Salt Lake City be realized, 

but that the hopes and dreams of those who come after us

will be achieved as well.

F O R E W O R D
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Foreword By Mayor Ralph Becker

XESL Part 1 pgs 01-65_Layout 1  2/16/2015  11:37 AM  Page 7



S A L T  L A K E  C I T Y — L i v a b i l i t y  i n  t h e  2 1 s t  C e n t u r y

8

IntroductionIntroduction
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In the years immediately following the Mormon pioneers’

arrival, Salt Lake City’s prime mid-country location and

abundant resources quickly earned the growing outpost 

the moniker “Crossroads of the West.” Completion of the

Trans-Continental Railroad at Utah’s Promontory Point in

1869 triggered a migratory flood of various ethnic groups

into Salt Lake City from China, Japan, Greece and Central

Europe; a diversity that remains today. Hispanics now 

account for approximately 22 percent of residents, while

the Asian population makes up approximately 4.5 percent

and the Pacific Islander population, comprised primarily 

of Samoan and Tongan immigrants, represent roughly 

2 percent of the population. And though about roughly 

half of Salt Lake City’s residents are members of the 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, a variety of other 

religions and faiths thrive in Utah’s capital city as well, 

including Catholicism, Buddhism, Judaism, Methodism,

Presbyterianism, Unitarianism, Greek/Eastern Orthodox

and Baptist.

I N T R O D U C T I O N

9

One of the most indelible—and telling—images of Salt Lake City is the downtown skyline framed against the majestic

Wasatch Mountains. Nowhere else in America is an urban area situated within such immediate proximity to a major mountain

range. This unique combination of city and wilderness has given rise to one of the most diverse, cosmopolitan, economically

solvent, innovative and fastest growing communities in the United States.

Salt Lake City’s modern history began on a July afternoon in 1847 when Brigham Young and his party of 148 Mormon pioneers

reached the mouth of Emigration Canyon overlooking the Great Salt Lake Valley. After travelling 1,300 miles by wagon train from

Illinois, crossing one-third of the continent in search of a place where they could live and worship freely, the pioneers believed

they’d finally arrived in Zion. According to legend, Young stood atop his wagon, pointed to the valley and declared, “This is the place.”
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Though “crossroads” may have been an apt way to describe Salt Lake City’s past, “destination” better encapsulates 

Salt Lake City today. A business-friendly environment and high quality of life has made Salt Lake City the top choice for both

new and growing companies. Take just one look around and it’s easy to see why: Salt Lake City’s banking system is more

mature and sophisticated than many other larger Western cities; renowned higher education institutions like the University

of Utah, Westminster College and Salt Lake Community College fuel one of the country’s most well-educated workforces;

and the Salt Lake City International Airport allows ninety-minute access to any city in the Western United States and 

non-stop access to a slew of international destinations.

Salt Lake City’s migratory pull is not limited to corporations alone, however. According to a 2012 Headwaters Economic

Study, entrepreneurs, retirees and people who can work remotely are also choosing to relocate to Salt Lake City in droves. 

As a result, the city’s population is projected to grow exponentially over the next fifty years. Preparations for the expected

boom are already well underway. For years city planners have collaborated with climatologists, hydrologists and other experts

to assess how to best conserve the state’s precious Wasatch Mountains’ snowpack-based water resources. Salt Lake City is 

developing mass transit faster than any other municipality in North America, to both alleviate pressure on natural areas close

to the city and protect air quality.

Utah’s diverse landscape is indeed a study in contrasts, from the lush alpine canyons bisecting the Wasatch Range to the

surreal red rock wildernesses found in the state’s southern quadrant. But Salt Lake City remains the state’s literal and proverbial

heart, once a refuge for those persecuted, now the thriving economic, social and cultural center of the Intermountain West. 
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Mountains Meet Metro
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Part 

No other landform has influenced life in Utah more 

significantly than the Wasatch Range, a subset of the Rocky

Mountains stretching 160 miles from the Utah-Idaho 

border south to Central Utah. Though not as high or 

expansive as the Colorado Rockies, the Wasatch is as vital

to Salt Lake City now as it was to the settlers in the 1800s.
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�
Salt Lake City’s tight proximity to the Wasatch Mountains affords

residents a laundry list of recreation and economic benefits as well 

as headwaters access to an extremely reliable and pristine water

source. Diligent, ongoing watershed management has ensured that

the drinking water accessed by more than a million Salt Lake Valley

residents is among the purest in the U.S. 
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