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The shore of the Great Salt Lake is shown at Stansbury Island in March 2022.
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he Soi Lake

Measuring water intake is ‘laborious}
the state ‘isn't quite there, says Baxter

Baxter

A

drops, the salinity spikes and species

— from brine flies to birds — change
their behavior or die off. Baxter ini-
tally pursued science to understand

how things work, not necessarily to
solve problems
But researching a dying ecosys

tem has changed her She prides her
self on communicating complex sci
ence in digestible ways. for example,
she wrote an obituary for the lake

working with Jaimi Butler. a former
col 1~ in order to wake people
up to the crisis. As public awareness

has grown, Baxter has made herself'a
consistent resource f
deasion-makers. She sl
ble science with onganiz
their campsaigns and get the word out
about what's happening with the lake,

and she also guides government offi-

High Country News recently
spoke with Baxter about the status
of the Great Salt Lake, the emotional
toll on scientists and the steps needed
to prevent ecosystem collapse.

This conversation has been edited
for length and clarity:

High Country News » In a nut-
shell, what is the crisis at the Great
Salt Lake?

Bonnie Baxter » It's largely about

ershed as opposed to the lake.
aries in the coal
e at the bottom
of a watershed. If we use too much
water upstream, it doesn't make it
to the bottom of the watershed. And
with the pressures of dlimate change,
as temperatures go up, we increase
the mte of evaporation. The lake is re
porting on the activities of humans.
1t's telling us that we're using too
much water, and the Earth is warm:
ing too quickly. So the crisis really
boils down toa lack of water flowing
into the lake

HCX » When did you realize the
lake was in crists?

BB » When 1 first started studying
the lake, the
healthy. It never entered my mind
that we would start to see the eleva
tion drop year after year after year
In the early 2000s, there were like
six straight years of drought. [
new to the Western United States,
so that was the first time | thought.
wow, something’s going on. Then we
had a good snow year. and I thought,
well, that's the things go in the

West, things are up and down.

lake elevations were

as
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A railroad causeway divides two halves of the Great Salt Lake, shown in December.

Then we had another 10 years of
drought, and somewhere in the mid-
dleof that, Iooked at the graphs and
saw the elevation was doing nothing
but going down. In 2011, we had a
good snow year, but all of the aqui-
fers had to be re-saturated and all of
the reservoirs had to be refilled, so
none of that water trickled down to
the lake. That was the first time I was
shocked into understanding there
wasa problem.
uddenly, T'm studying the deci-
mation of our planet by human ac-
tivity. The feelings about that have
snuck up on me too. I wasn't pre-
pared”

HCN » How does it feel to study
an ecosystern on the brink of col-

B8 » 1 did not go to graduate school
to study climate change. I was in-
terested in biochemistry; 1 studied
DNA repair. So, it snuck up on me:
Suddenly. I'm studying the decima-
tion of our planet by human activity
The fodings about that have smuck up
on me too. | wasnt prepared. 1 have
iids who are in their early 20s, and
1 teach students who are around 20.
Looking ut the world through their
eyes and their fears has impacted me.
I've taken on the weightiness of that
in this latter part of my career, be-
cause | think it's the most import-
ant thing I could be doing.

HON » Can you expand on that?
How are your students doing?

BB »  see in them optimism. Once
we've been on the planet for a
while, we get a little jaded, and the
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optimism is invigorating. I see hope
for their future, because how do you
g0 forward without hope? You can't.
So what's surprising is — I'm gonna
cry when I'm talking about this — 1
see a desire to make their world a bet-
ter place. And I just think that's beau-
tiful Most people characterize youth
today as being nihilistic and maybe a
little emo, but it gives you a bounce in
your step when you see that they're
working toward good things.

written about cli-
alk a short while
y students. That's
a science pro-

not o usual thing t
fessor does; I'm usually taking my
students to science lectures, or lec
turing at them myself, or spending
time in the fiekd. 1t's a little odd to say,
“Do you want 1o @ to this humanities

program and he person talk
about climate grief”” The students
were excited. It also opened up this
unigue concept for me becanse [ was
raised ina very patriarchal structure
where emotions and personal moti-
vations are not part of your science.
After that talk, I felt like we need-
ed to debrief. So we put together a
Zoom conversation with a psychol-
ogist, and she led a group therapy
session. She had us talk about our
feelings when we're watching this
lake disappear and we're watching
this ecosystem crash. To hear my
students put words to that was just
transformative for me. It made it OK
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for me to start talking about my feel-
ings, and I think it made me more
emotional. I mean, I would go out to
the lake, and I'd get back in the van
and I would cry. But I wouldn't do
that in front of people. Now I'll cry
on TV. These conversations with
students have changed me.

1B8: » The number of new contacts 1

have about Great Salt Lake is proba-
bly on the arder of 30 a week. Some of
those are journalists. Some are con-
cerned citizens. Some are peaple try-
ing to sell me some technology that

will save the lake. It's all walks of life,
and it takes a lot to manage; I don't
have staff to answer the phone.

T have people reach out who could
make a difference, like the US. Geo-
Survey wants to know what
hould do about brine flies.
Then the president of the Rockefel-
ler Foundation was like, “T'm gonna
be in Salt Lake City, can you take me
to the lake?” But that's no more im-
portant than the grandma in Tooele
County who calls me and says, “1
used to write poetry on my grand-
pa’s back porch while I watched the.
lake, and now I can’t see it anymore.”

HON » At the Stegner Symposium
last year, Gov. (Spencer) Cox told
sclentists to ease up on the doom
and gloom. You, in the dosing ses-
sion, then said, “I'm just going to

short. We need to get water to the
lake and we need to do it quickly.”
How didl it feel to have the gover-
nor tell sclentists to be more pos-
itive?

BB » | was appalled by the governor’s
words. One of the things he said was
in response to the call for the state
to set a healthy elevation range for
the lake. His response \mbamml}}
“Weknow what the elevation range is,
Thave a poster in my office that has
the elevation range on it, why do we
need to set it?" ! think he missed the
point. His snarky response did not
address the real question, which was:
What happens when we aren'tin that
range? What are those emergency

? And can we get those
onpapes? He glossed over that. 1 felt
like he made fun of the scientists, So
many of us were offended. And by the
‘way, we're not in range. Despite (the)
last snow year, we're still not in range.

HON » Do you think ecosystem
collapse <an be prevented?

BB » Yes, I think it can. It's a water
equation. We just need to get more
water into the system. The question
that is hard to answer is, how do you
track that water? They call it shep-
herding Like if Farmer Jane is not
going to use all of her water rights
and she wants to lease her rights
back to the state, how do you know
that Farmer Joe downstream is not
just using more water? How do you
know Jane's water actually makes it
to the lake? Measuring and watching
that water is a laborious process, and
the state is not quite there yet.

HON » What's next for you in your
work?

BBx»I! ms1amru.tnthmknmhlr
listically beyond Great Salt Lake to
other saline lakes. We have not saved
one yet. Some have died. Some are
on their way to dying So, I think we
could learn a lot from each other. 1
also thinkiit's important that every
conversation about water at the state
and federal level have Indigenous
representation, so I'm trymgmput
together stakeholder groups

saline lakes in the West lhat\n]lhzw
Indigenous representation. For a mo-
lecular biologist who studies the tini-
est things in the world to think that
my role should be going bigger might
be counterintuitive, but I think that's
where the solutions lie,

This article first appeared on High
Country News and is republished here
under a Creative Camrnons license.
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