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A Western Governor
Looks at Water Policy

Scott M. Matheson

I am honored to be invited to participate in this symposium
on western water resources. The Federal Reserve Bank of Kansas
City is to be congratulated for its initiative and sensitivity in
organizing and sponsoring this symposium, for no issue excites
western sensibilities more than the topic of water. Without
water, the arid lands of our region will never realize their promise
nor their potential, and the capacity they have to produce food,
fiber, or fossil fuel resources will remain forever beyond our
grasp.

The western character has been shaped by the relentless
struggle to put water to land. This is especially true in Utah.
The Mormon pioneers who arrived in Salt Lake Valley in the
summer of 1847 quickly built canals and dams to harvest what
remained of the run-off from the mountain streams in order to
grow a crop before winter. They were unconsciously reenacting
a ritual that was five thousand years old and first employed by
the Sumerians in the Middle East, where civilization as we know
it came into being with the practice of irrigation. As W. H.
McNeil notes in his classic study, The Rise of the West, “‘man’s
first civilized communities differed fundamentally from the
Neolithic Village Communities, for the simple reason that the
water engineering vital to survival required organized com-
munity effort.”” The parallel between the Sumerians and the
Mormons is striking and instructive because both knew that
the future in an arid region belonged not to the hunter, the
trapper, the nomadic herdsman, or the seeker of precious metals,
but to those who had the ingenuity and the discipline to make
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