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Outline

• Where is it? What is it, a lake, not a Sea!   Its 
climate. 

• How it was formed – not just a mistake
• The California Rivera
• Why hasn’t it dried up?
• Wildlife
• Depressed Communities
• Solutions











How was the Sea formed?



•Pre-1500: Called Lake Cahuilla by native residents, the lake experiences 
periods of flooding and drought. 
•1540: First exploration of the Colorado River delta by Spanish. 
•1800s: Cycle of flooding and drought continues. 
•1892: Salt mine established. Railroad station serving the mine is named 
Salton. 
•1905: Floodwaters of the Colorado River change course and flow into Salton 
Sink. 
•1906: Salton Sea is measured to be 195 feet below sea level. 
•1942: All-American Canal provides water to the Imperial Valley, supporting 
agriculture. 
•1958: Salton City, a new community on the western shore of the lake, is 
developed. 
•1960: On the northern edge of the lake, the North Shore Beach and Yacht 
Club is developed. 
•1980s to present: Increased salinity and concentrations of chemicals result in 
declining wildlife. 
•2000 Diversion of water to San Diego agreement
•2004: New approaches to saving the Salton Sea are studied. 
•Present – almost nothing has been done to stabilize the Sea

Time Line



Gulf of California/Sea of Cortez

























The California Rivera

• Development in the 1950’s
• Salton City and its water front
• The North Shore Yacht Club – Beach Boys, 

Frank Sinatra, Jerry Lewis
• Bombay Beach
• Other Beach Communities











Dressed up for a Motorcycle Movie





Today (2014)



Tilapia, the only remaining fish in the Sea,  survive but are stressed 
by the high  salinity and temperature, and both reduce the dissolved 
oxygen concentration





Why hasn’t the Sea 
dried up? 





New River (right) and Alamo River (left) showing small lakes (lagoons) that provide treatment



Ramer Lake, along the Alamo River



Arundo



Bombay Beach

North Shore

Salton City





Salton Sea Elevation

• Elevation is changing
• Increased until about 1978. There were back-to-

back major storms in California that swamped the 
Salton Sea. 

• The level rose and the communities around the 
Sea were flooded. 

• Commercial areas in Bombay Beach and Salton 
City were flooded with salt water, effectively 
destroying shore facilities. 

• At this point many people and businesses left the 
area and the decline of the Sea began.



Salton Sea Elevation Con’t

• The Sea’s level stabilized afterwards but in recent years 
has declined

• An agreement to transfer water from the Imperial 
Irrigation District to San Diego has caused the level to 
decline, with sharp declines expected in the near 
future

• As the level declines, shore line is exposed, creating 
dust storms during dry windy conditions

• Elevated respiratory problems are already documented 
in Brawley and southern commnities

• Two examples of Sea Decline follow











Salt Covered Parking Meter in 2014. Notice the sea level behind the meter



Here is the same meter in 2015, one year later. The water has completely receeded





Saline Lakes Are Being Created and 
Impacted Around the World due to 
Development and Climate Change 

Aral Sea (Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan)
Dead Sea (Israel)
Mono Lake (USA)
Owens Lake (USA)

Great Salt Lake (USA)
Bogoria and Magadi (Kenya)



Aral Sea





What do you think about being under water? 



Wildlife

• Bird life continues but is impacted
• Outbreaks of avian botulism 
• As fish decline, so will the bird population

























Natural Resouces

• Geothermal
• Fish farming
• Very inexpensive land



There are many geothermal plants in the area, which pump 
hot ground water, extract heat and the return the cool water. 





Communities in Distress

• Bombay Beach
• Salton City
• Salton Sea Beach
• Desert Shores
• North Shore
• Niland



A model California Community







Salvation Mount, in Niland



Salton City – sparsely developed



Previous Warnings
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Solutions

• Two big problems
– Not enough water – current runoff will be 

redirected to San Diego. 
– No “sink” for the salt – if you use RO to reduce the 

Sea’s salinity, what do you do with the brine? 

• Two categories of solutions
– Segregate the Sea into parts, low and high salinity
– Canals to the Pacific or Sea of Cortez















Canals

• An alternative solution was proposed by an 
engineering company in 2003. 

• Two canals to the ocean
• One canal will be used to transport salty brine 

back to the ocean
• The second canal will bring fresh sea water to the 

sea
• The hope is to stabilize the salinity at about 35 

g/L
• Also the Sea’s level could be managed. 





Where do we go from here?

• The great depression stalled all efforts to 
improve the Sea

• The Federal government has no interest in 
helping solve the problems

• A new administration could change this
• Local interest exist but there are few resources 

and businesses seem unwilling to help
• Do you have a few billion to spare? 
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