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For my gallery of photos of the Salton Sea please click here. When viewing the images in the 

gallery you will notice a hyperlink shown in red text beneath the caption. By clicking on the text 
you will open a Google map showing the exact location (green arrow) where the photos was taken. 

All the photos were geo-tagged with a GPS unit attached to my Nikon D700 or D300 

Several nights ago I was watching an episode of “Life After People” on the History Channel. This particular episode dealt with 

how an earth without people would affect resort destinations such as Las Vegas. To illustrate the effects of the crumbling 

infrastructure and resort facilities the producers choose to show the effects of time on the once flourishing resort facilities 

surrounding the Salton Sea. As an owner of property at the Salton Sea I found this particular segment of the show very 

interesting. 

 

While watching the program I decided that Kathy and I would take a little road trip out to visit our property and see what was 

happening to the Salton Sea. A few days later we left early in the morning for our sojourn easterly to Imperial County and the 

Salton Sea. Before I tell you what we found I want to present a brief history of what the Salton Sea is and how it came to be. 

The Salton Sea is a saline, endorheic rift lake (closed drainage basin with no outlet) located 

directly on the San Andreas Fault (click here for Google map). The lake occupies the lowest 

elevations of the Salton Sink in the desert regions of Riverside and Imperial Counties in 

Southern California. Like Death Valley, it is located below sea level, with the current surface 

of the Salton Sea at 226 ft below sea level. The deepest area of the sea (52 feet) is 5 ft 

higher than the lowest point of Death Valley. The sea is fed by the New, Whitewater, and 

Alamo rivers, as well as a number of minor agricultural drainage systems and creeks. 

 

The lake covers a surface area of approximately 376 sq miles (241,000 acres), the largest in 

California. While it varies in dimensions and area with changes in agricultural runoff and rain, 

it averages 15 miles by 35 miles with a maximum depth of 52 ft, giving a total volume of 

about 7,500,000 acre feet The annual inflows average 1,360,000 acre feet. The lake's 

salinity, about 44 grams per liter, is greater than the waters of the Pacific Ocean (35 g/L), but 

less than that of the Great Salt Lake and is increasing by about one percent annually. 

 

Geologists estimate that for three million years the Colorado River worked to build its delta in 

the southern region of the Imperial Valley. Eventually, the delta had reached the western 

shore of the Gulf of California (the Sea of Cortez) creating a massive dam which excluded the 

Salton Sea from the northern reaches of the Gulf. Meandering at random across the ever-

growing fan-shaped mass, the river changed its course constantly. Occasionally shifting to the 

north, the river flowed into the isolated Salton basin, filling it with a large freshwater lake. 

Eventually, a significant river shift towards the south and into the Gulf of California 

abandoned the inland lake to likely evaporation and extinction. 

 

As a result, the Salton Sink or Salton Basin has had a long history of alternately being 

occupied by a fresh water lake and being a dry, empty desert basin, all according to random 

river flows, and the balance between inflow and evaporative loss. A lake would exist only 

when it was replenished by the river and rainfall, a cycle that repeated itself countless times 

over hundreds of thousands of years - most recently when the lake was recreated in 1905. 

The endorheic Salton Sink was once part of a vast inland sea that covered a large area of Southern California and was the 

site of a major salt mining operation. Throughout the Spanish period of California's history the area was referred to as the 

"Colorado Desert" after the Rio Colorado (Colorado River). In the 1853/55 railroad survey, it was called "The Valley of the 

Ancient Lake.” On several old maps from the Library of Congress, it has been found labeled "Cahuilla Valley" (after the local 

Indian tribe) and "Cabazon Valley" (after a local Indian chief - Chief Cabazon). "Salt Creek" first appeared on a map in 1867 

and "Salton Station" is on a railroad map from 1900, although this place had been there as a rail stop since the late 1870s. 

The name "Salton" appears to be connected with salt mining in the area, at least as early as 1815. A yearly expedition to the 

area mined salt for Los Angeles residents. With the extension of a rail line through the basin, large scale salt mining started in 

1884. After that, the general area is referred to as the 'Salton Sink' or the 'Salton Basin', "sink" or "basin" referring to the 

area's bowl-shaped topography. 

 

The creation of the Salton Sea of today started in 1905, when heavy rainfall and snowmelt caused the Colorado River to 

swell, overrunning a set of headgates for the Alamo Canal. The resulting flood poured down the canal and breached an 

Imperial Valley dike, eroding two watercourses, the New River in the west, and the Alamo River in the east, each about 60 

miles in length. These two newly created rivers carried the entire volume of the Colorado River into the Salton Sink, filling it 

in approximately two years.  
 

The Southern Pacific Railroad attempted to stop the flooding by dumping earth into the headgates area, but the effort was 

not fast enough, and as the river eroded deeper and deeper into the dry desert sand of the Imperial Valley, a massive 

waterfall was created that started to cut rapidly upstream along the main stem of the Colorado River. This waterfall was 

initially 15 feet high but grew to a height of 30 before the flow through the breach was finally stopped. It was originally 

feared that the waterfall would recede upstream into the Nevada-Arizona area, attaining a height of up to 100 to 300 feet, 

from where it would be even more difficult to fix the problem. As the basin filled, the town of Salton, a Southern Pacific 

Railroad siding and Torres-Martinez Indian land were submerged. The sudden influx of water and the lack of any drainage 

from the basin resulted in the formation of the Salton Sea as we know it today. 

In the 1920s, the Salton Sea developed into a tourist attraction, because of its water 

recreation, and waterfowl attracted to the area. The Salton Sea remains a major resource for 

migrating and wading birds. It has also had some success as a fishery in the past, with 

species such as Mullet, Corvina, Sargo, and Tilapia being introduced to the Sea from the 

1930s to the 1950s. Since then, increased salinity, pollution, and weather events have killed 

off most fish species other than the hardy tilapia. Today there are an estimated 10 million 

tilapia in the Salton Sea. 

 

The Salton Sea had some success as a resort area, with Salton City, Salton Sea Beach, and 

Desert Shores on the western shore and Desert Beach, North Shore, and Bombay Beach built 

on the eastern shore in the 1950s. The town of Niland is located 2 miles southeast of the Sea 

as well. The evidence of geothermal activity is also visible. There are mud pots and mud 

volcanoes on the eastern side of the Salton Sea. In the 1980s California Energy, with a thirty 

year agreement to supply electricity to Southern California Edison, began the construction of 

10 geothermal steam generating plants in the area. 

 

The lack of an outflow means that the Salton Sea is a system of accelerated change. 

Variations in agricultural runoff cause fluctuations in water level (and flooding of surrounding 

communities in the 1950s and 1960s), and the relatively high salinity of the inflow feeding 

the Sea has resulted in ever increasing salinity. By the 1960s it was apparent that the salinity 

of the Salton Sea was rising, jeopardizing some of the species in it. The Salton Sea currently 

has a salinity exceeding 4.0% w/v (saltier than seawater) and many species of fish are no 

longer able to survive in the Salton Sea. It is believed that once the salinity surpasses 4.4% 

w/v (weight per volume), only the Tilapia will survive. Fertilizer runoff combined with the 

increasing salinity have resulted in large algal blooms and elevated bacteria levels. 

 

High levels of selenium have also been found in the Sea and are thought to contribute to 

mortality and birth defects in the bird populations. In 1997 investigators researching the 

death of fish discovered a parasite dinoflagellate known as Amyloodinium ocellatum in 22 of 

23 dead fish. Algal blooms also lead to massive die-offs of the fish population due to oxygen 

starvation. 

 

Much of the current interest in the sea was spearheaded in the 1990s by the late 

Congressman Sonny Bono. His widow, Mary, was elected to fill his seat and has continued the 

fight, as has Representative Jerry Lewis of Redlands. In 1998, the Sonny Bono Salton Sea 

Restoration Project was named for the politician. 

 

Another serious health problem is the effect the polluted water flow from the Alamo and New 

Rivers as they bring biological and chemical pollutants as they flow northward from Mexico 

into the Salton Sea. The New and Alamo Rivers flow north for 15 miles through Baja 

California and another 66 miles through California into the Salton Sea. Flow at the border is 

approximately 200 cubic feet per second (ft³/s) and about three times this flow at the Salton 

Sea because of collected agricultural discharges. Both rivers are considered the most polluted 

rivers of their size in the United States. For brevity when I refer to the New River the same 

can be said about the Alamo River. 

The New River’s flow is composed of waste from agricultural and chemical runoff from the 

farm industry irrigation in the U.S. (18.4%) and Mexico (51.2%), sewage from Mexicali 

(29%), and manufacturing plants operating in Mexico (1.4%). By the time the New River 

crosses the U.S./Mexico border near Calexico, California, the channel contains a stew of 

about 100 contaminants: volatile organic compounds, heavy metals (including selenium, 

uranium, arsenic  and mercury), and pesticides (including DDT) and PCBs. The waterway also 

holds the pathogens that cause tuberculosis, encephalitis, polio, cholera, hepatitis and 

typhoid; levels for many of these contaminants are in violation of United States 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and Cal/EPA standards by several hundredfold.  Fecal 

coliform bacteria are at levels of 100,000 to 16 million colonies per milliliter at the border 

checkpoint, far above the U.S.-Mexico treaty limit of 240 colonies. 

 

The combined effects of increasing, highly polluted inflow from the New and Alamo Rivers and 

agricultural runoff have resulted in elevated bacterial levels and large algal blooms in the 

Salton Sea. With the lack of an outlet, salinity has increased by approximately 1% per year. 

Due to high selenium levels, the public was strictly advised to limit fish consumption from the 

Salton Sea in 1986, after which any amount was likely a health risk. Increasing water 

temperature, salinity and bacterial levels led to massive fish die-offs, and created the ideal 

breeding grounds for avian botulism, cholera and Newcastle disease. Currently, the Salton 

Sea has a salinity of 4.4% (4.4 parts per 100), making it saltier than ocean water (3.5% for 

Pacific), and many species of fish are no longer able to reproduce or survive in the Salton 

Sea. It is now believed the Tilapia may be the only fish species able to persist there for a 

limited time. Without restoration actions, the sea will likely increase in toxicity, and remain an 

ecological trap for avian species.  

 

The stench of the New River near the US/Mexico boundary is often overpowering, particularly 

at night and during the summer when temperatures can reach 120°F. The New River is so 

heavily polluted that technicians usually wear two sets of gloves, aprons and other protective 

clothing when testing the water. Discarded tires, trash, dead animals and other wastes line 

the channel, foam blows into the streets of one of Calexico’s residential areas and toward its 

downtown area, mosquitoes and other pests thrive during the summer season; all of these 

factors only serve to elevate contagion risk. 

 

Scores of illegal immigrants are also exposed as they use the river to enter the U.S. Those 

who succeed in crossing will rarely receive adequate medical attention or screening; and they 

will often find jobs in the agricultural or food service industries, carrying New River diseases 

to their various destinations in California and across the U.S. The pollution problem is 

expected to worsen if Mexicali’s population of about 1.3 million continues to expand without 

adequate infrastructure. 

 

In 2006, through another bi-national project, Mexicali finished building a second water 

treatment facility to treat the 10 to 20 million gallons per day of raw and partially treated 

sewage that was being discharged into the river. In May, 2005, the New River was 

designated as one of two environmental justice water quality pilot projects for the State of 

California Environmental Protection Agency (CalEPA) to try to address the various pollution 

sources collaboratively between the various stakeholders. For a well done video of the issues 

with the New River please click here. 

Warning sign near the New 

River at Lack Rd. 

I first became aware of the problems with the Salton Sea and the pollution from the New 

and Alamo Rivers while still working at Psomas. In 2005 I prepared a comprehensive 

technical and cost proposal to the Imperial Valley Irrigation District’s New River 

Improvement Project for providing survey and aerial mapping of the rivers for the 

construction of wetlands settlement areas along the rivers. The scope of the project was 1) 

construction of an enclosed box culvert alongside the current river channel through the 

developed areas of Calexico so that normal flow can be re-routed into the culvert, thereby 

eliminating resident exposure and allowing for treatment of contaminated flows; 2) 

construction of wetlands to address overall pollution, including pollution from sources in the 

United States; and 3) construction of green belts and recreational facilities in a restored New 

River floodplain. Winning this assignment would have resulted in more than a million dollars 

in revenue for Psomas. We did not win the project (the award went to a local Imperial 

County firm), but I did learn a great deal about the issues affecting the Salton Sea in the 

process of preparing the proposal. 

 

During our day long visit to the Salton Sea we checked on the status of our property and 

followed the trace of the New River from Brawley to the Salton Sea. Since our last trip to the 

Salton Sea in 2006 we found that there was more degradation to the infrastructure in the 

developments around Salton City. The recent heavy rains in the area caused a great deal of 

damage to the roads due to the flooding and depositing large amounts of desert sand on the 

streets and intersections. It is doubtful that this damage will be repaired as the tax base in 

the area is not large enough to provide the funds for the required maintenance.  

 

Several new houses have been constructed while some houses have been abandoned and 

local businesses closed. Just north of Salton City, on the west side of the sea there is a small 

housing development. It appears that a home builder has purchased a group of lots and is 

building homes in the $100,000 price range. Even with this development the future does not 

look bright for the housing market on the west side of the Salton Sea. The east side is 

another story. It is a complete disaster. Communities like Bombay Beach are turning into 

ghost towns. 

 

On the other hand we saw a booming agriculture industry all throughout the valley. The 

main crops were Alfalfa for cattle feed and vegetable crops such as carrots, lettuce, 

cauliflower, onions, spinach and strawberries. We also saw several large dairy farms. While 

driving through the farmlands we witnessed hundreds of people engaged in harvesting the 

lettuce crop. We did not stop to question their immigration status. 

 

This was a day well spent exploring this serious environmental and health issue facing 

Californians, especially residents of Imperial, Riverside and San Diego Counties. We debate 

climate change and spend millions of dollars on this issue while a much more serious and 

demanding problem faces Southern California. No matter how much we spend on cleaning 

up the New and Alamo Rivers we will not be successful unless we can get Mexico to clean up 

their side of the border. 
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I have added an archive of all past editions of the Aperture. You can access this archive 

by clicking here. 

The Imperial and Coachella Valleys are an impressive monument to our framers ability to 

grow vegetables. You cannot drive through these valleys without looking on in wonderment 

at the accomplishments of these farmers and the fact that this could all be desert without the 

life sustaining waters from The Colorado River and the many wells in the area. The waters of 

the Colorado River reach the valley through the All American Canal and then the 122 mile 

Coachella Canal. The Coachella Canal supplies irrigation water to Riverside County while the 

Imperial Irrigation District furnishes the water to the farms in the Imperial Valley.  

 

The Imperial Irrigation District (IID) was formed in 1911 under the California Irrigation 

District Act to acquire the properties of the bankrupt California Development Company and its 

Mexican subsidiary. The IID had acquired 13 mutual water companies, which had developed 

and operated distribution canals in the Imperial Valley, by 1922. Since 1942, water has been 

diverted at Imperial Dam on the Colorado River through the All-American Canal, all of which 

the IID operates and maintains. 

 

Many of the local irrigation canals in the Imperial Valley have been upgraded, lined and 

equipped with SCADA controlled sluice gates. It is estimated that this modernization has 

saved over 900 acre feet of water each year. 

 

The Coachella Canal supplies water to Riverside County and the Coachella Valley Water 

District. The Coachella Canal is a 122-mile (196 km) aqueduct that conveys water for 

irrigation from the All-American Canal to the Coachella Valley in Riverside County. The canal 

was completed in 1949 and is currently operated by the Coachella Valley Water District. 

Construction of the Coachella Canal began in the 1930s but was interrupted by World War II. 

After the war, work was resumed on the canal and deliveries of water began in the late 

1940s. 

The automated sluice gates 

along the Vail Canal at Lack 

Road 

Looking southeasterly along 

the Coachella Canal from Dos 

Palmas Spring Road. 

One more note before closing. If you are ever in Brawley stop at Brownies’ Diner at the corner of California State Route 86 

(Main Street) and Cesar Chavez Street for a great meal at a very reasonable price. 
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