The Salton Sea

Dale Hoffman-Floerke 

Elissa Lynn: Welcome to the DWR Aquacast, a short podcast produced by the Department of Water. It starts with a question, and we get the answer from the experts here at DWR. Sit back and enjoy the sound stream.

Zack Cunningham: Thanks for tuning in to the Aquacast. Once again, this is Zack Cunningham with the public affairs office, and today I’m with the Chief of the Colorado River and Salton Sea Office at DWR, Dale Hoffman-Floerke. Thanks for joining me Dale.

Dale Hoffman-Floerke: You’re welcome Zack. 

Zack Cunningham: Well, today we’re talking about the Salton Sea. I think a lot of people don’t know a lot about the Sea, so if you could give us a little bit of history.  

Dale Hoffman-Floerke: I’d be happy to. The Salton Sea as we know it today is the largest surface area lake in the state. It’s located in the Southeast portion of California, and it is fed almost entirely by agricultural drainage. Previous to 1905, the Sea, if you will, was actually dry. But in 1905, the Colorado River was flooding, the levee was accidentally breached, so the water that we know as the Salton Sea today was the result of that 1905 breach. 

Zack Cunningham: Well, clearly the area that is the Salton Sea has been through a lot of transformations, but the area that is the Salton Sea right now is a pretty interesting body of water in California. What makes this area so unique?

Dale Hoffman-Floerke: Well, a lot of different things. Of course having any kind of water body in the desert is unique in itself, and being situated on the pacific flyway makes it very important from an ecological standpoint. 

Zack Cunningham: What are some of the things that are threatening the Salton Sea, what’s causing the rising salinity and the dropping lake levels?  

Dale Hoffman-Floerke: Historically, the State of California has been using more than their allocation of the Colorado River water. As a result, in 2003 and 2004, a number of parties got together and signed a series of agreements called the quantification settlement agreement. As part of that settlement agreement, the Imperial Irrigation District agreed to a water transfer that sends water from Imperial County in the Southeast part of the State, to San Diego or the costal area, San Diego County Water Authority. As a result of the water transfer, less water is going to go to farming, and some of that water is going to go to the coast. So that water that would have continued to go for farming, as drainage would go into the Salton Sea. Since it’s not going to go to the farms, it’s going directly to the coast, there will be less water going into the Sea. So we’re going to see the Sea reduce in size, and that in itself is going to, number one, it’s going to concentrate the water that’s in there now, salinity is going to get increased. We’re also going to see exposed shorelines, what we call the playa. As the water recedes, the shoreline is going to get exposed and whenever its windy there’s the potential for really significant dust storms, and we are concerned about that.

Zack Cunningham: So what kind of restoration efforts are going on at the Salton Sea?  

Dale Hoffman-Floerke: Well, that’s a good question Zack. In 2004, there was legislation passed that required the State of California, the Resources Agency, to prepare an environmental impact report on a preferred alternative for restoration of the Salton Sea. In 2007 we submitted a final programmatic environmental impact report on ecosystem restoration for the Salton Sea to the legislature as was required of us. That document identified a preferred alternative that is fairly ambitious, it had a lot of different things in it including a horseshoe shaped lake, about 62,000 acres of habitat, and a number of other things, but with that was a pretty hefty price tag, about 8.9 billion dollars. Now, unfortunately in these times of fiscal crisis if you will, with the State, the likelihood of being able to fund an 8.9 billion dollar project is pretty slim, although we have some high hopes that we’re going to be able to at least do some things. But we are now starting on a cautious course of trying to start this ecosystem restoration using this species conservation habitat, and we will be putting forth a project description, putting through some environmental documentation and permitting, and we expect that to take about the next 12-18 months. Species conservation habitat would consist of up to probably 3000 or so acres of shallow ponds that would support invertebrates, fish, and these fish would support the fish-eating birds that are currently at the Salton Sea. So we hope to at least maintain the types of habitats that the Sea has today. 

Zack Cunningham: Well, thank you Dale for joining us and helping teach a little about the Salton Sea. 

Dale Hoffman-Floerke: My pleasure, thanks Zack. 
Elissa Lynn: Thanks for listening to the DWR Aquacast. Got a question for us? Send it to dwrwebcomment@water.ca.gov. Maybe you’ll here the answer on the next DWR Aquacast.
