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Whiskey is for Drinking 



But, “Water is for Fighting” 



As California is facing the most serious 
drought of modern times, the Salton Sea 
is the latest battle in the American West’s  

water wars! 



Salton Sea 
The Salton Sea, is California's 
largest inland lake.  
It supports a spectacular bird 
population that is among the 
most concentrated and most 
diverse in the world ( more than 
400 species and subspecies in 
all have been spotted at the 
Salton Sea).  
Sadly, this crucial stopover on 
the Pacific Flyway for migratory 
and wintering shorebirds and 
waterfowl and is dangerously 
close to collapse from several 
environmental threats, but 
particularly water transfers.  
 



QUANTIFICATION SETTLEMENT AGREEMENT 
(QSA) SETTLEMENT AGREEMENT 

Transfers agricultural water from 
the Imperial Irrigation District (IID) 
to the cities of southern California 
including San Diego.  
“We believe a higher and better use is to 
move the water from agricultural uses in 
the Valley (the essence of the deal) to the 
thirsty parts of San Diego County.”. If this  
succeeds,  sadly the Salton Sea will be 
ultimately left to dry up.” 
IID and other QSA parties are compelled to 
mitigate impacts on the Salton Sea caused 
by the water transfer(s). Through 2017, the 
State Water Resources Control Board 
made such mitigation a requirement of its  
approval of the agricultural to  urban water     
transfers authorized by the QSA 
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Salton Sea  
Created in 1905 through irrigation canal failure 

Landlocked repository for agricultural drainage 

Heavily used by migratory waterfowl, including 
endangered species 

Flows are expected to decrease by as much as 50% 
over next decade as Imperial Irrigation District sells 
water to thirsty urban region of San Diego 

Salinity and toxic selenium increasing every year 
– Without human intervention, sea will eventually become “toxic 

and hypersaline” and unable to support fish, waterfowl 

 



Future of the Salton Sea 

 

















Selenium in the Salton Sea 
Area 

• ~90% freshwater inflow to Salton Sea is 
agricultural drainwater 

• Mean Se concentration has been 
increasing in Salton Sea, especially 
sediments, and in biomass as it 
bioaccumulates in wildlife 

• Elevated Se levels in food chain 
organisms and bird eggs 

• CalEPA’s OEHHA issued advisory 
limiting fish consumption 

 

Image by NASA 



The “Kesterson Effect” 

Named after 1980s event at Kesterson National Wildlife 
Refuge in San Joaquin Valley, CA where thousands of 
fish and waterfowl were poisoned by Se from irrigation 
drainwaters used for wetland management 

•Imperial Valley has irrigated drainwaters and alkaline 
soils that promote the formation of water-soluble forms 
of Se 

• Arid climate of the Imperial Valley -where evaporation 
leads to salt buildup 

• Drainage into wetlands and aquatic habitats and 
biomagnification through the food chain 







Constructed Wetlands and 
Salton Sea Restoration  

.  

In the future, as many as 35 wetlands (as much as 
2,000 hectares) will be constructed for water quality 
improvement at the New River (Citizens 
Congressional Task Force on the New River). 
 
The purpose of this demonstration-scale 
constructed wetlands was to demonstrate the ability 
of constructed wetland technology to improve the 
water quality of the New River before it flows into the 
Salton Sea. 

 



 





Results – Se mass removal 
efficiency 
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Imperial – 54% 
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Red Bars from Lin et al, 2002 



THE TROUBLED SEA 

The Salton Sea stands with one foot in 
purgatory and one in hell. To simply 
survive for a while in purgatory, much 
less make it to paradise, will require a 
massive public-relations battle and a 
fierce fight for cash waged in the 
shadow of San Diego’s water 
demands. 
 And it will require a feat of 
environmental engineering like none 
other the American West has ever 
seen. 



“I wish to make it clear to you, there 
is not sufficient water to irrigate all 
the lands (in the West) which could 
be irrigated… I tell you, gentleman, 

you are piling up a heritage of 
conflict! 

John Wesley Powell, speech, 
1893 
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