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Guest Editorial 
Saving More than the Salton Sea 

by Daniel W. Anderson 
  

	    The Salton Sea and its associated environs have been an enigma since its accidental creation almost a hundred years ago. Once the Río Colorado Delta region—which spans more than 3,000 square miles—was possibly the richest and most diverse wetland system in all of western North America. The explorers who documented the region early in this century spoke of vast richness in their classic works, such as Godfrey Sykes’ The Colorado Delta and Aldo Leopold’s A Sand County Almanac.(1) But the lower Colorado River watershed today is probably one of our most degraded and poorly managed natural resources. 
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     In its first 75 years, fishermen considered the Salton Sea to be a mecca for sportfishing; it was a paradise for waterfowl hunters and bird watchers and a spectacular and critical refuge for migratory birds. The Salton Sea became an important connecting link in the Pacific Flyway system that hosts migrating waterfowl along much of the west coast of the Americas. The Salton Sea National Wildlife Refuge, in its early days, was one of the “jewels” of the National Wildlife Refuge System. 
     I still consider the Salton Sea to be a secret treasure. The basin is surrounded by spectacular scenery that can be enjoyed in rare solitude. Ornithologists recognize the area as a prime locus for avian biodiversity—a fantastic array of migratory birds pass through in every season. The Salton Sea remains a rich and interesting site for bird watchers and in fact has become one of the very few remaining wetlands on the southern Pacific Flyway. 

Do we have to take it all? 

     If the Sea dies, where will the birds go? One state legislator was recently quoted by the LA Times (2) as suggesting that the Sea’s importance as a link on the Pacific Flyway is over-stated. State Senator Jim Costa, who chairs the Senate Water Committee, perpetuated a common misunderstanding when he observed that birds were able to migrate before the Sea’s existence, and that they should be able to find another place to stop if the Sea disappears. But the accident that created the Salton Sea occurred when the Colorado Delta region was much more diverse, rich, and uncontrolled than it is today. And California’s wetlands, from the Klamath Basin, through the Central Valley, along the coasts of Alta California and through the Delta region of Baja California, have been reduced by more than 90% in this century. The Salton Sea’s importance has increased in direct, even exponential, proportion to the decline of other habitats, and if the Sea disappears, there would be few other places for the birds to rest, feed, and breed. 
     The Sea is so troublesome that it’s easy to understand why some would throw up their hands in despair and let it go. The conundrum of ecological, political, and economic problems associated with the Salton Sea and Rio Colorado Delta today seems insurmountable. The dilemma arises, however, from a long history of neglect and self-interest involving the control and use—or misuse—of water in the region. Solving the current environmental problems will take no less time than it took to create them. It will take much more commitment. But if we don’t get started now, I am afraid our grandchildren will not look favorably upon us. In fact, I’m furious at the generation before mine, the one that began the ending of the wealth of natural regions we once had in the Southwest. 

What’s really going on here? 

     The goals of Salton Sea remediation have never really been clear. Much of the current effort appears to be driven by economic interests, and the suggested benefits of shoreline development are a paradox that will exacerbate already critical environmental problems, water shortages, and water quality. While the region’s agricultural activity will continue to draw workers to the area, I don’t think it’s a good idea to promote the basin as a new destination for people seeking retirement homes and high-impact recreation. 
     Solutions that propose to dump the problem on Mexico are equally flawed. The often-discussed project that would pump the Sea’s ultra-salty, nutrient-laden water to the Colorado River Delta threatens further degradation of the Delta and the Upper Gulf of California. I believe that such a scheme would seriously undermine international efforts to restore the Delta region and would threaten a newly established Biosphere Reserve in the Upper Gulf, home to the vaquita, the most endangered marine mammal in the world. We must speak for protection of the resources of the Delta and Gulf in the same way that we must exercise responsible stewardship of the region’s resources north of the U.S.-Mexico border. In a regional context, the water exchange solution is completely unacceptable. 

So how do we fix it? 

     If anything is to be done that will be truly effective for the protection of biodiversity and wetland conservation in the Rio Colorado Delta region, it will require a well-coordinated international effort involving both public and private entities. Since agriculture has been the prime beneficiary of water management practice, and the prime cause of the Salton Sea’s problems in the past, agriculture must be a part of the solution.  
     We must admit that the great agricultural universities of California have helped to contribute to many water-pollution problems through our early involvement in the development of environmentally insensitive agricultural science—the results of which are so clearly evident at the Salton Sea. But now a new university/agriculture alliance is beginning to show how methods conducive to both agriculture and nature are possible; prime examples are the habitat joint-venture program in the Central Valley, CALFED in the San Francisco Bay area, and a new binational watershed plan between the United States and Mexico for the upper San Pedro River Basin. The problems caused by past actions are overtaking us, however, and they need to be addressed simultaneously in many places in the state and in the nation. In California, four linked areas need immediate attention: the Klamath Basin, the San Francisco Bay Delta, the San Joaquín Valley, and the Rio Colorado Delta region. Of these, the Rio Colorado Delta represents the greatest challenge because of the international nature of the land and physical resources, and the transnational nature of the people and wildlife of the region. 
     The commitment necessary to achieve remediation of the entire lower Colorado River region will have to be long-term, substantial, cooperative, and creative. Saving the Salton Sea is more than an engineering problem. It’s a social, diplomatic, ecological, future-altering opportunity to develop a model for reversing the negative environmental trends caused by irresponsible management of natural resources all over the world in the twentieth century. Probably we don’t know yet how to achieve the exact solutions we seek, but we need to stop repeating our mistakes and instead invest our resources and scientific enterprise in an intense, coordinated effort to find new, mutually beneficial, ways to support people and the natural environment. 

*******************************************************
(1)  A first encounter with these works will bring hours of pleasure to those curious about the history of the region. See Godfrey Sykes, The Colorado Delta, a joint publication of the Carnegie Institution of Washington and the American Geographical Society of New York (Baltimore: Lord Baltimore Press, 1937) and Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac (first published in 1949), Enlarged Edition, With Other Essays on Conservation from Round River (New York: Oxford University Press, 1966). 

(2)  "Salton Sea Study Findings Are Encouraging," Los Angeles Times, May 22, 1999. 
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