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 Salton Sea Authority 

Memorandum 
To: Salton Sea Authority Board of Directors 
From: G. Patrick O’Dowd, Executive Director /GM   
Date: January 26, 2023 
 
Re: “COMMITMENT TO SUPPORT SALTON SEA MANAGEMENT RELATED TO  
 WATER CONSERVATION IN THE LOWER COLORADO RIVER BASIN” 
 
 
On December 8, 2022 this board gathered to discuss the subject agreement and consider the 
potential impacts to the Sea and region from its implementation.  State and federal partners 
were invited to attend to participate in the conversation and answer questions from both this 
board and members of the public.  Unfortunately, none of the invited representatives were 
able to attend. 
 
Notwithstanding, at that meeting this board engaged in an open discussion concerning the 
issue, and members of the public also expressed thoughts and concerns.  Staff captured the 
essence of those questions and issues raised, which are presented hereafter in exhibit form.  
At the direction of this board, earlier this month State and federal representatives were once 
again invited to join us this month, and were provided the exhibit in hopes that some clarity 
can be brought to the issues raised. We have been informed that our State and Federal 
partners will be in attendance – some in person, some virtually – at our upcoming meeting, 
and have proposed the following agenda for their presentation, along with a list of attendees: 

 
• Opening (CNRA – Mario Llanos* / Reclamation – Jaci Gould) 
• Colorado River Hydrological Conditions (Reclamation – Alan Butler )  
• Colorado River Conditions and Importance of Voluntary Conservation discussions 

(CVWD – Peter Nelson) 
• Salton Sea Modeling based on Protective Volumes (IID – Tina Shields) 
• Overview of Commitments Agreement and next steps (Reclamation – Jeremy Brooks) 
• Q/A (Mario Llanos will facilitate) 

 
Other attendees include:  
 

Tom Gibson 
James Newcomb 
Sujoy Roy 
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Lisa Lien-Mager 
Miguel Hernandez 
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EXHIBIT 

 
 
The following list of questions, comments and concerns were collected from Board Members 
and the public at a meeting the Salton Sea Authority Board of Directors held in Imperial 
County on December 8, 2022: 
 
Evaluation of Impacts: 
 
Information made available to the pubic indicates that a maximum expected increase in 
exposed playa resulting from 250,000 acre feet of water conserved in Imperial County 
ranges between 5,771 acres and 8,196 acres, which would occur in 2027, and that by 2047 
the net effect of this action would be less than 1,000 acres. 
 

1. Does this assume that the transfers would end after four years, and that 
flows to the Sea would return to pre-conservation levels? 

 
2. How does this additional exposed playa compare to the impacts resulting 

from the QSA transfers?   
 
a. In particular, how does the approximate 30,000 exposed acres 

being mitigated under the 10-year-plan correlate with this new 
exposed maximum? 
 

b. If on farm conservation is significantly increased how does that 
affect the analysis? 

 
3. Is 250,000 acre feet enough to fix the problem on the Colorado River, or 

are additional cuts be contemplated? 
 

4. Is Interior committed to evaluating Sea impacts as part of the 
Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement that it will perform as part 
of the revision of the Colorado River Interim Storage Guidelines? If not, 
why not? 

 
5. How is water quality affected and how does that impact the Sea’s future? 

Is human health and safety currently being adversely affected by delays in implementing 
the 10-year plan, and how will this additional burden exacerbates those human impacts? 
 
The term “dead pool” is often discussed as the likely consequence of inaction. We 
understand that term to mean water is unable to flow through the Hoover Dam to 
downstream users. 
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1. If reached, how long would this condition last?  Days, weeks,  months, 
forever or just intermittently?  What does the model show in this regard? 

 
2. Is dead pool affected by the law of the river and other priorities? 
 
3. Once flows return, how much is estimated would be available for 

downstream users, and in particular to the Imperial and Coachella 
Valleys? 

 
4. Assuming an agreement cannot be reached, how should the community 

and region be preparing for the impacts associated with this possibility? 

Sufficiency of Mitigation 
 
What is the basis for “up to” $250 million being provided for this effort? 
 

1. How does it relate to the 8,000 affected acres? 
 
2. Is it enough? What if it’s not? (Is the investment equal to the impact?) 
 
3. What additional authorizations/appropriations are required to access these 

funds? 

What does “adaptive management” look like?  Does it infer that it has to be broken before 
it’s fixed?  If so, how do you protect against material adverse consequences that might 
arise? 
 
Responsibility 
 
As owner of 40% of land at and around the Sea, the Federal government had previously 
acknowledged existing Salton Sea mitigation liability of at least $330 million, plus $4.5 
million for annual operations and maintenance (FY21 Official Interior Department Budget).  
This Federal responsibility has gone largely unfunded to date.  Meanwhile, the State is 
already responsible for Salton Sea restoration under the Quantification Settlement 
Agreement, and is in arrears on that obligation.  The new “commitment” is structured in a 
manner that infers this additional burden will simply be added to the State’s existing liability, 
with funding apparently capped at $250 million, and “contingent on appropriations or 
allotment of funds”. 
 

1. How will the responsibility for additional impacts associated with these 
conservation measures be segregated from the State’s existing liabilities? 

 
2. Who will be responsible for maintaining the mitigation projects once 

implemented? How will that obligation be funded, and for how long? 
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3. How can people living or visiting at and around the Sea know that they 
are safe, both now and as these additional impacts begin to materialize? 
   
a. What additional monitoring will be implemented? 

 
b. Who do they direct their questions, concerns, and grievances? 

 
 



   
 

  
 

   
   

    
    

      

      
   

   
    

 
 

   
   

  
     
     

      
 

   
  

 
 

 
  

  
     

  
  

 

   
   

 
     

    
    

  
 

       
    

 
  

 
   

 

Salton Sea Research Project 

LOCATION: Imperial and Riverside Counties, California. 

DESCRIPTION/JUSTIFICATION: The Salton Sea (Sea) is a terminal hypersaline (69 parts per 
thousand (ppt) vs. average 35ppt for ocean water), nutrient-rich lake in southeastern California. The Sea’s 
source water is primarily agricultural drainage from the Imperial (CA), Coachella (CA), and Mexicali 
(Mexico) Valleys, with smaller contributions from municipal effluent and storm water runoff. Annual 
inflow to the Sea averages about 800,000 acre-feet per year. As part of a complex checkerboard land 
ownership pattern, the Bureau of Reclamation owns approximately 90,000 acres of land in and 
immediately adjacent to the Sea for the primary purpose of a suitable agricultural discharge location. The 
Sea covers about 376 square miles (970 km2), making it the largest saline lake in California. Due to over 
90 percent loss of previously suitable habitat elsewhere in California, the Sea has become a major resting, 
feeding, and breeding stop for millions of migratory and resident birds along the international Pacific 
Flyway. 

A combination of naturally decreasing water surface elevation, decreased water quality, increased 
salinity, and reduced inflows due to system conservation and agriculture to urban water transfers has 
resulted in the collapse of the existing (tilapia) fishery and associated ecosystem, as well as exposed playa 
that may contribute to dust emissions and public health concerns related to declining air quality. This 
issue has particular urgency as mitigation flows for agricultural to urban water transfers under the 2003 
Quantification Settlement Agreement (QSA) ended in December 2017, accelerating the Sea’s decline. 
This dramatic and predictable change is adversely impacting wildlife habitat, human health, economic 
opportunities, and recreational values of the Sea and surrounding region. In order to successfully identify 
and develop the most efficient and reasonable adaptation strategies to cope with the complex problems of 
the Sea, a continuing program of engineering, physical and biological planning, research, construction 
projects, and evaluation has been implemented by entities in the State of California.  

Congress enacted P.L. 105-372, the Salton Sea Reclamation Act of 1998 (Act), which authorized the 
Secretary of the Interior (Secretary), acting through Reclamation, to conduct a feasibility study on 
restoration options for the Sea. All reporting requirements of the Act were met in January 2000 when the 
Secretary transmitted to Congress the Salton Sea Restoration Project Draft Alternative Appraisal Report 
prepared by Reclamation, the Draft Environmental Impact Statement/Environmental Impact Report, an 
Overview and Summary Report, and a Strategic Science Plan prepared by the Salton Sea Science 
Subcommittee. These provided a detailed description of the scope and results of scientific studies 
undertaken during an 18-month period. These documents provided a menu of alternatives, associated 
environmental impacts, alternative cost estimates, and a summary of findings and recommendations for 
future management actions by stakeholders. 

In January of 2003, Reclamation transmitted to Congress a Salton Sea Study Status Report which 
contained the most current information available on various proposals for full and partial 
restoration/management concepts for the Sea. This report built on the information developed and 
transmitted to Congress in January 2000. 

In 2003, the Quantification Settlement Agreement (QSA) water transfer agreement between the Imperial 
Irrigation District (IID) and the San Diego County Water Authority was executed. The QSA led to the 
passage of several California laws which required the California Natural Resources Agency (CNRA), 
through the Department of Water Resources (DWR) and the California Department of Fish and Wildlife, 
to complete a Salton Sea Ecosystem Restoration Study and a Programmatic Environmental Impact Report 
for delivery to the State Legislature by December 31, 2006. The DWR released a draft Programmatic 
Environmental Impact Report in October 2006, and a subsequent Final Ecosystem Restoration Study and 
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Salton Sea Research Project 

Final Programmatic Environmental Impact Report in May 2007. The CNRA’s preferred alternative would 
have been an estimated $8.9 billion in 2007 dollars. Because of its prohibitive cost, the State did not take 
further action at that time. The CNRA continues to be the lead agency and works cooperatively with the 
DWR, the Department of Fish and Wildlife, the State Air Resources Board, and the State Water 
Resources Control Board. 

On October 25, 2004, Congress passed P.L. 108-361, Water Supply, Reliability and Environmental 
Improvement Act, which required the Secretary, in coordination with the State of California and the 
Salton Sea Authority, to complete a feasibility study on a preferred alternative for the Sea’s restoration by 
December 31, 2006. A Summary Restoration Report and supporting Comprehensive Restoration Report 
were finalized and released in December 2007 and January 2008, respectively. These reports present 
information on five action restoration alternatives and a no action alternative. Estimated cost of the 
alternatives ranged from $3.5 billion to $14 billion in 2006 dollars. 

In late 2015, the CNRA hired a Deputy Secretary for Salton Sea Policy to reinvigorate the State’s Salton 
Sea management program in response to a 2014 petition by IID to the State Water Resources Control 
Board (which sought State of California implmenation of Salton Sea restoration, as contemplated by the 
suite of agreements associated with adoption of the 2003 QSA water transfer). In 2016, the State of 
California identified a goal of 25,000 acres of wildlife habitat, air and water quality projects, and other 
projects as necessary to minimize human health and ecosystem impacts at the Sea in the mid-term 
(through 2025). In August 2016, goals for habitat and dust-suppression projects to be implemented by 
California were referenced in a 10-year Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the Department 
of Interior and the CNRA. In January 2017, the Department and the CNRA signed an addendum to the 
MOU further clarifying specific points regarding air quality actions and renewable energy and economic 
development coordination.In March 2017, the State released the Salton Sea Management Program Phase I 
10-year Plan which will be used to guide investments at the Sea that protect public health and ecosystem 
values. 

Recogniznig the State of California’s role as lead on Salton Sea management efforts, Reclamation has 
developed a strong relationship with the State and other partners, and will continue to work 
collaboratively with stakeholders at the Sea to identify achievable milestones, and develop activities 
that protect air quality, reduce habitat impacts, and maintain a secure Colorado River Water Supply. 

AUTHORIZATION: Reclamation Act of 1902, June 17, 1902; P.L. 102-575, Title XI, Reclamation 
Projects Authorization and Adjustment Act, October 30, 1992; P.L. 105-372, Salton Sea Reclamation Act 
of 1998, November 12, 1998, as amended by P.L. 108-7, Energy and Water Development Appropriations 
Act, 2003, Section 213, February 20, 2003; and P.L. 108-361, Water Supply, Reliability and 
Environmental Improvement Act, October 25, 2004. 

COMPLETION DATA: As of September 30, 2019, this project funding has been 75 percent expended. 
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Salton Sea Research Project 

SUMMARIZED FINANCIAL DATA 
Program Financial Data 

Activity FY 2020 
Enacted 

FY 2021 
President’s Budget 

Water and Energy Management and Development $300,000 $300,000 

Request $300,000 $300,000 
Non-Federal $0 $0 
Prior Year Funds $222,801 $0 

Total Program $522,801 $300,000 
Prior Year Funds/Non-Federal ($222,801)  ($0) 

Total Reclamation Allotment $300,000 $300,000 

Total Cost Information 
Total Estimated 

Cost 
Total to 
9/30/19 FY 2020 FY 2021 Balance to 

Complete 

Reclamation1/ $45,000,000 $39,113,869 $300,000 $300,000 $5,286,131 

Adjustments2/ $10,350,000 $2,518,584 $0 $0 $7,831,416 

Total $55,350,000 $41,632,453 $300,000 $300,000 $13,117,547 
1/ Includes research costs of $10 million under P.L. 102-575; estimated feasibility costs of $25 million under Title I 
of P.L. 105-372; and river reclamation and other irrigation drainage water treatment actions along the New and 
Alamo Rivers of $10 million under Title II of P.L. 105-372. 
2/ Includes cost-sharing of $2,168,584 from the Salton Sea Authority, a joint powers authority of Imperial and 
Riverside counties, Imperial Irrigation District (IID) and Coachella Valley Water District (CVWD), and the Torres-
Martinez Tribe for research. Also includes $350,000 from the State of California, Department of Water Resources 
for the feasibility study. 

OTHER INFORMATION: 
On February 27, 2014, the Department of the Interior (DOI) and Salton Sea Authority entered into a 
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) for collaboration and exchange of Technical and Scientific 
information regarding the resources of the Salton Sea. On August 31, 2016, DOI and the State of 
California signed an MOU to facilitate coordination regarding specific, incremental and sequential 
projects in a timely manner that improve upon air and water quality, existing obligations to Native 
American communities, fish and wildlife habitat, water security, resource management processes and 
decision-making economic opportunities, and collaboration of scientific research efforts. Coordinating 
limited resources will be necessary to achieve common goals that address the natural resources and 
regional interests associated with the Sea. Depending upon specific actions taken by the State of 
California at the Salton Sea, Reclamation may have a significant funding need in future years to address 
Reclamation managed lands. 

The Great Basin Unified Air Pollution Control Districts (GBUAPCD) Owens Lake air quality mitigation 
program conducts the most similar Clean Air Act compliance program in proximity to the Sea. The 
GBUAPCD reports air quality mitigation establishment costs at approximately $38 million per square 
mile (averaged over all types of mitigation) and annual maintenance costs of approximately $500,000 per 
square mile. Reclamation estimates that approximately 8.75 square miles of Reclamation-owned lands 
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Salton Sea Research Project 

will be emergent from the Sea as it recedes over the next 10 years. Even using extremely conservative 
estimates related to the costs at Owens Lake, Reclamation may still have significant air quality mitigation 
costs related to any applicable Clean Air Act requirements as the Sea recedes. 

APPROPRIATION CEILING: The appropriation ceilings for this Project are as follows: 
• Appropriations authorized under P.L. 102-575 are $10,000,000. The comparable Federal 

obligation is $10,000,000. Any future project development under this authorization would require 
an increase in the ceiling.  

• Appropriations authorized under P.L. 105-372 (Title I) have no ceiling connected to the 
authorized feasibility work. The comparable Federal obligation for the feasibility work is 
$25,000,000. 

• P.L. 105-372 (Title II), as amended by P.L. 108-7, provides a ceiling associated with work for 
river reclamation and other irrigation drainage water treatment actions (New and Alamo Rivers) 
in the amount of $10,000,000. This authorization is adequate to cover the river reclamation and 
other irrigation drainage water treatment actions as currently proposed. 

WORK PROPOSED FOR FY 2021: 

Water and Energy Management and Development - Continues coordination and exchange of technical 
expertise with the CNRA, the Salton Sea Authority, the Torres-Martinez Desert Cahuilla Indians and 
other area Tribes, and other stakeholders, including IID and CVWD. Continues to monitor air and water 
quality data trends and coordinate actions regarding expenditure of limited resources to achieve common 
goals that address the natural resources and regional interests associated with the Sea. 

Reclamation Request $300,000 
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