
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

NOTICE OF PUBLIC WORKSHOP 
 

SOLICITATION OF COMMENTS REGARDING THE STATUS OF THE SALTON SEA 
AND REVISED ORDER WRO 2002-0013  

 
Wednesday, March 18, 2015 – 9:00 a.m. 

Joe Serna, Jr. – Cal/EPA Headquarters Building 
Coastal Hearing Room 

1001 I Street, Second Floor 
Sacramento, CA 

 
NOTICE IS HEREBY GIVEN that the State Water Resources Control Board (State Water 
Board) will hold a public workshop to receive information and solicit public input regarding the 
provisions of the State Water Resources Control Board’s (State Water Board or Board) decision 
relating to the Salton Sea and whether the State Water Board should take further actions to 
address the Salton Sea’s future.   
 
On November 18, 2014, the Imperial Irrigation District (IID) filed a Petition for Change seeking 
modification of Revised Order WRO 2002-0013, which approved a long-term transfer from 
Imperial Irrigation District to San Diego County Water Authority (SDCWA), Coachella Valley 
Water District (CVWD) and Metropolitan Water District of Southern California (MWD), to the 
State Water Board.  As discussed below under “Issues for Discussion at Workshop,” the 
scheduling of this workshop does not reflect a conclusion that changes to Revised Order 
WRO 2002-0013 would be an appropriate way to address issues concerning restoration of the 
Salton Sea.  However, the receipt of the petition reignited discussions regarding the impending 
December 31, 2017 date at which time the requirement established by Order WRO 2002-0013 
for IID to deliver a specific quantity of water to mitigate the effects of the transfer on the Salton 
Sea will end.  It is expected that the loss of that mitigation water will accelerate the contraction 
of the Salton Sea, resulting in the exposure of an extensive playa with fine particles that may 
cause significant public health impacts to surrounding communities, and accelerating the rate at 
which the Salton Sea becomes a highly saline environment, unable to support a viable fishery 
and fish-eating birds. 
 
BACKGROUND 
The Salton Sea is California's largest lake and was once famous for its sport fishery and 
recreational uses.  It is approximately 35 miles long and up to 15 miles wide with approximately 
360 square miles of water surface and 105 miles of shoreline.  The surface of the Salton Sea 
lies approximately 232 feet below sea level.  Approximately 90 percent of the freshwater inflow 
to the Salton Sea is agricultural drain water from the Imperial Valley.  As the Salton Sea has no 
outlets, salts concentrate in it and nutrients enhance the formation of eutrophic conditions.  
Currently, the Salton Sea has a salinity level that is approximately 50 percent higher than the 
ocean.  The Salton Sea is a critical stop on the Pacific Flyway for migrating birds, including 
several threatened and endangered species.  The Salton Sea National Wildlife Refuge was 
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established in 1930 to preserve wintering habitat for waterfowl and other migratory birds.  
However, catastrophic die-offs of birds and fish between 1992 and 1997 indicate the Salton Sea 
is in serious trouble.  Without a salinity control project, salinity at the Salton Sea will continue to 
increase until the Salton Sea can no longer support a productive fishery or fish-eating birds.   
 
Among other things, the California Water Action Plan (January 2014) calls for protection and 
restoration of key ecosystems, including the Salton Sea.  The California Water Action Plan 
provides that the Natural Resources Agency, in partnership with the Salton Sea Authority, will 
coordinate state, local and federal restoration efforts and work with local stakeholders to 
develop a shared vision for the future of the Salton Sea.  The Department of Fish and Wildlife 
and the Department of Water Resources are immediately to begin implementing the first phase 
of this effort with the construction of 600 acres of near shore aquatic habitat to provide feeding, 
nesting and breeding habitat for birds.  This project could increase to 3,600 acres or more with 
additional resources. Concurrently, the Natural Resources Agency and the Salton Sea Authority 
are developing plans for the Salton Sea that will evaluate additional restoration projects and 
identify economic development opportunities through renewable energy development. 
 
On October 28, 2002, the State Water Board issued Order WRO 2002-0013. On 
December 20, 2002, the State Water Board revised Order WRO 2002-0013 with the issuance of 
Order WRO 2002-0016. Revised Order WRO 2002-0013 approved the long-term transfer of up 
to 300,000 acre-feet of water per year authorized for diversion and use from the Colorado River 
under IID’s water right permit 7643 as follows: (1) 200,000 acre-feet of water per year from IID 
to SDCWA; and (2) 100,000 acre-feet of water per year from IID to CVWD and MWD.  The 
approved transfer was for a term of 45 years with an optional 30-year renewal period, for a total 
of 75 years.  
 
The conservation and transfer of water from agricultural to urban uses is a critical part of 
California’s Colorado River Water Use Plan, which provides a framework to reduce California’s 
use of Colorado River water to its 4,400,000 acre-foot apportionment in normal years.  To 
facilitate implementation of the Plan, in 2003, IID, the State of California, other California water 
agencies, the federal government and Indian tribes entered into a collection of agreements 
commonly referred to as the Quantification Settlement Agreement (QSA).  The QSA was 
intended to settle longstanding disputes regarding the priority, use and transfer of Colorado 
River water.  The QSA established water budgets for the parties and authorized the contracting 
parties to pursue the long-term transfer of conserved water from IID to SDCWA, CVWD, and 
MWD. 
 
Approval of the transfer had the potential to further reduce the amount of inflow to the Salton 
Sea from IID, thereby exposing shoreline, which could cause air quality impacts, and increasing 
the rate at which the Salton Sea becomes too salty to support a viable fishery.  At the time when 
the State Water Board approved the transfer, however, it was uncertain whether restoration of 
the Salton Sea would be feasible, or whether it would continue to decline with or without the 
transfer.  In addition, providing replacement water to the Salton Sea to compensate for reduced 
inflows likely would entail fallowing land, which had the potential to cause socio-economic 
impacts within Imperial County.  In Revised Order WRO 2002-0013, the State Water Board 
balanced the important water supply benefits of the transfer against these competing interests, 
and concluded that approval of the transfer should be conditioned on maintaining the salinity 
levels at the Salton Sea that would have existed in the absence of the transfer for a period of 
15 years.  The purpose of this condition was to mitigate the impacts of the transfer to the Salton 
Sea for a long enough period to study the feasibility of long-term restoration actions and develop 
a restoration plan.  The Board reserved authority to add, delete, or modify the salinity mitigation 
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requirement in light of the results of a study on the feasibility of Salton Sea restoration.  The 
Board also required any air quality impacts of the transfer to be mitigated. 
 
State legislation enacted in 2003 established the Legislature’s intent that the State of California 
undertake restoration of the Salton Sea, and required the Resources Agency to conduct a study 
to determine a preferred restoration alternative.  In May 2007, the Resources Agency published 
its Salton Sea Ecosystem Restoration Program Preferred Alternative Report and Funding plan. 
The report considered nine separate alternatives for Salton Sea restoration and identified a 
preferred alternative.  The preferred alternative was projected to cost $8.9 billion and has yet to 
be funded. In August 2013, the Department of Water Resources, Department of Fish and 
Wildlife, the United States Geological Survey and the United States Bureau of Reclamation 
issued an interagency Monitoring and Assessment Plan in support of ecological restoration at 
the Salton Sea.  The Monitoring and Assessment Plan will allow assessment of existing 
ecosystem projects as well as establish a baseline against which to measure the success of 
future activities, thereby contributing to more effective and targeted environmental mitigation 
efforts at the Salton Sea.  
 
On November 18, 2014, IID filed a Petition for Change seeking modification of Revised Order 
WRO 2002-0013.  The petition notes that the requirement to mitigate for the salinity impacts of 
the transfer to SDCWA, CVWD, and MWD will end in 2017, at which point the ongoing decline 
of the Salton Sea’s water surface elevation and the ongoing increase in salinity levels at the 
Salton Sea is expected to accelerate if no program to restore the Salton Sea is in effect.  
Accordingly, IID requests the Board to order the parties to the QSA and the Salton Sea 
Authority to meet and confer in an effort to achieve consensus around a realistic, feasible 
restoration plan for the Salton Sea and a mechanism for funding the plan.  IID also requests that 
the State Water Board modify Revised Order WRO 2002-0013 to require the State of California 
to fulfill its commitment to restore the Salton Sea as a condition of the Board’s approval of the 
transfer. 
 
ISSUES FOR DISCUSSION AT WORKSHOP 
The specific relief that IID has requested pursuant to its petition may not be appropriate for 
several reasons.  First, although the conserved water transfer from IID to SDCWA, CVWD, and 
MWD has the potential to exacerbate the air and water quality problems at the Salton Sea, 
those problems would exist in the absence of the transfer.  Second, the California Water Action 
Plan calls for the Natural Resources Agency, in partnership with the Salton Sea Authority, to 
take the lead on coordinating state, local and federal restoration efforts and working with local 
stakeholders to develop a shared vision for the future of the Salton Sea.  Third, making approval 
of the transfer contingent on restoration of the Salton Sea has the potential to unravel the 
complex series of agreements that make up the QSA, which would have significant water supply 
implications for the State.  Despite these problems, IID has brought an issue of statewide 
importance to the Board’s attention, and the Board is interested in hearing input from the parties 
on what role the Board can and should play to protect the beneficial uses of the Salton Sea, 
consistent with the California Water Action Plan, without jeopardizing the important water supply 
benefits of the QSA. 
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The State Water Board is aware that there are several different plans being discussed for the 
Salton Sea.  At this workshop, the State Water Board would like to hear the status of mitigation 
and restoration planning, timing and funding of work, as well as efforts to provide an overall 
framework to address the long term Salton Sea issues.  The State Water Board would like to 
engage in a general policy discussion of the willingness of interested parties to develop a 
shared vision for the future of Salton Sea, if there is not one at this time.  The workshop will 
focus on larger planning and implementation needs rather than specific technical issues. 
 
The State Water Board is specifically interested in receiving input regarding the following 
questions, based on the current status of efforts focused on the Salton Sea: 
 

1. How can the State Water Board promote implementation of a reasonable and 
sustainable plan to address the air, wildlife, and water quality problems at the 
Salton Sea? 
 

2. If there is a necessary and appropriate role for the State Water Board, what 
specific issues or obstacles need to be addressed, and in what sequence and 
timeframe? 
 

3. What changes, if any, should the State Water Board consider making to Revised 
Order WRO 2002-0013? 

 
SUBMISSION OF WRITTEN COMMENTS 
The workshop is an opportunity for interested persons to provide input to the State Water Board 
regarding the issues described above.  The State Water Board encourages interested persons 
to submit their comments in writing. Comment letters should be submitted by 12 noon, 
Wednesday, March 11, 2015.  
 
For submittals less than 15 megabytes in total size, interested persons should email the 
submittal to Jeanine Townsend, Clerk to the Board, at: commentletters@waterboards.ca.gov  
Please indicate in the subject line: “Comment Letter: Salton Sea”. 
 
For submittals more than 15 megabytes in total size, interested persons should (1) email a 
summary of their written information to Jeanine Townsend, Clerk to the Board, at 
commentletters@waterboards.ca.gov; and (2) mail or hand deliver any additional information on 
a CD/DVD.  For emails and other correspondence, please indicate in the subject line: 
“Comment Letter: Salton Sea”. 
 
Mail should be postmarked by the comment deadline indicated above and addressed as follows: 
 

Jeanine Townsend, Clerk to the Board 
State Water Resources Control Board 

1001 I Street, 24th Floor 
Sacramento, CA 95814 

 
Hand deliveries should be delivered by the comment deadline indicated above to the following 
address: 

Jeanine Townsend, Clerk to the Board 
State Water Resources Control Board 

Joe Serna, Jr.-Cal/EPA Headquarters Building 
1001 I Street, 24th Floor, Sacramento, CA  

mailto:commentletters@waterboards.ca.gov
mailto:commentletters@waterboards.ca.gov


- 5 - 

Interested persons with hand deliveries must check in with the Visitor and Environmental 
Services Center on the first floor of the Joe Serna, Jr.-Cal/EPA Headquarters Building who will 
contact State Water Board staff to pick up any hand deliveries.  Couriers delivering comments 
must check in with lobby security and have them contact Ms. Townsend at (916) 341-5600. 
 
PROCEDURAL MATTERS 
While a quorum of the State Water Board may be present, the State Water Board will not take 
formal action at the workshop.  There will be no sworn testimony or cross-examination of 
participants, but the State Water Board and its staff may ask clarifying questions. 
 
The workshop is an opportunity for interested persons to provide input to the State Water Board 
relative to the issues for discussion at the workshop.  At the workshop, participants will be given 
an opportunity to summarize and supplement any written comments with oral presentations.  To 
ensure a productive and efficient workshop, oral presentations will be limited to five minutes or 
otherwise at the discretion of the Chair of the State Water Board. 
 
Participants with common interests are encouraged to coordinate and provide oral presentations 
as a group.  For those participants wishing to organize and present comments as a group, 
please contact Mitchell Moody by Wednesday, March 3, 2015 at (916) 341-5383 to ensure that 
adequate time is allotted. 
 
WEBCAST OF WORKSHOP 
A broadcast of the meeting will be available at: http://www.calepa.ca.gov/broadcast/ 
 
TRAVEL, ACCESSIBILITY, AND SECURITY 
Information regarding travel to the Joe Serna, Jr.-Cal/EPA Headquarters Building is available at: 
http://www.calepa.ca.gov/EPAbldg/location.htm  
 
The Joe Serna, Jr.-Cal/EPA Headquarters Building is accessible to persons with disabilities. 
Individuals who require special accommodations are requested to contact Ms. Michele Villados, 
at (916) 341-5881, at least five working days prior to the meeting.  Persons with hearing or 
speech impairments may contact us using the California Relay Service Telecommunications 
Device for the Deaf (TDD) at (800) 735-2929 or voice line at (800) 735-2922. 
 
Due to enhanced security precautions at the Joe Serna, Jr.-Cal/EPA Headquarters Building, all 
visitors are required to register with security staff prior to attending any meeting.  To sign in and 
receive a visitor’s badge, visitors must go to the Visitor and Environmental Services Center, 
located just inside and to the left of the Joe Serna, Jr.-Cal/EPA Headquarters Building’s main 
public entrance.  Depending on their destination and the building’s security level, visitors may be 
asked to show valid picture identification.  Valid picture identification can take the form of a 
current driver’s license, military identification card, or state or federal identification card. 
Depending on the size and number of meetings scheduled on any given day, the security 
check-in could take up to 15 minutes.  Please allow adequate time to sign in before being 
directed to the workshop. 
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INFORMATION REGARDING WORKSHOP 
Please direct any inquiries concerning this notice to Mitchell Moody, Water Resources Control 
Engineer, at (916) 341-5383 or mitchell.moody@waterboards.ca.gov.  Additional information is 
available at: http://www.waterboards.ca.gov/waterrights/water_issues/programs/salton_sea/. 
 
 
 
 
 February 6, 2015           
Date       Jeanine Townsend 

Clerk to the Board 

mailto:mitchell.moody@waterboards.ca.gov
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