
Located in the Imperial Valley, the Salton Sea is the largest water body in 
California. Some concern exists about this water body shrinking in size and 
the impact of this shrinkage on the natural environment. The Salton Sea is a 
product of human intervention, not the result of natural environmental 
systems. In 1901, the California Development Company, seeking to realize 
the Imperial Valley’s potential for unlimited agricultural productivity, dug 
irrigation canals from the Colorado River. However, heavy silt loads inhibited 
the flow of water and this prompted the engineers to create a cut in the 
western bank of the Colorado to allow more water to reach the valley. 
Unfortunately, heavy flood waters broke through the engineered canal and 
nearly all the river’s flow rushed into the valley. With the valley floor being 
227 feet below sea level, the flood formed a large water body that became 
known as the Salton Sea. Today the sea provides a dumping area for 
agricultural waste water and some water tourism. Three Landsat 5 data sets 
were used in this study. These data sets were recorded on June 19, 1985, 
June 4, 1997, and June 11, 2011. They cover a 26 year period and were taken 
at the same season of the three years. The 26 year period allowed for any 
changes over time and the same season permitted similar environmental 
conditions to exist. Using these three data sets this study measured the size 
of the sea. Figures 1-3 provide acreage and square mile counts for the three 
dates and illustrate any change in the sea level. These figures show the sea 
in blue, red, and yellow, respectively. Figure 2 has the water coverage (red) 
for 1997 superimposed on the water coverage (blue) for 1985. A slight 
decrease (1 square mile) can be detected between the two years. Figure 3 
shows the water coverage (yellow) for 2011 layered on Figure 2. A 
somewhat greater decrease (16 square miles) occurred between 1997 and 
2011. Overall, the change during the last 26 years appears to be minor and 
most likely has impacted the tourism economy situated around the edge of 
the sea. This condition introduces the question “Should something on the 
physical landscape, created by human activities, be considered part of the 
natural environment and protected?” 

FIGURE 1: 1985 
Amount of water surface is  
237,468 acres, covering 
approx. 371 square miles. 

FIGURE 2: 1997 
Amount of  water surface is 
236,930 acres, covering 
approx. 370 square miles.  

FIGURE 3: 2011 
Amount of water surface is 
226,536 acres, covering 
approx. 354 square miles. 
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