
TIMELINE OF SALTON SEA
HISTORY 
The Salton Sea was so named in 1905, but its history begins in the

Salton Basin of ancient times – a time removed some 10,000 years.

The present-day Salton Sea is a body of water that currently occupies

the Salton Basin, but it is certainly not the first to do so. Historic

evidence and geologic studies have shown that the Colorado River has

spilled over into the Salton Basin on numerous occasions over the

millennia, creating intermittent lakes. The first lake to arise was Lake

Cahuilla in 700 A.D., which formed when the Colorado River silted up

its normal egress to the Gulf of California and swung northward

through two overflow channels.

Evidence of an ancient shoreline suggests that Lake Cahuilla occupied the basin until about 300 years ago. From 1824 to 1904, Colorado River flows

flooded the Salton Basin no fewer than eight times. For example, an 1840 flood created a salt lake three quarters of a mile long and a half a mile

wide and, in June 1891, another outpouring of Colorado River water created a lake 30 miles long, 10 miles wide. It is uncertain as to how many times

water has filled the Basin over the centuries but human intervention is responsible for inundating the basin only once.

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. Heavy silt loads, however, inhibited the flow and new residents of the valley became worried. 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. By the time the breach was closed, the present-day

Salton Sea was formed. Instead of evaporating over a period of years, today’s Salton Sea is maintained, in large part, by agricultural runoff from

irrigation in the Imperial and Coachella valleys. Irrigation of these fertile valleys supports the Salton Sea and an industry that helps feed the world.

Agricultural fields in the region join with the Salton Sea to support an ecosystem that attracts hundreds of species of birds and other wildlife. It is a

crucial link in the Pacific Flyway, and a very important part of the Colorado River’s delta.

Like its predecessor, Lake Cahuilla, the Sea has been subjected to the whims of nature over the course of its existence. And, its continued existence

relies, in part, on dispelling myths and rectifying misperceptions. Today, the Sea, like the Colorado River that gave it life, is on a meandering course

into its future.

10,000 BC (approx.): Native Americans first occupy the Salton Basin.

700 AD: Lake Cahuilla arises in the Salton Sink when the Colorado

River silts up its normal egress to the Gulf of California and swings

northward through two overflow channels. Lake is subjected to wet

and dry climatic cycles over intervening years, filling up and drying

out four times.

700 AD: Riverine tribes along present day eastern Imperial County

border practice farming. Presence of lake is an attractive addition to

their annual round of domestic economics. After planting seeds and

kernels in the Colorado floodplain, they cross the Imperial dunes to

exploit the lakeshore and return home for summer harvest.
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Welcome to the official website of the Salton Sea

Authority. The Salton Sea Authority is a Joint Powers

Authority (JPA) empowered to revitalize the Salton Sea in

consultation and cooperation with state and federal

governments.
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