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STATUS OF BIRDS AT THE SALTON SEA

Introduction

The Salton Sea, a globally significant Important Bird
Area (designated by National Audubon Society under
criteria established by BirdLife International;
https://www.audubon.org/important-bird-areas/salton-
sea) and one of the premiere birding areas in California,
is also one of the most critical inland wetland habitats
for birds along the Pacific Flyway. For more than a
century, the Sea has served as a major nesting,
wintering, and stopover site for millions of birds.
However, it is increasingly becoming one of the most
imperiled.

Best considered a branch - or alternate terminus - of
the larger Colorado River Delta, the Salton Sea formed
and dried for eons prior to its most recent 35-mile-long
incarnation, which was the result of a massive flood of
water from the Colorado River just over 100 years ago.
Through the 20t Century, the Sea’s avifauna has been
distinctly delta-like, from tiny Eared Grebes that feed in
the winter far out on its surface, to American White
Pelicans that roost on mudflats and fish for tilapia in its
shallows, to large flocks of migratory shorebirds feeding
along the muddy shorelines.

The Salton Sea is now at risk because water transfers
under agreements signed in 2003 are leading to
disappearing habitat and a shrinking Sea. With the
reduction in the ecological value at the Sea, we are
losing a vital part of the Pacific Flyway and are facing
increasing dust emissions from the seabed that will likely
worsen air quality for more than 650,000 residents in
nearby communities. The State of California committed
to mitigate these impacts, although no new significant
mitigation project has been completed as of the end of
2018.

We predict that the impact of decreased water inflows
on the Sea’s avifauna will be profound, not just for the
birds that are dependent on open water and the fish
populations, but also for numerous bird species that split
their time between the Sea, the shoreline marshes, and
the agricultural fields that extend across thousands of
acres to the south in Imperial Valley.

We are already seeing evidence that the Sea is losing
birds, such as grebes, pelicans, and cormorants, which
rely on fish or large invertebrates in deep water habitat.
Shorebirds, however, and some waterfowl species, that
can feast on insects along the shoreline, appear to still
be migrating through or wintering at the Sea in large
numbers.

Without the State of California or other partners building
new habitats along the Sea’s receding edge, the
remaining Sea will become increasingly saline and less
hospitable to the diversity of species that have come to
rely on it.

Based on the changes already observed at the Salton
Sea, Audubon and our colleagues recognized the
importance of documenting recent trends and status of
birds before more declines occur. This paper
summarizes original research, data analysis, and
observations from external organizations and agencies
to understand how bird populations are responding to
the dynamic environmental changes at the Sea and
document the status and trends of birds at the Salton
Sea.

Bird value at the Salton Sea

The Salton Sea is one of the most ecologically
productive wetlands on the Pacific Flyway in the Interior
West (Barnum and Johnson 2004, Shuford 2014).
Upwards of 400 bird species have been recorded at the
Sea and it hosts the largest populations of several duck
and shorebird species in California south of the San
Francisco Bay-Delta region (Shuford et al. 2004,
Morrison et al. 2006). Reports from the 1990s and
2000s describe the sheer numbers and diversity of bird
species at the Sea. However, some of these numbers
have changed in the past few years, as described in this
report.

During the winter months, the Sea has been known to
support:

T An estimated 25-90% of the North American
population of Eared Grebes (1to 2 million
individuals) occurred on the open water (or in
nearby impoundments) in the 1980’s and 1990’s
(Shuford et al. 2000, Patten et al. 2003);

1 Approximately 50% of the Pacific Flyway
population of Ruddy Ducks;
(https://www.wildlife.ca.gov/Regions/6/Salton-
Sea-Birds/Salton-Sea-Bird-Species).

T An estimated 30% of the North American
population of American White Pelicans (Shuford et
al. 2000);

T Significant interior wintering populations for Brown
Pelicans and Western Grebes; and
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9 The largest interior wintering site for Western
Snowy Plovers (Patten et al. 2004, Thomas et al.
2012).

During the summer breeding season, the Sea supports,
or has supported:

9 Large breeding colonies of Double-crested
Cormorant (until colony abandonment - see Riesz
2014) and large waders (Molina and Strum 2004),
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