




THE SALISH SEA ENCOMPASSES THE INLAND 
COASTAL WATER WAYS OF SOUTHERN BRITISH 
C O L U M B I A  A N D  W A S H I N G T O N  S T A T E ,  
I N C LU D I N G  T H E  S T R A I T  O F  G E O R G I A ,  J UA N  
DE FUCA STRAIT AND PUGE T SOUND.  

Salish Sea of the 

Approved by the Geographic Names Board of Canada, the British Columbia 
Names Office, the United States Board on Geographic Names, and the 
Washington State Board on Geographic Names, ”Salish Sea” doesn’t replace 
any of the existing official names, rather it’s used to indicate the entire area. 

The name honours the Coast Salish peoples who have lived in the Pacific 
Northwest for many thousands of years, and recognizes that the borders that 
exist between countries today do not affect flora, fauna, climate and geology.

Geological Origins 









When the ice in the Salish Sea Basin started to melt at the end 
of the last Ice Age, about 14,500 years ago, shorelines were 
between 60 and 120 metres higher than they are today. In areas 
like Parksville, gardeners will often find shells in their gardens, 
high above today’s shoreline – proof of much higher sea levels 
existing thousands of years ago. A process called glacial loading and 
rebound highly impacted sea levels. Glacial loading and rebound 
is like pushing into memory foam. The weight of your hand makes 
an indent in the foam (loading), and it takes time for the foam to 
spring back in place once you’ve removed your hand (rebound).

It took about 25,000 years for the ice load to build up in the Salish 
Sea, but only about 300 to 400 years for it to melt, leaving a very 
large dent in the Earth’s crust. Over the next few thousand years, 
the land slowly rebounded from the weight of the ice. 

At the peak of the last Ice Age, much of the Earth’s surface water 
was contained in the ice sheets. As the ice sheets melted, the 
sea level rose. However, once the land started to rebound from 
the weight of the ice, the sea level dropped once more, reaching 
today’s levels about 5,000 years ago. We can see evidence of 
these changes in the different levels in the shoreline at Parksville 
and other areas on Vancouver Island and the Gulf Islands. 

Currently, sea levels all over the world are rising because global 
climate change is causing the oceans to warm and expand, and 
polar ice caps to melt. Residents of the Salish Sea region may 
notice changes in sea level, especially in the Richmond area. 
Scientists predict Richmond’s sea level could rise by half-a-
metre in the next 100 years, partly because of warming water 
temperatures, and partly because the thick pile of sediments 
deposited by the Fraser River is compacting under its own 
weight (loading). However, communities in the northern Salish 
Sea region won’t notice rising sea levels as much because the 
motion of tectonic plates under their feet is raising bedrock in 
the area, a few millimetres a year. Although sea level rise will vary 
across the Salish Sea, it’s still important to plan for extreme storm 
events and sea surges caused by a changing climate. 

Changing Sea Levels







			            	    Among other things, the river 
is used for transportation, recreation and fishing. It’s a source of water for 
farming and power (on tributaries), and supports five species of salmon 
and 65 other species of fish, including steelhead and giant sturgeon. 

This massive river gathers eroded rock and soil from across British  
Columbia and carries it south to the sea. The river has built over a  
hundred square kilometres of new floodplain land, including the  
entire city of Richmond, since the end of the last Ice Age.

A Land-building River  

A Land of SandS I T E  1 :  F R A S E R  D E LTA

The Fraser River Delta began to form about 10,000 years ago. 
Before that, the area now known as New Westminster was 
oceanfront property. Today’s locations of Richmond,  
Coquitlam, Langley and Delta did not exist. 

As the glacial ice retreated from the Salish Sea region, the  
Fraser River began to drop water-suspended debris at the 
point where the river met the ocean. The constant addition 
of sand, mud, rock and clay to the land’s edge pushed the 
shoreline further out to the Pacific Ocean, and up toward  
what is now Pitt Lake, resulting in the landscape that we 
recognize today. 

The Delta Forms
OVER 1,300 KILOMETRES LONG, THE FRASER RIVER 
TAKES IN WATER FROM A QUARTER OF BRITISH 
COLUMBIA’S LANDMASS, AND ACCOUNTS FOR 
A B O U T  T W O - T H I R D S  O F  T H E  F R E S H  WAT E R 
ENTERING THE SALISH SEA. 
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