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INTRODUCTION

Kesterson as a stimulus for broader investigation.

Kesterson reservoir, completed in 1971, was part of a project to convey irrigation drainage water approximately 270 miles from the western San Joaquin Valley in California to the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta and into the Pacific Ocean. For various financial and political reasons, the lower 185 miles of the drain was never completed. Instead of a flow-regulating reservoir, Kesterson became the unintended terminus of the irrigation drainage. In 1972, the U.S. Department of the Interior (DOI) ordered the U.S. Fish and Wildlife service to manage the ponds and associated wetlands as the Kesterson National Wildlife Refuge (NWR).

In 1982, scientists as Kesterson NWR determined that irrigation drainage water was increasing selenium concentrations in the refuge's ponds and causing reproductive failures, deformities, and deaths in some species of aquatic organisms and waterfowl. The rapidity of the contamination was alarming. When the ponds were built in 1971, Kesterson's inflow was entirely fresh water. In 1978 the refuge began to receive irrigation drainage. By 1982, the problems were serious and extensive. The contaminant involved-selenium-was unexpected. In the past, water quality degradation resulting from irrigated agriculture usually was associated with salinity in general, although residues from fertilizers and pesticides were also of concern. No one had anticipated contamination by the trace element selenium. Thus, the discovery of Kesterson's very visible selenium contamination attracted national attention and set in motion a widespread effort to identify causes and remedies.

As a result of the contamination at Kesterson NWR, DOI developed the National Irrigation Water Quality Program (NIWQP) to identify and remediate, as necessary, other similar sites in the western United States that receive drainage water from federal irrigation projects. The NIWQP initially surveyed a large number of sites. At five of the sites with irrigation-induced water quality problems, detailed studies were completed and remediation strategies have been initiated. These are the Stillwater Wildlife Management Area in Nevada, the Salton Sea irrigation area in California, the Middle Green River Basin Area in Utah, the Kendrick Reclamation Project in Wyoming, and the Gunnison/Grand Valley area in Colorado. More problem sites have been identified, and reconnaissance and detailed studies continue.
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