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ABSTRACT

Reconnaissance investigations to determine whether trace constituent contamination is associated with drainwater from Department of the Interior projects, have been completed at 20 areas in western States since 1986. Selenium is the principal constituent of concern in water, bottom sediment, and biota. Median concentrations of selenium in the water from four of seven detailed study areas exceed the Environmental Protection Agency chronic exposure criterion of 5 micrograms per liter for protection of fresh water aquatic life.

Observations based on data from 20 reconnaissance investigations include: 

1. Elevated selenium concentrations in water are principally found in drainwater, groundwater, ponds and wetlands.

2. Elevated selenium concentrations in water generally correspond with elevated selenium concentrations in bottom sediment.

3. Bioaccumulation of selenium is occurring in all areas.

4. Marine shale deposits are the primary selenium sources.

5. Irrigation-induced water quality problems are likely to occur in closed drainage basins.

6. Climatic conditions affect the potential for irrigation-induced water quality problems.

Planning for remediation is underway for the Salton Sea Area, California; the Stillwater Wildlife Management Area, Nevada; the Middle Green River Basin, Utah, and the Kendrick Reclamation Project Area, Wyoming. Possible remedial alternatives include treatment facilities, canal lining, evaporation ponds, pipelines, on-farm management, groundwater management, regulated effluent to receiving streams, and land retirement. Legal questions include authority, repayment, National Environmental Policy Act compliance, and whether remediation to legal standards or criteria is necessary.
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