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The Department of the Interior (DOI) has investigated water-quality problems resulting from irrigation drainage at 28 DOI-constructed irrigation projects in the western United States. Irrigation drainage leaches trace constituents from soils and transports them to streams, groundwater, lakes or reservoirs, and wetlands. Selenium is the trace constituent most frequently found in elevated concentrations and has been responsible for wildlife deaths and deformities at several DOI project 
areas. Other constituents of concern include boron, arsenic, mercury and some pesticides. Water quality problems are intensified in areas where irrigation projects were developed in closed basins with low rainfall and high evaporation, and with rocks or soils known to contain trace constituents. Background concentrations of selenium or other trace constituents may exceed wildlife protection criteria in these areas.

Planning and/or remediation are underway by DOI at six areas in California, Nevada, Utah, and Wyoming. The areas vary in size from less than 1,300 acres to about 1,000,000 acres. Remediation must address economic considerations (the possibility of increased agricultural costs at the local level) as well environmental considerations. Remediation issues include determination whether to clean up to water quality criteria or to the absence of impacts; legal authority for remediation, repayment of 
remediation costs by water users; and National Environmental Policy Act compliance. Remedial alternatives depend on conditions in individual areas and include source control, drainage reuse, evaporation systems, guaranteed freshwater supplies to wetlands, regulated discharge to rivers or oceans, construction, treatment, land retirement, and institutional changes.
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