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The National Irrigation Water Quality Program (NIWQP) of the Department of the Interior (DOI) was started in 1985 to investigate irrigation-induced contamination problems from DOI irrigation facilities that may impact National Wildlife Refuges, other migratory bird/endangered species management areas, or drinking water supplies. Where serious impacts are found, NIWQP will remediate those impacts.

Reconnaissance investigations have been carried out at 25 DOI irrigation project areas in the western United States since 1986. In each area, representative sampling locations were established and water quality, bottom sediment, fish, waterfowl, plant and invertebrate samples were collected prior to, during, and following the irrigation season. Analyses were performed for a large number of constituents including dissolved solids, chloride, sulphate, sodium, selenium, boron, arsenic, mercury, and pesticides. At some areas water toxicity was measured using daphnia and bottom sediment toxicity using chronomids.

Problems of sufficient severity to warrant additional investigations were found at eight locations. The constituent most frequently detected in elevated concentrations was selenium; boron, arsenic, mercury and some pesticides also were detected in elevated concentrations at some locations. Waterfowl embryonic deformities linked to irrigation drainwater were found at five locations. Follow-up detailed studies were completed in 1990 at four areas and are continuing at four other areas. Studies include identification of sources, transport mechanisms and fate of toxic constituents in order to identify and evaluate remediation alternatives. Remedial planning began in 1991 at four areas.

Results from 25 reconnaissance investigations determined that elevated concentrations of constituents are most likely to occur in irrigation drainage water when a geologic source exists in the project area. The likelihood of elevated concentrations is enhanced in areas of internal drainage with low rainfall and high evaporation.
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