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The Department of the Interior's National Irrigation Water Quality Program started in 1985 in response to widespread media and congressional interest concerning toxic impacts from irrigation drainwater in the Western United States. The interest was promoted by the discovery of selenium contamination problems from drainwater at the Kesterson National Wildlife Refuge in California. The program addresses the impact on National Wildlife Refuges, migratory bird or endangered species management areas, or public water supplies of drainwater from Department-constructed or managed projects. The five phases of the Program are (1) site identification; (2) reconnaissance investigations of potentially toxic constituents in water, bottom sediment, and biota; (3) detailed studies of source, transport, and fate of these constituents; (4) coordinated planning for identification and evaluation of remedial alternatives; and (5) implementation of remedial actions.

By 1992, 25 reconnaissance investigations were complete or underway in 13 Western States. Problems identified in the first 20
reconnaissance investigations resulted in the selection of 7 areas for detailed study. Selenium is the principal constituent of concern in five areas, arsenic and selenium in one area, and pesticides in one area. Other constituents of concern are boron and mercury. Bioaccumulation of selenium occurs in all areas and deformed waterfowl embryos were found in four areas. By 1991, detailed studies were complete and planning for remediation was started at four areas. Remedial plans are based on hydrologic and biologic data collected during reconnaissance and detailed studies and will include consideration of social, economic, legal, and institutional factors unique to each area.
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