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ABSTRACT

In response to concerns expressed by the U.S. Congress over contamination at the Kesterson National Wildlife Refuge in California, the Department of the Interior (DOI) initiated a program in 1985 to identify the nature and extent of irrigation-induced water-quality problems that might exist in other areas of the western United States. A task group prepared a comprehensive plan for reviewing irrigation-drainage concerns for areas where the DOI has responsibility. These concerns relate to three specific responsibilities: (1) irrigation or drainage facilities constructed or managed by the Department, (2) national wildlife refuges managed by the Department, and (3) other migratory-bird or endangered-species management areas that receive water from Department-funded projects.

As the program evolved, it has become a five-phase process: (1) Site Identification, (2) Reconnaissance Investigations, (3) Detailed Studies, (4) Planning, and (5) Remediation. Projects conducted under phases 1-3 are carried out by study teams composed of scientists from the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS), the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS), the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation (BOR), and the U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs. A USGS scientist heads each study team. Activities for phases 4 and 5 are conducted by BOR.

Media investigated at each location (fig. 1) include surface and ground water, bottom sediment, and biota. Results of completed and active reconnaissance-level investigations and detailed studies have led to several generalizations about areas where problems have been detected: (1) Irrigation drainage problems are prevalent in the western United States; (2) Elevated concentrations of trace elements and pesticides have been detected in some of the study areas; (3) Areas underlain by alkaline, oxidized soils that contain elevated concentrations of trace elements, may become problem areas when irrigation water is applied; (4) Selenium, boron, arsenic, and mercury are the constituents found most often at elevated concentrations in water, bottom sediment, and biota; (5) Concentrations of arsenic and selenium tend to vary inversely; (6) Contamination problems are mostly area specific; and (7) The highest concentrations of the constituents of concern occur in closed drainage basins.
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