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In response to concerns expressed by the U.S. Congress and others over contamination at the Kesterson National Wildlife Refuge in California, the U.S. Department of the Interior started 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.

An evaluation of the results of completed reconnaissance investigations indicated that selenium is the trace element commonly found at elevated concentrations in water, bottom sediment, and biota, and has the greatest potential to cause toxicological effects in most of the study areas. Impaired bird reproduction and deformed embryos were noticed in 5 of 20 areas studied. Bioaccumulation and biomagnification of selenium is evident in some areas. Elevated concentrations of selenium associated with irrigation drainage can be either localized or widespread.
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