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INTRODUCTION

The Imperial Valley, located in southeastern California, is part of the Salton Trough which also includes the Coachella and Mexicali Valleys and the Salton Sea. The Imperial Valley exists geographically within the arid Colorado desert and receives an average annual precipitation of only 3.2 to 3.6 inches (CRWQCB 1994). Despite its aridity, the Imperial Valley is one of the most important agricultural areas in California. Beginning around 1901, water was first diverted from the Colorado River into the valley for agricultural purposes. Uncontrolled flooding in 1905 resulted in the diversion of the entire flow of the river into the Cahuilla Basin for 2 years, creating the Salton Sea. As agricultural use in the Imperial Valley increased, the valley's irrigation system evolved into the elaborate network of canals and drains managed by the Imperial Irrigation District that exists today.

A combination of the Imperial Valley's alkaline soils and the presence of salts and trace elements in the irrigation water makes salinity a potential threat to agricultural productivity. To prevent salt accumulation (that is, to ensure that the volume of salts introduced by irrigation does not exceed that lost by plant uptake, deep percolation, and surface drainage), a subsurface drainage system was devised that discharges salt and mineral laden water which has percolated through the soil into subsurface tile drains. In addition to this subsurface tile water, surface drains carry tailwater and operational discharge into the Salton Sea either directly or via the Alamo or New Rivers. The quantity and quality of water in the irrigation drains varies with the type and extent of irrigation practices on adjacent fields which, in turn, varies on a daily and seasonal basis. Thus, agricultural drains are subject to large fluctuations in the amount of flow, particularly at their upstream ends which may occasionally be dry.

Although the system of irrigation drains is an artificial one, it constitutes a unique mini-ecosystem in the Imperial Valley, providing habitat for many different kinds of wildlife. The drains themselves are used by aquatic invertebrates, fish, amphibians, and waterbirds; reptiles, insects, and birds forage or seek shelter along the drain banks. In recent years, the State Water Resources Control Board has called for the development of a water conservation plan which would ultimately reduce flow in some irrigation drains.

The purpose of this study was to document wildlife 
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