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SACRAMENTO RIVER WATER GENERALLY OK ---
WITH SOME EXCEPTIONS

There' s good news and bad news for the Sacramento River system, according to a new report from
the U.S. Geological Survey. “The water quality of the Sacramento River and its major tributaries,
such as the Feather and American rivers, is generally healthful for drinking and irrigation water,
recreation, and the protection of fish and other aquatic life,” said USGS Project Manager, Joseph
Domagalski. “Some significant concerns, however, include the presence of the insecticide diazinon
in some urban streams and seasonally high concentrations of mercury in water at locations
throughout the watershed.”

USGS laboratory results suggest that the distribution of aguatic life such as fish show an ecologica
system in relaively good shape. Native fish ill are commonly found in the streams, at leest
partidly because water management activities favor the ddivery of water through naturdl streams
rather than diversonsinto cands. The report summarizes conditions from 1994 to 1998.

“The general chemical quality of the river isvery good because much of the water is derived from
melting snow that accumulates in reservoirs within nearby mountainous regions,” said Domagal ski.
“But, as the USGS report points out, magjor challenges remain in protecting the aquatic resources.
The findings indicate that agriculture, urbanization, and historical mining continue to affect the
water quality of thisarea.”

Domagalski said that in samples from the Sacramento River, concentrations of diazinon, an
organophosphate insecticide commonly used by homeowners on lawns and gardens and currently
being phased out for use in urban areas, were among the highest measured by the USGS in more
than 20 urban streams throughout the Nation”, Domagal ski said.

“Fortunately, water in the urban stream sampled in the Sacramento River Basin isnot used as a
source for drinking water. So, the elevated diazinon concentrations generally does not pose a health
risk for people,” he said. “ The findings suggest that aquatic life may be more at risk than humans
because 100 percent of the numerous samples tested had diazinon concentrations that exceeded the
guideline for the protection of aquatic life.”
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High levels of chemical contamination are not just an urban problem. Runoff from agricultural
activities contains organophosphate insecticides and herbicides, particularly following chemical
applications in the winter months when rainfall amounts are the greatest. Herbicide concentrations
also are elevated in the late spring and early summer because of discharge of water from flooded rice
fields.

Also in the report:

Concentrations of other individual pesticides were almost always lower than current aquatic-life
criteria. However, the potential risk to aquatic life can only be partialy addressed on the basis of
available standards and guidelines that were developed for individual chemicals and do not consider
exposure to mixtures of chemicals or what happens when the chemicals degrade.

Fertilizer levels, especidly total phosphorus, exceeded EPA’s recommended god for preventing
nuisance plant growth in agricultura drainage throughout the year. Too much phosphorus can cause
agd blooms and decreased oxygen in the aguatic habitats—oxygen that is necessary for fish and
other aquatic life to survive. So far, nutrient levels have not been harmful to aquatic life.

Historical mining operations within the Sacramento River Basin continue to affect water quality.
Elevated levels of mercury in streambed sediment downstream of mercury and gold mines were
detected, and the presence of mercury in water in the Sacramento River and selected tributaries were
documented as part of this assessment. The levels of mercury in water were low throughout much of
the year; however, the levelsincrease after storms, and at times, exceed levels designed to prevent
accumulation in fish tissue.

Asfor ground water in the area, the USGS reports ground water in the Sacramento Valley is of good
quality and usually meets federal and state standards for drinking-water quality. However, as with
streams, local challenges may occur, particularly related to the presence of chromium-6 in ground
water. The National Water Quality Assessment (NAWQA) evaluation does not include information
on chromium-6; however, high levels of this contaminant recently have been documented in ground
water underlying parts of the Sacramento area by researchers at the University of Californiaat

Davis. Water managers with the California Department of Health Services and water utilities are
continuing to assess its occurrence and prevalencein the area

The USGS report, “Water Quality in the Sacramento River Basin, California, 1994-1998”, published
as USGS Circular 1215 is available on the World Wide Web as downl oadabl e portable document
files (PDF) at http://water.usgs.gov/nawga or in printed form (single copies of the report are at no
cost) from Branch of Information Services, P.O. Box 25286, Denver, CO 80225, or by fax request to
303-202-4693. Please specify USGS report C-1215. Further detail on the insecticide diazinon can be
obtained in U.S. Geological Survey Water-Resources Investigations Report 00-4203, “Pesticidesin
Surface Water Measured at Select Sites in the Sacramento River Basin, California, 1996-1998,” by
Joseph Domagalski. The pesticide report is available on the web at
http://ca.water.usgs.gov/rep/wrir004203/ or for purchase from the Branch of Information Services,
Box 25286, Denver Federal Center, Denver, CO 80225. The price of the paper copy is $4.00. When
ordering, please mention “WRIR 00-4203" and the complete title of the report.

The USGS assessment is part of anationa program, currently releasing results on surface and
ground water in 15 additional major river basins. Check the status and availability of the individual
basin reports on the NAWQA website, aswell as accessibility to other NAWQA publications and
national data sets and maps.
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impartial, scientific information to resource managers, planners, and other customers. This
information is gathered in every state by USGS scientists to minimize the loss of life and property
from natural disaster, contribute to the sound conservation, economic and physical development of
the nation’ s natural resources, and enhance the quality of life by monitoring water, biological,
energy, and mineral resources.

For additional information contact: Joseph Domagal ski, Project Manager, Sacramento River Basin
National Water Quality Assessment, 916-278-3077 joed@usgs.gov.
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