
SCIENCE 
against 

SILT 

Enj»iii«*i*rs t u r n Ihi* s p o t l i g h t » n s«-i l i-

• i i i ' i i la l i o n i<> ••«'•[» c o i n b ; i i i h i s i in- i i -

ai«e <«» I In*  \ ; i ! i o n ' s \va<i*r r e s o u r c e s . 

b y V i c t o r A. K o e l z e r 

Engineer, liranch of Project Planning 

and 

L i m a B . L e o p o l d 

Bydrometeorologist, Farmer liranch of Project Planning 
Engineer, /Vote With the Pineapple Research Institute 
of Hawaii 

Photo by William S. Kusiell, Region III 
Sediment deposits in Lake Mead, world's largest man-made lake, just above 
Itonlder Dam-

Lngineel's and scientists call it sediment. 
Irrigation farmers know il is simply mud 

and sand carried into their ditches and 
over their lands. Whatever its name, it is 
insidious, persistent, and powerful. 

Silt—soil carried from land into 
streams long has been recognized as a 
problem. And as a problem it is growing, 
because present-day complex developments 
in reclamation are vitally affected. 

Sedimentation is not necessarily bad. 
The fertile acres in the Imperial Valley of 
California were created bv silt boiling over 
from the Colorado River dining its ram­
pages. Hut it can wreck man's activities 
and works. Silt begins with erosion, which 
oftentimes strips farm lands of their best 
lop-soil, or cuts ugly, damaging gullies. 
This soil, carried into a stream by rain 
run-off. can take up valuable space in reser­
voirs intended for storage of irrigation 
water. It can clog irrigation canals. It 
can cover good crop-producing lands with 
layers of useless soil-

Man cannot eliminate the forces of nature 
which create sedimentation. He cannot 
stop siltation. Even if be could, it prob­
ably would be unwise to do so. But he can 
learn more about it. and its effects on irri­
gation works and operations. And with 
this deeper and wider knowledge, he can 
devise ways and means of lessening its bad 

effects, and using its good points so that they 
are turned to man's advantage. 

That, in essence, is what the Bureau of 
Reclamation hopes to do. Reclamation 
engineers, in cooperation with engineers of 
other agencies concerned with this problem, 
arc pooling their resources and technical 
skills. Investigations are aimed at reduc­
ing the effects of sedimentation, and thus 
preserving and protecting the investment of 
the farmer and the federal Government in 
the irrigation works of the West. 

The problem is a long-range one. Man 
sees only a small part of the erosion and 
siltation that occurs. Usually that is dur­
ing times of flood or severe storm. But 
there is plenty of evidence, and the effects 
can be measured -cientifical lv • 

However, there is an immediate purpose 
in sedimentation investigations. That pur­
pose is twofold. One is to help design and 
construct irrigation works that will meet the 
sedimentation problem belter in the future. 
The other is to help relieve the farmer and 
other water users of present and potential 
troubles. For the long-time view, the 
quicker we can get a sure means of con­
trolling sedimentation, the belter off we 
will be. 

Most people, especially those living in the 
East, have seen the deep damage to farm 
lands caused by erosion. The Department 

of Agriculture estimates 100,000.000 acres 
ol farms have been abandoned or impover­
ished to submarginal status by erosion. 

When this soil is washed into the rivers, 
troubles start. Eastern residents can see 
dredging going on in all navigable streams. 
Constant vigil is needed to clear the chan­
nels in streams which are overloaded with 
sediment. Most all have seen levees, and 
note thai they are constantly being raised. 
Such effort is made necessary in some of 
these instances because sediment is raising 
the river bed. and higher and higher levees 
are needed to bold back the water. In 
time, a stream bed may be as high as the 
surrounding farm lands, and when thai hap­
pens, drainage of the farms becomes impos­
sible, or at best, difficult and costly. Then 
too. ground-water levels may rise so high 
as to waterlog the farm land, making it 
unproductive. 

More directly affecting irrigation are the 
problems of sediment in reservoirs and 
canals. Irrigation pumping intakes may be 
buried and city intakes may become useless 
or subject to expensive maintenance. Even 
if a stream is stabilized so that there is a 
balance between the water's scouring effect 
and the building up of the stream bed, con­
struction of an irrigation dam may gen­
erate new problems by destroying that bal­
ance. Sediment will be trapped in the res-
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