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INTRODUCTION

UNIVERSITY OF  The California State Water Code requires those discharging waste that could affect the
CALIFORNIA  yaters of the state to obtain a permit or coverage under a waiver. Agricultural runoff,
Division of Agriculture  whether from irrigation or rainfall, that leaves a property has been determined to likely
and Natural Resources  contain waste (sediment, nutrients, chemicals, etc.).

http:/fanrcatalog.ucdavis.edu Compliance under the Irrigation Lands Conditional Waiver is available to agricul-

tural growers of irrigated lands who have runoff from their property caused by irrigation
practices or winter rainfall. If no runoff leaves a property, the California Water Code does
not impact the property owner.

TAILWATER RUNOFF COLLECTION AND REUSE

Water running off the lower end of a field as part of normal irrigation practices is referred
to as tailwater. Tailwater is most often associated with surface irrigation (furrow and bor-
der-strip irrigation), since well-designed and well-managed sprinkler and microirrigation
systems rarely produce tailwater runoff. Tailwater is necessary, especially in furrow irriga-
tion, to adequately irrigate the lower end of a field since a sufficient infiltration time is
required to allow the desired amount of water to infiltrate the soil.

To achieve a good uniformity (evenness) of applied irrigation water across the field, it
is recommended that the inflow rate to the border or furrows be kept high. This advances
water across the field quickly and minimizes the differences in infiltration time (and thus
the differences in the amount of infiltrated water) between the top and bottom of the field.
A high flow rate tends to generate greater tailwater unless cutback irrigation (reducing the
inflow rate when water reaches the end of the field) is practiced. Even when cutback irriga-
tion is used, it is a good management practice to collect the tailwater for reuse.

Tailwater collection systems (fig. 1) have been used most frequently in row and
field crop systems and are not as commonly used in surface-irrigated trees and vine crop
systems. Yet there is no reason tailwater collection and reuse systems cannot be used in
permanent crop systems, and their use is an excellent management practice for improv-
ing irrigation efficiency and minimizing the impact of tailwater runoff.

Tailwater return systems are generally not designed to store winter rainfall runoff.
The rainfall runoff volumes are so large that storing them in a pond is seldom practical.
For more information, see the companion publication Storing Runoff from Winter Rains
(ANR Publication 8211).

METHODS OF DEALING WITH TAILWATER

Tailwater runoff is generally handled in one of the following ways.

¢ The ends of the furrows or borders are blocked with earthen dams or berms, and
water is allowed to pond on the tail end of the field. This practice may lead to
crop damage due to standing water (fig. 2). If irrigations are managed to minimize
ponded water, the tail end of the field may be underirrigated.

U C ' ¢ Tailwater from an irrigation set is allowed to flow into the tail end of adjacent
PEER N ‘ unirrigated furrows or border checks. This is most frequently done with fields that
REVIEWED have minimal slope.
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