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California rice is grown using a continuous flood system; drain water 
from these systems often contains pesticides that may subsequently 
contaminate water used downstream. In 1984, state regulations began 
which required rice growers to hold pesticide-treated waters on their 
fields to allow the pesticides to dissipate or to break down into nontoxic 
products. The length of this holding period has increased greatly since 
1984 and will continue to increase as California water quality regulations 
become more rigorous. 

Such mandatory holding periods have made it difficult for rice growers 
with conventional irrigation systems to maintain flexibility in managing 
their irrigation water. For example, holding water for long periods with 
no spillage can be a problem because water tends to build up at the 
bottom of the field, causing stress to rice seedlings. 

This publication provides a brief overview of three irrigation systems for 
tailwater management which offer alternatives to the conventional, flow
through irrigation system. Adoption of any one of these systems will 
provide greater water management flexibility and reduce or eliminate the 
possibility of spillage during water holding periods. 

Irrigation Systems 

Recent innovations in irrigation systems may make it possible for rice 
growers to manage their water with greater flexibility and control. Three 
useful strategies for managing tailwater and maintaining drain water 
quality are: 

1. The recirculating tailwater recovery system, in which tailwater is 
recovered and reused for irrigation on farm or among 
several farms; 

2. The static water irrigation system, designed for individual 
fields to maintain a desired water depth with no outflow of 
pesticide-treated waters; and 

3. The gravity tailwater recapture irrigation system that utilizes 
pipes to divert drain water to adjacent fields and bypasses 
drains that lead to public waterways. 

Many recirculating, static, and gravity recapture water systems are 
currently in use on California rice farms. Information on the advantages 
and disadvantages of each system and its potential impact on water 
quality will allow individual growers to choose the system or combination 
of systems best suited to their own rice production operation. 
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