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Thanks for joining us today

Chad Brown Bryson Finch Kalman Bugica Jessica Huybregts

Marla Koberstein Susan Braley Melissa Gildersleeve Lucienne Banning



Triennial Review
Chad Brown
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What is a Triennial Review?
• Required by Clean Water Act
• Outcome is work plan for next 3 years
• It’s a planning process, not a rulemaking
• Obligation to EPA to conduct one this year
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What do we hope to gain from this process?
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• Feedback on ongoing standards-related 
efforts.

• A conversation on issues of interest 
regarding the water quality standards and 
how they are implemented.

• Hear suggestions for where guidance is 
needed to understand the WQ standards.

• Suggestions for what new or revised criteria 
are needed to better protect our state’s 
surface water resources.



Brief overview of 
Surface Water Quality 
Standards
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Federal and State Roles
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• Federal responsibilities: 
o Defines the minimum content of state WQ standards
o Sets rules & policies for implementing standards
o Provide recommendations for protective WQ criteria

• State responsibilities:
oFollow EPA guidance to develop and implement state 

water quality standards
oSubmit all new surface water quality standards to EPA 

for approval



Washington’s Water Quality Standards 
WAC 173-201A
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• Washington’s surface water quality standards set limits on 
pollution in our fresh and marine waters in order to protect 
beneficial uses provided for swimming, fishing and other 
beneficial uses.

• Must protect the chemical, physical, and biological conditions of 
state waters

• All surface waters are protected by the state designating uses, 
establishing numeric and narrative criteria,                                   
and setting an antidegradation policy. Three Core Elements 

of the WQ Standards



Washington’s Water Quality Standards 
WAC 173-201A

Three Core Elements (or “3-legged stool” of the Clean Water Act):

• Water Quality Standards define the goals for state 
waterbodies by:

1. Assigning designated uses (example: salmon spawning waters)
2. Setting criteria to protect those uses (example: temperature)
3. Establishing provisions to protect high quality waters –

antidegradation. (example: maintaining waters that are naturally
cooler than the criteria require.)
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1.  Designated Uses
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The WQ standards designate uses that must be protected in every 
waterbody in the state. 

• Most sensitive Uses:
o Recreation uses: WAC 173-201A-200(2) & 210(3)
o Aquatic life uses: WAC 173-201A-200(1) & 210(1)
o Human Health consumption (harvesting and drinking water use)

WAC 173-201A-240

• Other Designated Uses:
o Water supply uses: WAC 173-201A-200(3) 
o Other Miscellaneous Uses: WAC 173-201A-200(1) & 210(4)

Swimmable

Fishable



2.  Numeric and Narrative Criteria 

• The WQ standards include criteria to protect the designated 
uses assigned to waterbodies.
oNumeric criteria include threshold values for both conventional 

and toxic pollutants (WAC 173-200 thru 250)
oNarrative criteria are non-numeric limitations: (WAC 173-260(2))

Examples:
• “Aesthetics values must not be impaired by the presence of materials or their 

effects . . . which offend the senses of sight, smell, touch, or taste”
• “deleterious material concentrations must be below those which have the 

potential, either singularly or cumulatively, to adversely affect characteristic 
water uses
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3.  Antidegradation
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• Establishes Three Tiers of Protection:
Tier I: (WAC 173-201A-310) Protects existing and designated uses.  
Applied through all CWA water quality programs.

Tier II: (WAC 173-201A-320) Ensures waters of a higher quality than 
the criteria assigned are not measurably degraded unless necessary 
and in the overriding public interest.  Applies only to a specific list of 
formally regulated activities.

Tier III: (WAC 173-201A-330) Prevents degradation of any waters 
formally adopted as “outstanding resource waters.”
--No waters in Washington are yet designated as Tier III. 

ALL State 
Waters

ALL State 
Waters

Requires 
rulemaking



How are Water Quality Standards Used?
• Water Quality Standards are the basis for our water quality-

based pollution control program mandated by the Clean 
Water Act.

• Provide the foundation for other programs such as:
• Wastewater and stormwater discharge permits,
• Water Quality Assessment/ 303(d) list of impaired waters,
• Water cleanup plans (TMDLs),
• State 401 certification of federal permits & licenses,
• Other activities that may impact the quality of waters.
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Evaluating federal criteria

18



Evaluating new/revised water quality criteria
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• Essential part of the Triennial Review process – EPA requirement
• EPA provides recommendations for water quality criteria designed to 

be protective of common designated uses.
These criteria are set to ensure protection of state waters for swimmable and 
fishable uses.

Recreational Uses

Pathogenic indicators
Bacteria

– e. coli
– enterococcus

Harvesting and Drinking 
Water Uses
Human Health Criteria

Pesticides/ Herbicides
Metals
Volatile Organic Compounds
other toxics

Aquatic Life Use
Conventional pollutants

Temperature
Dissolved oxygen
Turbidity
pH

Toxics
Pesticides/ Herbicides
Petroleum byproducts
Metals and other toxics



Evaluating new/revised water quality criteria
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• During the triennial review Ecology reviews all EPA recommended 
criteria to determine if state standards need to incorporate updates.

• Must provide information to EPA on which standards we plan to revise.
• Must provide a justification for any new recommended criteria we do not 

plan to adopt.
This evaluation and all other information gathered for the Triennial 
Review will be submitted to EPA and also posted on Ecology’s website.



Rule updates since the last 
Triennial Review

21

Melissa Gildersleeve



Updating Washington Surface Water Quality Standards 
2011 - 2021

Human Health 
Toxics Criteria

2011 - 2016 2017 - 2019

Recreational Use 
Bacteria Criteria

Columbia and 
Snake Rivers Total 

Dissolved Gas 
Criteria

2019 2019 - present

Salmon Spawning 
Habitat Protection

Chelan River 
Use Attainability 

Analysis

2020 - present

Spokane River 
PCB Variances 
(halted rulemaking)



Water Quality Standards Litigation
Sometimes litigation activity can impact our priorities-

• 2014 litigation related to Washington Water Quality Standards.
• Expect potential for that to drive additional standards work

Petition for EPA to develop updated aquatic life criteria for Washington
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Draft work plan
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Key actions for 2022-2024

Bryson Finch Marla Koberstein



Ongoing and Future Work
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• Current Work
• Triennial review
• Chelan River use attainability analysis
• Salmon spawning habitat protection rule

• Future Work
• Aquatic life criteria for toxics
• Outstanding natural resource waters



Ongoing 
Work
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Chelan River Use Attainability Analysis
• Currently in the rule proposal phase

• Made changes to the proposed rule based on comments and 
responded to comments

• Waiting on Director Laura Watson’s decision to adopt the proposed rule

• Rule adoption decision date is September 16, 2021
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Salmon Spawning Habitat Protection Rule
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• Proposed rule will amend the surface water quality standards     
(WAC 173-201A):

• Revisions to the freshwater dissolved oxygen criteria            
(WAC 173-201A-200)

• Development of a new fine sediment criterion

• Purpose:
• Improve rules that protect salmonid spawning habitat

• Ensure sufficient DO levels in spawning gravels
• Ensure physical structure of redds are conducive 

to spawning success



Preliminary Ideas
• Dissolved Oxygen Criteria

• Expect a higher concentration based criteria in the water column for salmonid uses
• Expect an oxygen saturation component
• Expect criteria specific to oxygen in gravels

• Fine Sediment
• Expect a narrative fine sediment criterion
• Guidance document to outline approach to determining an impairment

Interested in details?
Attend our public webinar – Sept. 21, 2021, 1:30 p.m.
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Salmon Spawning Habitat Protection Rule
• December 2019: Rule announcement

• Oct ‘20 to July ‘21: Completed the science advisory group

• September 21, 2021: Public webinar on preliminary language

• October 2021: Rule proposal

• Early 2022: Rule adoption
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Future 
Work
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Aquatic Life Criteria for Toxics
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• Defined
• How much of a chemical can be present in surface water before it is likely to 

harm plant and animal life

• Types of criteria
• Freshwater and saltwater
• Acute and chronic exposures

• Last Updated
• Majority were last updated in the 1992 National Toxics Rule



Aquatic Life Criteria Strategies
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• Option 1 (Tiered Approach)
• 1st Rule: Priority metals (15)
• 2nd Rule: Priority organics (111)
• 3rd Rule: Non-priority metals and organics

• Option 2 (Chemical class approach)
• 1st Rule: Priority and non-priority metals
• 2nd Rule: Priority and non-priority organics

• Option 3 (Individual Approach)
• 1st Rule: Top priorities and ESA approved
• 2nd Rule: Secondary priorities

• Option 4 (Everything Approach)
• All chemicals updated within same rule



Outstanding Resource Waters:
Protecting Washington’s highest quality waters

34

• Federal Clean Water Act and State Antidegradation rules
• Eligible waterbodies:

• Pristine conditions and in protected area
• Unique value or habitat types
• High water quality and unique recreational value
• Statewide significance
• Cold water to protect aquatic life

Washington has not yet designated any outstanding resource waters



WA standards provide two levels of protection

35

Tier III(A)
No degradation 
of water quality

Tier III(B)
No measurable

degradation



Recent nominations
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• Soap Lake (Grant County)
• Cascade River (Skagit)
• Green River (Lewis and Skamania)
• Napeequa River (Chelan)

Napeequa River



Next steps
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Triennial 
Review 
Process
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Develop draft work 
plan

Public comment
July 20 – Sept 16

Review Comments
Finalize work plan 
& submit to EPA
1st quarter 2022

Implement Plan
2022 - 2024



Triennial Review Timeline
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Public comment open July 20 – Sept. 16, 2021

Sept. 9, 2021
Public hearing

Sept. 16, 2021
Public comment 
ends

Fall 2021
Review comments 
and finalize work 
plan

Winter 2022
Submit results of 
review and final 
work plan to EPA
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Questions? 

Marla Koberstein
swqs@ecy.wa.gov

mailto:swqs@ecy.wa.gov


Public Hearing
Hearings officer: Jessica Huybregts
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If you would like to provide comment at this hearing, please use the 
raise your hand feature to identify yourself.

Other ways to provide your comments, due September 16, 2021:

Online: https://wq.ecology.commentinput.com/?id=R5TkH 

By mail: Department of Ecology
Water Quality Program
Marla Koberstein
PO BOX 47600
Olympia, WA 98504-7600



Thank You!
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Questions? Send to:
Marla Koberstein at 
swqs@ecy.wa.gov

mailto:swqs@ecy.wa.gov
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