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FEDERAL ANTlDEGRADATION POLlCY

Tnis memorandum is intended to provide guidance on the application of the
federal anti degradati on po Ii cy to acti ons by the State Water Resources Control
Board (State Board) and the California Regional Water Quality Control B.oards
(Regional Boards).
OVERVIEW
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Water Quality Standards regulations
reqUire that each state have an "an tidegradation policy." 40 C.F.R.
§§131.6(d), 131.12. Each state's policy must, at a minimum, be corsistent with
the principles set forth in 40 C.F.R. §131.12 (hereinafter referred to as the
"federal antidegradation policy"). This regulation establishes a three-part
test for det.ermining when increases in pollutant loadings or other adverse
changes in surface water quality inay be permitted:
"(1) Existing ins'tream water uses and the level of water
quality necessary to protect the existing uses shall be
maintained and protected.
(2) Where the quality of the waters exceed levels necessary to
support propagation of fish, shellfish, and wildlife and
recreation in and on the water, that quality shall be maintained
and protected unless the State finds a.fter full satisfaction'of
tne intergovernmental coordination and pUblic participation
provisions of the State's continuing planning process that
allowing lower water quality is necessary to accommodate
important economic or social development in the area in which
the waters are located. In allowing such degradation or lower
water quality, the State shall assure water qual,ty adequate to
protect existing uses fully. Furtner, the State shall assure
that there shall be achieved the highest statutory and
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regul atory requi rements for all new and exi sti ng poi nt sources
and all cost-effective and reasonable best management practices
for nonpoint source control.
(3) Where high quality waters constitute an outstanding
National resource, such as waters of National and State parks
and wildlife refuges and waters of exceptional recreational or
ecological significance, that water quality shall be maintained
and protected. '40-Cf :R .·§13L 12 (a) -.. II'

State Board Resolution No. 68-16, the "Statement of Policy with Respect to
Maintaining High Quality of Waters in California", satisfies the requirement
that the State have a policy which, at a minimu~, is·consistent with the'
federal antidegradation policy,. The State board has interpreted Statel:Soard
Resolution No. 68-16 to incorporate the federal antidegradation policy in
situations where the federal anti degradation policy is applicable. State Board
Order No. WQ 86-17 at 16-19. State Board Resolution No. 68-16 is part of state
policy for water quality control, which guides the regulatory programs for the
State and Regional Boards and is binding on all state agencies. See Cal. Water
Code §13140 et seq.
The State Board has interpreted State Board Resol uti on No. 68-16 to i nc.orporate
the federal antidegradation policy in order to ensure consistency w~th federal
Clean Water Act requirements. See State Board Order No. WQ 86-17 at 17-18.
Attached are'copies of EPA's Questions and Answers on: Antidegradation and EPA
Region 9'5 Guidance on Implementing the Antidegradation Provisions of 40 CFR
131.12. These documents can be used as guidance in applying the federal
anti degradation policy.
A]so attached is a copy of State board Order No. WQ 86-17. The order discusses
the federal anti degradation policy at pages 16-24. EPA provided comments on
the proposed order, stating that EPA concurred in the State Board's analysis.
As indicated by the attached material, appli,cation of the federal
anti degradation policy often will hinge on the specific facts of the case.
Thus, it is not possible to provide a definitive exposition as to how the
policy should be applied.
The federal antidegradation policy serves as a "catchall" water quality
standard, to be appl ied where other water qual ity standards are not specific
enough for a particula~ water body,or portion of that water body, or where
other water quality standards do not address a particular pollutant. The test
also serves to provide guidance for stand~rd setting and for other regulatory
decisions, to ~etermine when additional control measures should be required to
maintain instream beneficial uses or to maintain high quality waters.
The federal anti degradation policy emphasizes protection of instream beneficial
uses, especially protection of aquatic organisms. In most cases, where
instream beneficial uses will not be impaired and no outstanding National
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resource waters will be affected, the federal anti degradation policy is not.an
absolute bar to reductions in water quality. Ratner, the policy requires that
reductions in water quality be justified as necessary to accommodate important
social and economic development. The outcome will often depend upon a
balancing of competing interests. the decision resting in the sound judgment of
the State and Regional Boards.
,

'This memorandum_provides general guidance ·as to where the federal
antidegradation policy applies. and how the three-part test established by the
antidegradation.policy should be applied.
.
1.

Applicability of the Federal Antidegradation Policy
The three-part test set forth in the federal antidegradation policy is
triggered by reduction in surface water quality. The first step in
analyzing the requirements of the federal antidegradation policy as
applied to a particular activity is to determine if the activity will
lower surface water quality; only if there is reduction in water quality
must· the three-part test be applied to determine if the activity may be
permitted. See EPA Region 9, Guidance on Implementing the
Antidegradation Provisions of 40 C.F.R. 131.12 at 4.
A.

Waters of the United States
The federal antidegradation policy is part of EPA's Water Quality
Standards regulations. Each State's water quality standards must
include a policy consistent with the federal antidegradation policy.
40 C.F.R. §131.6(d). Thus, the State and Regional Boards must apply
the federal anti degradati on pol i cy to all "waters of the Uni ted
States" within the State of California. See generally Clean Water
Act§§303(e)(3). 502(7). 33 U.S.C. §1313(e)(3). 1362(7); Kentucky v.
Train. 9 E.R.C. 1281 (E.D. Ky. 1976).
The term "waters of the Uni ted States" is broadly defi.ned. to i ncl ude
essentially all surface waters. See, e·.g., Ouivara Mining Co. v.
United States Environmental Protection Agency. 7b5 F.2d 126-r10th
Cir. 1985) cert. denied
U.S.
• 106 S.Ct. 761 (1986). "Waters
of the Uni ted States" dooot i ncl ude ground waters. See Exxon v.
Train. 554 F.2d 1310 (5th Gir. 1977). Where only ground waters are
affected.- State Board Resolution No. 68-16 still applies. but does ,not incorporate the federal anti degradation policy; the State and
Regional Boards must apply the general policies set for the State
Board Resolution No. 68-16 to changes in ground water quality. but
need not address the specific. three-part test established by the
federal anti degradation policy. See State ~oard Order No. WQ
86-17 at 19.
The boundaries of the State of California extend three miles seaward
from the coast line. People v. Weeren; 26 Cal.3d 654. 660-61, 607
P.2d 1279. 1281-82. 163 Cal.Rptr. 255, 257-258~ cert. denied 440
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U.S. 839, 101 S.Ct. 115 (198U); see ide at 622, 607 P.2d 1282-83, 183
Cal.Rptr. at 258-59 (coast line is defined as the ordinary low water
mark or the seaward limit of inland waters). See generally United
States V. California, 381 U.S. 139, 164, 169-70, 85 S.Ct. 14U1, 1415,
1418 (1965) (establishing test for identifying inland waters, a test
satisfied by Monterey Bay but not by the Santa Barbara Channel, Santa
Monica Hay, or San Pedro Bay); 44 Ops.Cal.Atty.Gen. 135 (1966).
Compare Cal. Water Code"'§13200 'with Clean Water Act §502, 33
U.S.C.A. §1362 ("boundari~s of the state,·' for purposes of defining
those areas for which water quality standards are required under the
Porter-Cologne Water Quality Control Act, include the waters of the
"terri tori a1 sea," as defi ned in the Cl ean Water Act, but do not
include waters beyond the. three-mile limit, defined as waters of the
"contiguous zone" and ,tne "ocean" under the Clean Water Act).
The State may exerci se authori ty over acti vi ties beyond its
boundaries in order to protect the State's legitimate interests.
People V. Weeren, 26 Cal.3d at 666,607 P.2d at 1285,163 Cal.Rptr.
at 261; see Cal. Water Code §13260( a) (2). But the State's water
qual i ty standards, i ncl udi ng the state pol i cy i ncorporati ng the
federal antidegradation policy, extend only to waters within the
boundari es of the State. See Clean Water Act §§303 (e) (3), 507 (7) ,
507(8)., 33 U.S.C. §§1313(e)(3), 1367(7), 1367(8); Cal. Water Code
§§13050(e); 13200.
Thus, for offshore discharges, application of the federal
antidegradation policy by the State and Regional Boards is triggered
only by changes in water quality within the three-mile limit. If
there is a change within the three-mile limit triggering application
of the federal antidegradation pplicy by the State and Regional
Boards, however, the State and Regional Boards should take into
consideration changes in water quality beyond the three-mile limit as
part of the public interest balancing required to determine if the
three-part test estab 1i shed by the federa 1 anti degradation pol i cy has
been satisfied. Cf. State Board Resolu.tion No. 68-16 (requiring
that changes in water quality be consistent with the "maximum benefit
to the people of the State." In determining what constitutes the
maximum benefit to the people of the State, when regulating
activities within their jurisdiction, the State and Regional Boards
may take ..i nto cons i derati on associated impacts on water qual i ty
outside the State's boundaries, and how those changes in water
quality maj affect the legitimate interests of the State.)
Of course; EPA may apply the federal anti degradation policy to
offshore discharges, even where there is no change in water quality
within the State's boundaries triggering application of the federal
antidegradation policy by the State and Regional Boards. See
generally Clean Water Act §402(a), 33 U.S.C. §1342(a). When EPA
issues a permit for adi scharge to the conti guous zone or ocean
waters, the permit must apply "the same terms, conditions, and
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requirements as apply to a State permit program and permits issued
thereunder .... " Id. §402(a)(3), 33 U.S.C. §1342(a)(3). States
assuming responsibility for the National Pollutant Discharge
Elimination System (NPDES) permit program must have and apply a
policy consistent with the federal anti degradation policy. See 40
C.F.R. §§122.44(d), 123.25(b), 130.5(b)(1), 130.S(b)(6), 131.6(d).
Accordingly, EPA should apply the federal antidegradation policy to
any change in surface water quality resulting from any EPA' issued
NPDES permi t.

e.

Changes

~

Water Quality

Application of the federal antidegradation policy is triggered by a
lowering of surface water quality. The critical issue in determining
whether the three-part test established by the policy must be applied
is not the level of treatment provided, but whether receiving waters
will be affected.
Thus, the federal antidegradation policy ordinarily is triggered by
new discharges or expansion of existing facilities, "[s]ince such
activities would presumably lower water quality." EPA, Questions &
Answers on: Antidegradation, 6. But an increase in the volume of
discharge would not trigger application of the federal antidegradation policy where the increased volume is offset by an increase in
the level of treatment, so that ~here is no lowering of receiving
water quality.
Similarly, application of the federal anti degradation policy would be
triggered by a reduction in the level of treatment of an existing
discharge. See State Board Order No. WQ 86-17 at 20-21.
Substantial relocation of an existing outfall would also trigger
application' of the federal antidegradation policy since, like a new
discharge, water quality presumably will be lowered in the vicinity
of the new outfall. See EPA Region 9, Guidance on Implementing the
Antidegradation Provisions of 40 C.F.R. 131.12 at 3.
The requirement that the federal antidegradation policy be applied
does not depend upon identification of any discernible impact on
benefi ci a.l uses.. 1t may be most conveni ent to thi nk in terms of mass
emissions. A substantial increase in mass emissions of a pollutant
ordinarily triggers application of the federal anti degradation
policy, even if there is no other indication that the waters are
polluted. See State Board Order No. WQ 86-17 at 21.
The federal 'antidegradation policy was promulgated on November 28,
1975. It does not apply to reductions in water quality which
occurred before that date. Thus, the federal anti degradation policy
ordinarily does not apply to continuation of existing discharges,
even if exceptions or variances from other applicable water quality
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objectives or effluent guidelines are required to permit the
discharge to continue.
The federal antidegradation policy is applicable to changes in water
quality resulting from either point source or nonpoint source
discharges. EPA,Questions &Answers on: Antidegradation 6.
In' general', the federal antidegradatl0n policy will'a1so apply to'
changes in water quality resulting from water diversions. See id.at
11; EPA Region 9, Guidance on Implementing the Antidegradation
Provisions of 40 C.F.R. 131.12 at 4~ EPA guidance suggests that in
the case of an irreconcilable conflict between a State's water
quant.ity allocati'ons and the federal antidegradation policy, the
State's water rights law would prevail. ijut the two should be
reconciled where possible. EPA, Questions & Answers on:
Antidegradation 11 •. For example, it may be possible to offset
decreases i'n waterqualityresulting from decreases in instream flows
by imposing stricter controls on other factors affecting water
quality.Id.
Under Cali forni a····water ri ghts 1aw, flow requi rements fpr i nsteam
benefi ci aliJsesiahd effectson'wa terqua 1i ty are considered as part
of water right Tdeci si ons. See Cal . Water Code §§174, 1243, 1243.5.
See genera11 ylUoi.ted ,:'States v. State Water Resources Control Board,
182 Cal .App .3dB2, 227 Ca 1.Rptr~ TI'9'Eb) • In part' cu 1ar, t:"iie
federal anti degradati on pol icy ,'Whi ch has been incorporated into the
State1s water 'quality objectives,Should be considered as part of
water ri ght decisions. See Cal . 'Water Code §1258; State Board Order
No. WQ 86-17 i at 17-18 (State 'B6ardResolution No. 68-16, which
incorporates federal antidegradationpo1icy, has been adopted as a
water quality"ibbjective ina" sixteen regional water quality control
plans.) The pUblic trust· doctrine,wlth its emphasis on protection
of instream'benefich:il uses and pUblic interest balancing, also
requires consider-ati on of factors 1i ketllose set forth i nthe federal
antidegradati6n policy. Seegerjeral1yNational Audubon Society v.
Superior CoiJrt, 33 Cal .3d A19,~658 P.2d 7u~, 189 Cal.Rptr. 346,
cen.. den-:recr:-464 U.S. 977,104 S.Ct. 413 (1983). In some respects,
the pUb1 i c trustdoctri ne may requi re even greater protecti on of
i nstream beneficial uses thanwou1 d be.requi red to satisfy the
federal antid~gradation policy. The feder~l anti degradation policy
does not apply to changes in water quality which occurred before the
policy took effect in 1975; such changes in water quality can be
considered in applying the public trust doctrine.
Thus, it should be possible to harmoniie California water rights law
and the federal anti degradati on policy. State water rights law would
prevail if achieving the requir~ments of the federal anti degradation
policy would require a waste or unreasonable use of water. Cf.
United States v. State Water Resources Control Board, 182 Ca1.App.3d
82,143-44,227 Cal.kpt~1, 197 (1986) (St.ate board need not set
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stanaards to maintain the water quality of a water body at a level
sufficient for existing off stream use where substitute water supply
is provided and maintaining that level of water quality in the water
body would require a waste of water.) See generally Cal. Const.
Art. X, §2. But California water rights Taw assigns a high value to
protection of water quality and instream beneficial uses. See Cal.
Water Code §~243, 1243.5, 1258. Indeed, a diversion may itself be
unreasonabl~, in violation of constitutional prohibition of waste,
unreasonable use, or unreasonable method of diversion, if it results
in an impairment of instream beneficial uses. See Environmental
Defense Fl:Jnd v. East Hay Municipal Utility District, 26 Cal.3d 183,
605 P.2d-1-,--161 Cal.Rptr. 466 (1983). The soclal and economic
benefits of water development may be taken into account as part of
the balancing of interests contemplated by the federal
antiaegradation policy. See 40 C.F.R. §130.12(a)(2).
A conflict between. the federal antidegradation policy and the State's
proscription of waste or unreasonable use, or between the federal
policy and other requirements of California water rights law, appears
unlikely. The State Board should apply the federal antidegradation
policy as part of its water right decisions.
In summary, the applicability of the federal anti degradation test
depends upon whether there is a change in surface water qual i ty. If
there is a lowering of water quality, the anti degradation policy
applies to all factors which are affecting that water quality. On
the other hand, the federal anti degradation policy has no
app.l i cabi 1i ty, no matter how degraded a body of water may be, absent
some lowering of water quality after the effective date of the
·policy.
C.

Proceedings
The federal antidegradation policy has the potential to be applied to
virtually every kind of proceeding where water quality standards are
estab 1i shed or where acti vi ti es whi ch affect recei vi ng water qual i ty
are permitted. The policy may apply to either planning activities or
to actions on permits for individual discharges. See EPA, Questions
& Answers on: Antidegradation 4-5. The federal antidegradation
policy is intended to serve both as a guideline for the preparation
of water quality standards and as a general water quality standard
applicable to other regulatory decisions. See State board Order No.
WQ 86-17 at 19.
1.

Pl anni ng
The State and Regional Boards have followed the federal
antidegradation policy in establishing water quality objectives
as part of adoption or approval of water quality control plans.
See, e.g., State board, Lake Tahoe Basin Water Quality Control
Pl an ~7 (1980).
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~ecause the federal anti degradation policy focuses on changes in
water quality, applicability of the test may not necessarily be
triggered by a proposed relaxation of water quality objectives.
For example, if a water quality objective adopted in 1975 has
never been achieved, and a new standard is proposed based upon
the highest level of water quality actually achieved since 1975,
-the-federal- antidegradationpolicy would not apply. No actual
reduction in water quality would be authorized.

On the other hand, if water quality has declined since 1975, and
a new water quality objective is based upon the existing, lower
level of water quality, the federal anti degradation policy would
be applicable. Applicability of the federal antidegradation
policy does not depend upon the type of proceeding involved, and
therefore does not depend upon whether changes in water quality
are authorized beforehand or accepted after the fact.
~asin

planni'ng decisions may trigger the applicability of the
federal antidegradation policy, even if no change in water
quality objectives is proposed. For example, changes in
di scnarge prohib; ti ons or other changes in impl ementati on
measures may cause a reduction in water quality. EPA guidance on
the federal anti degrarlati on pol icy indicates that the
requi rementsof the pol i cy must be sati sfied if changes in
wasteload allocations would result in a loweri~g of water
quality. EPA, Questions & Answers on: Antidegradation 8.
EPA regulations do not specify the precise method bY which a
state must implement the federal antidegradation policy. See 40
C.F.R.§131.12{a). The State sho~ld seek to integrate the prlicy
into its own procedures. In California, where state law
emphasi ies comprehensi ve pl anni ng and coordi nati on of all factors
that affect ~ater quality, the federal anti degradation policy
should be considered as part of planning decisions to the extent
possible. See generally; Recommended Changes in Water Quality
Control, Final Report of the Study Panel to the California State
Water Resources Control Board, Study Project; Water Qual ity
Control Program 4-5 (1969). In many cases, however, it would not
be possible to apply the federal anti degradation policy, except
as the most general guidance, as part of basin planning
decisions.
Water quality control plans must establish water quality
objectives which are generally applicable to a body of water or
to segments of that body of water. For large bodies of water
such as the waters of the Pacific Ocean within the boundaries of
the State, or for streams with numerous tributaries, it is not
possible to identify, as part of water quality planning, all
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areas where exi sti ng water qual i ty may be hi gher than a proposed
water quality objective. l'1oveover, the potential social and
economi c benefi ts of di scharges whi ch might reduce water qual i ty
often will be too speculative to be given consideration as part
of water quality planning for large areas. The State and
Regional Boards can and should focus their attention on
establishing objectives for those situations where objectives are
most-needed to assure protection of beneficial uses, postponing
until later site-specific approvals the determination whether·
discharges in a particular area should be allowed to reduce water
quality to the level set by these objectives. For example, new
objectives could be adopted for toxic pollutants that apply
throughout a regi on, or even statewi de, even though many areas
will have better water quality than that required by those
objectives. The new objectives would establish a floor, but
water quality would not be permitted to be reduced to the level
set by the new objectives without a site-specific application of
the federal antidegradation policy.
If the State and Regional Boards are aware that a change in water
quality standards or implementation measures would permit
specific projects, the applicability of the federal
antidegradation policy to the changes in water quality caused by
those projects should be considered. The State and Regional
Boards should pay particularly close attention to the
requirements of the federal antidegradation policy when water
qual i ty control plan amendments are sought i norder to permit a
particular discharge,a reduced level of treatment, or
development within a particular area.

2.

Permitting
The federal antidegradation policy will most frequently be
applied in individual permitting decisions, including issuance of
waste discharge requirements and NPDES permits. A proposed
waiver of waste discharge requirements would also be subject to
the federal antidegradation policy if the waiver would result in
a lowering of surface water quality.
For example, waste di scharge requi rements for new di scharges or
expansion of existing discharges ordinarily will require
preparation of an anlysis applying the federal antidegradation
policy. EPA, Questions &Answers on: Antidegradation 6. Of
course, if the issures have already been analyzed in detail as
part of a water quality control plan amendment, it will not be
necessary to prepare a new analysis for issuance of waste
discharge requirements.
The federal anti degradation policy will also apply to some
cleanup and abatement orders and remedial action plans. Where
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cleanup order is issued in response to changes in surface water .
qua 1i ty, whi ch occurred after the 1975 effecti ve date of the
federal antidegradation policy, but the board issuing the order
decides not to require a return to the preexisting water quality,
the decision to allow lower cleanup lev~ls should be justified in
accordance with the federal anti degradation policy. Where a
cleanup order is directed towards immediate or short-term cleanup
operations,postponing until lat.er any determination of the
ultimate 'cleanup level reqUired,' application of the federal
anti degradation policy m~ also be postponed.
The federalantidegradation policy should also be addressed in
water right proceedings, including issuance of water right
permits,if the result of those proceedings would be to allow a
lowering of surface water quality which existed after the 1975
effective date of the federal antidegradation policy. See EPA
Region 9, Guidance on Implementing the Antidegradation Provisions
of 40 C.F.R. 131.12 at 4.
3~

Waivers and Exceptions
The federal antidegradationpolicy is also applicab.le to special
proceedings cOncerning prbposedwaivers or except~ ons from
otherwise applicable water quality objectives or control
measures •. Examples include proposed Ocean Plan exceptions. See
generany; State Board ,Water Qual ity Control Plan, Ocean Waters
of CalifOrnial1 (1983).
Ordinarily, provisions of the Clean Water Act which allow for
vari ances of treatment requi rements shaul d not be. interpreted to
exempt the di scharge from the federal anti degradati on pol icy
See, e.g., State Board Order No.WQ 86-17 at 19":20; EPA Region 9,
Gui dancecin Implementi ng the Anti degradati on Pravi si ons of 40
C.F .R. 131.12 at 2. The only excepti on is for wai vers of
effluent limitations for thermal discharges, pursuant to Section
316(a) of the Clean Wat.er Act. 33 U.S.C. §1326(a). EPA guidance
indicates that. limitationsdeveloped under Section 316 of the
Clean Water Act take precedence over any requirements of the
federal antidegradation policy that would otherwise apply. EPA,
Questions &Answers on: Antidegradation 11; see 40 C.F.R.
§131.12(a)(4).

II.

The Three-Part Test
Where the federal antidegradation policy applies, it does not absolutely
prohibit any, changes in water quality. The policy requires that any
reducti ons in water qual i ty be j ustifi ed consi stent wi th ,the three-part
test established by the policy. State Board Order No. WQ 86-17 at 20.

1
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Whether reductions in recelvlng water quality may be permitted consistent
witn the federal antidegradation policy often will depend upon the
conditions existing in tne specific waters affected, and the benefits of
the proposed discharge. This site-specific balancing is consistent with
the scheme established under the Porter-Cologne Water Quality Control Act
for setting water quality objectives in issuing waste discharge
requirements, or setting cleanup levels in cleanup and abatement orders.
See Cal. Water Code §§13263, 13304. "Judicious action by -theregional--boards, based on the facts of different cases and different areas, is the
key to establishment of water quality objectives and waste discharge
requirements." Recommended Changes in Water Quality Control, Final
Report of the Study Panel to the California State Water Resources Control
board, Study Project, Water Quality Control Program, Appendix A at 30.
Similar considerations govern when pollution is established and hence
govern determination of appropriate cleanup levels. See id. (note on
definition of "pollution").
A.

In stream Uses
The first part of the test established by the federal antidegradation
policy requires that: "Existing instream water uses, and the level
of water qual ity necessary to protect the existi ng uses shall be
maintained and -protected." 40 C.F.R. §131.12(a)(l). This part of
the test is intended to establish an "absolute requirement that uses
attained must be maintained." 48 Fed. Reg. 51409 (Nov. 8, 1983).
EPA has provided more guidance on the requirement for protection of
instream beneficial uses than on any other aspect of the federal
antidegradation policy. See EPA, Questions &Answers on:
Antidegradation 2-7. In large measure, this part of the federal
antidegradation policy serves to reinforce the requirements of other
applicable EPA Water Quality Standards regulations. See 40C.F.R.
%131.2, 131.10, 131.11.
In general, the State must assure full protection of existing
instream beneficial uses, inclUding the nealth and diversity of
aqua!.ic life. Reductions in water quality should not be permitted if
the change in water quality would seriously harm any species found in
the water, other than a species whose presence is aberrational. EPA,
Questions. &Answers on: Antidegradation 3.
In general ,the requirement that exi sti ng instream uses be protected
is not satisfied if existing instream beneficial uses will be
impaired,even for a portion of a water body. ld. at 5. EPA
recognizes an exception for fill operations, which necessarily will
preclude continued use of the filled area by aquatic species. The
other two parts of the three-part test established by the federal
antidegradation policy still apply to fill operations. ld. Similar
considerations may require some flexibnity in applying tIle federal
antidegradation policy to areas flooded by new reservoirs. While it
may be possible to protect a cold wa!.er fishery in a portion of the

. - - - - -kegi ona-1-board Executi ve Offi cers
. _ Jim ~aetge
. Kay Walsh

12.

reservoir, maintaining conditions for a cold water fishery throughout
the reservoir, including its sh~llowest waters, may not be feasible.
The water quality necessary to fully protect instream beneficial uses
should still be protected in other portions of the waterway
downstream of the reservoir.
B.

Public Interest

~alancing

Where water quality is higher than necessary to protect existing
instream beneficial uses, the second part of the test applies. This
part of the test allows reductions in water quality, so long as
existing instream uses are prot.ected, if the State finds "that
allowing lower water quality is necessary to accommodate important
economic or social development in the area in which the waters are
located." 40 C.F.R. §131.12(a)(2).
EPA has provided relatively little guidance on how this part of the
test should be applied, except to indicate that the meaning of the
test "will evolve through case-by-case application" by the State.
EPA, Questions & Answers on: Antidegradation 8.
This part of the federal antidegradation policy may best be viewed as
a balancing test. The greater the impact on water quality, the
greater the justification in terms of economic or social development
necessary to justify the change. The burden of proof, to demonstrate
that the change in water quality is justified, should be on the
project proponent. See St.ate Board Resolution No. 68-16; EPA Region
9, Guidance on Implementing the Antidegradation Provisions of 40
C.F.R. §131.12 at 9.
The requirement that the change be justified based upon "important
economic or social development in the area"'is intended to convey the
level of justification required. EPA, Questions & Answers on:
Antidegradation fro Cost savings to the discharger, standing alone,
absent a demonstration of how these savingS are necessary to
accommodate important social and economic development, are not
adequate justification. State Board Order No. WQ 86-17 at 22 n. 10.
The requirement that the development accommodated by a change in
water qua.lity be important "in the area in which the waters are
located ll is intended to assure that development be important within
the general area, not just to a small segment of the local
population. The analysis used to determine whether the change in
water quality is justified therefore should focus on impacts on the
community; if the justification offered for a change in water quality
is that it makes a particular development proposal feasible, the
importance of that development within the general area should also be
analyzed. The reference to economic development lIin the area" should
not be read tQ preclude consideration of important development at
locations that are far away from the affected waters, so long as it
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is demonstrated that the change in water quality is in fact necessary
to accommodate that development.
The State has some flexibility to determine what kinds of impacts
constitute "important economic or social development" that may
justify changes in water quality. For example:
o

Accomnodating existing development"may"be used as a justification
for changes in water quality. If major employer within the
conrnunity could not afford to keep its plant in operation without
a relaxation of treatment requirements, that may justify a
lowering of receiving water quality.

o

Important water development and water conservation projects may
be considered to be important social and economic development
that justify a lowering of water quality. See generally Cal.
Water Code §13000.

o

Environmental protection may constitute important social
development, justifying a change in water quality, even if no
other social or economic benefits to the community are
demonstrated. If a discharge point is moved to less sensitive
waters, the improvement in water quality at the original
discharge point may justify the reduction in water quality at the
new discharge point.

Of course, the degree to which development must be important in order
to justify a change in water quality will depend on the extent to
which water quality will be lowered. Thus, even where a new,
expanded or relocated discharge is clearly justified, the balancing
required by the second part of the federal antidegradation policy's
three-part test may require a higher level of treatment than would
otherwise be required by applicable Clean Water Act requirements.
Conversely, relatively small changes in water quality should not
require the level of justification needed for greater changes. EPA
intends that the federal antidegradation policy be applied so as to
r~quirethat" development have a relatively high level of importance
in order to justify a lowering of water quality. But the policy
should not be interpreted to require that a project provide a major
source of new housing or employment if only a very small discharge or
a minor increase in an existing discharge is proposed.
Obviously, the information needed to apply this part of the federal
antidegradation policy will vary according to the particular case.
See EPA Region 9, Guidance on Implementing the Antidegradation,
Provisions of 40 C.F.R. 131.12 at 10. Detailed water quality and
economic analyses should be required only if the degree of water
quality change is significant. Id. at 6. EPA Region 9 has issued
guidance indicating the information it expects to be provided in
cases requiring detailed analyses, but the information requirements
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will vary according to the type of project, recel Vl ng water impacts,
and the nature of the social or e'conomic development made possible by
the proj~ct. Id. at 9-11. The analyses should include consideration
of alternatives that would reduce water quality impacts. Id. at 10.
OrdinarilY,;the information necessary to apply the federal antidegradation policy wlll'be provided as part of the environmental
documentation prepared for a'project. See generaily14 Cal. Admin.
Code§§ '15064,'15125,'15126, 15252. Where the 'State and Regional
Ijoards parti ci pate in determi ning the scope of envi ronmenta 1
documentation, and the federal antidegradation policy,applies to a
project, the:ljoards should seek to ensure that the requirements of
the federalantidegradationpolicy will be analyzed. See, e.g., id.
§150B2(b)(l). Where changes in water quality are proposed to
accommodate changes in land use, the State and Regional ~oards should
take into consideration the policies established' under the appliable
general plan, prepared by the local city or county pursuant to' the
State Plannil")g and 20ning Law, Cal. Gov't Code §65(JOO et seq., and
the plans of any regional, state or interstate agency with
responsibility for land use planning in the area.
The federal anti degradation policy speci fies that reductions in water
quality may be permitted only .after compliance with all applicable
requirements -for, public participation and intergovernmental
coordination. 40C.F~R. §131.12(~)(2). The policy also specifies
that all other·iapplicable Clean'WaterAct requirements for point
source discharges, and "allcost...,effective and'reasonable best
management practices 'fornonpoint source control" shall be achieved.
Id. These requlrements are implicit in the requirement that changes
in water qual ;,tyrilust be "necessary to accommodate important economic
or soci al development." Id. The necessi ty for a change in .water
quality has nDtbeen demonstrated to the extent that other app 1 i c 1b 1e
Clean Water Actrequiremerits' have hot been fol 1owed. Nor has the
necessity fora Change in water 'qual ity been demonstrated to the
extent that reductionslnwaterquality could be avoided by
reasonable and ~ost~effective control measures.
C.

Outstanding National Resource.Waters
The third part of the test established by the federal antidegradation
policy requires that the water quality of waters which constitute an
outstandi ng Nati onal resource be maintai ned and protected. 40
C.F.R. §131.12(a)(3). This part of the test has only limited
applicability, but where it is applicable, His very restrictive.
No permanent or long-term reduction in water quality is allowable in
areas given special protection as outstanding National resource
waters. 48 Fed. Reg. 51402 (Nov. 8, 1983).
10 date, only a small number of water bodies have been formally
designated as outstanding National resource waters. The only
California watet so designated is Lake 1ahoe. eut other California
waters almost certainly qualify.
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Outstanding National resource waters are "waters of exceptional
recreational or ecological significance." ld. The Category may
include waters of exceptionally high quality. 48 Fed. Reg. 51402
(Nov. 8, 1983). Outstanding National resource waters may also
i ncl ude:
"water bodies which are important, unique, 'or
sensitive ecologically, but whose water quality as
measured by traditional parameters (dissolved
oxygen, pH, etc.) may not be particularly high or
whose character cannot be adequately described by
these parameters." ld.
The most obvious candidates for designation as outstanding National
reso~rce waters are Pacific Ocean waters designated as areas of
special biological significance. The Ocean Plan already sets
requirements for protection of these areas that are consistent with
the strict requirements for protection of outstanding National
resource waters. See State Board, Water Quality Control Plan, Ocean
Waters of California 9 (1983).
Other possible candidates for designation as outstanding National
resource waters include state and federally designated wild and
scenic rivers, and the waters of state and federal wilderness areas,
parks, and wildlife refuges. Waters are not necessarily outstanding
National resource waters simply because they are in one of these
categories. Nor should waters outside these areas be.excluded from
consideration. But waters in these areas should be given special
consideration to determine whether they should be designated as
outstanding National resource waters.
Outstanding National resource waters may be desi gnated as part of
adoption or amendment of water quality control plans. See, e.g.,
State Board, Lake Tahoe Hasin Water Quality Plan 37. See generally
Cal. Water Code ~13241 (b).
Even if no formal designation has been made, individual permit
decis·ions. should not allow any lowering of water quality for waters
which, because of the exceptional recreational and ecological
significance, should be gi.ven the special protection assigned to
outstanding National resource waters. See generally ide §13263(a)
(water quality standards may be set when waste discharge requirements
are issued, so long as those standards are no less stringent than any
standards set by the applicable water quality control plan).
Accordingly, the State and Regional Boards should consider, as part

" - -Regional Board Executive Officers
. __ JimB_a~tge
" - - " - Ray Wa1sn

16.

OCT 0 719B7~

of individual permit decisions, whether the affected waters should be
designated ~s outstanding National resource waters.
III.

Related Doctrines
The federal antidegradation policy applies in addition to any other
applicable requirements of state and federal law. Even where a lower
level of treatment would be consistent with-the"federalantidegradation
policy, all other applicable regulatory requirements sUll must be
satisfied. See, EPA, Questions & Answers on: Antidegradation 7-9.
In particular, the anti-backsliding requirements of the federal Clean
Water Act often will apply in cases where the federal anti degradation
policy is applicable.
State Board ,Resolution No. 68-16, which incorporates the federal
anti degradation policy, may provide the basis for additional requirements
in specific cases.
A.

Anti-backsliding
"Backsliding" refers to reductions in treatment levels required by
NPDES permits •. EPA regulations limit the circumstances under which
modified or reissued permits may set less stringent effluent
limitations than required by previous permits. 40 C.F.R.
§§122.44(1), 122.62. The Water Quality Act of 1987 includes
provisions intended to clarify the Clean Water Act's anti-backsliding
requirements. See Clean Water Act §402(0), 33 U.S.C. §1342(o).
The new anti-backsli~ing provisions generally prohibit relaxation of
effluent limitations previously established on the basis of best
professional judgment. Id. §402(o)(1), 33 U.S.C. §1342(0)(1). But
the prohibition does not apply if any of five listed exceptions is
applicable. Id. §402(0)(2), 33 U.S.C. §1342(o)(2).
The anti-backsliding requirements of the Clean Water Act are
triggered by changes in the effluent limitations required by the
discharger's NPDES permit, not by changes in the level of treatment
actually achieved or by changes in receiving water quality. For
example, an industrial, discharger who failed to install and operate
treatment sys~ems required by the discharger's NPDES permit
ordinarily could not ob~ain a relaxation of effluent limitations,
even though the federal anti degradation policy would not apply. See
ida §402(o)(2)(E), 33 U.S.C. §1342(o)(2)(E). On the other lland, new
or expanded disCharges ordinarily will not be subject to the antibacksliding provisions.
The new anti-backsliding provisions also specify limitations on when
water quality based effluent limitations may be relaxed. See ida
§4U2(0), 33 U.S.C. §1342(0). If applicable water standards are not
being achieved, a relaxation of water quality based effluent
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limitations may be permitted if the new effluent limitations are
consistent with a revised waste load allocation wnich will achieve
water quality standards. See id. §303(d)(4)(A),'33 U.S.C.
§1313(d)(4)(A). If all other applicable water quality standards are
being achieved, water quality based effluent limitations may be
relaxed if the relaxation is consistent with the federal antidegradation policy. Id. §303(d)(4)(H), 33 U.S.C. §1313(d)(4)(B).
B.

State Board Resolution No. 68-16
State Board Resolution No. 68-16 establishes similar requirements to
the federal anti degradation policy. The State Board adopted
Resolution No. 68-16, as part of state policy for water quality
control, in response to a 1968 Department of Interior directive
calling for adoption of state policies. See generally Zener, The
Federal Law of Water Pollution Control, published in E. Dolgin & T.
Guilbert, Federal Environmental Law 721-23 (1974). That Interior
Department directive later became the basis of the federal
antidegradation policy promulgated by EPA in 1975. EPA, Questions &
Answers on: Antidegradation 1.
Like the federal antidegradation policy. State Board Resolution No.
68-16 is triggered by changes in water quality. But the state policy
has broader applicability. It applies to all waters of the State,
not just waters of the United States. See State Board Resolution
No. 68-16; State Board Order No. WQ 86-8. State Board Resolution
No. 68-16 also applies to changes in water quality which occurred
after its 1968 adoption date, not just to changes which occurred
after the federalantidegradation policy took effect in 1975.
Where the federal antidegradation policy does not apply. the
requirements of State Board Order 'No. 68-16 are less specific than
the three-part test set by the federal anti degradation policy. See
State Board Order No. WQ 86-17 at 19.
Where the federal antidegradation policy does apply. both the threepart test established by the federal anti degradation policy ana the
express requirements of State Board Resolution No. 68-16 should be
considered. Id. at 23 n. 11. In some cases. application of the
three-part test established by the federal policy may not fully
satisfy the requirements of State Board Resolution No. 68-16. For
example, the State1s policy expressly provides for reasonable
protection of potential beneficial uses; the federal antidegradation
policy does not. See State \:Soard Resolution.No.68-16; EPA.
Questions & Answers o.n: Antidegradation 12. But cf. 40 C.F.R.,
§131.10(j) (requirement, independent of the federal antidegradation
policy, for analysis of the attainability of instreambeneficial
uses). In all cases where the federal an'!:idegradation policy is
applicable, State board Resolution No. 68-16 requires tha~, at a
minimum. the three-part test establ i shed by the federal
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86-17 at 17-18.
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QUESTIONS AND ANSHERS ON ANTIDEGP.ADATION
INTRODUCTION

This document provides guidance on the antidegradation
policy component of w~ter quality st~ridards and its application.
The document begins 'with'thetext of the policy as stated in the
wate; quality stan6ards r~gulation, 40 CPR 131.12 (40 PR 51400,
Nove6ber 8, 1983), the portion of the Preamble discussing
the antidegradation policy, and the response to comments
generated during the pUblic comment period on the regulation.

a

The document then uses
question and answer format
to present information" 'about 'theorigiri of the pol icy "the
meaning of various terms,:' and i tsaPPlicatlon in both general
terms and in spec if ice'xamples. Anui:tber of the questions
and answers are closely related;'. the reader is adv isedto
consider the document in its entirety, for a maximum understanding of the PQlicy~rather than to focus on particular
answers in isolation. While this document obviously. doe.s
not address everyquestiOri' which could ,arise concerning the
policy, we hope that "t'heprinciples it sets out will aid the
reader in applying the policy in o'ther situations. Additional
guidance will be developed concerning the application of the
antidegradation policy:as it affectspollLltion from nonpoint
sources. Since Congress is actively' consid~ring ..amending the
Clean Vola ter Act to provideaddi tional programs for the control
of nonpoint sources, EPA'will'await the outcome of co'ngressional
action before proceeding 'further •
EPA also hasav'a:ilable, for' public iriformat ion, a summary
of each State's antl.de'gradationpolicy. For histori cal
interest, limited 'copH~s"are~available'of a Compendium of
Department of the ~nteri6r Statements on Non-Degradation of
Interst'ate vlaters, 'August, +968. lnforrnationon any aspect
of the water quality's'tandards pr'ogra.m and copies of these
documents may be obtai'ifedfroI:1 :
Da vid:Sabock, .Ch :Lef .
Stand~ids"Braridh . nm-S8'S)
Office.Of';\ia't~r:'R~guiatiOrl~ .. and Standards
Enviroriirie'rit'cl:l ~Prote'cti6n Agency
' ..
401 'M.'Stre e't , S ~w. .
~~ashirigton,O.C.
'20460
. This document isdes'ignated as Appendix A to Chapter 2 General Program Guidance (anticlegradation)of the Water Quality
Standards Handbook, Dec~mber 1983.
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Rules and Regulations

§ 131.12 Antidegredation polley.

.

(a) The State shall develop and adopt
a statewide antidegradation policy and
Identify the methods for implementing
such policy pursuant to this subpllrt. The
antidegradalion policy and
implementation methods shall. at a
• minimum. be consistent with the
following:
(1) Existing instrellm water uses and
the level of water quality necessary to
protect the existing uses shall be
maintained and protected.
(2) Where the quality of the waters
llxt;ept.lle\'els ncce!l!';ary to supporl
propagation of fi!lh. snl:!llfish. and
wildlife and recreatibn in and on the
water. lhill quality shall be maintnined
and prutected unless tnc Stale finds.
after full satrsfaction of the
interSlnvemmcntal coordination and
puhil:: parlicip:ition p:'lvisions of the
Slalc's conlir.uinS plil:uiing process. that
alluwillg lower Weller 'luillity is
necessary. to accommodate important
econnmic or social development in the
area in which the waters are locatet.l.ln
allowinR such degradation orlower
water quality, the Slale sha!lassure
water q:lality adequate to protect
existing uses fully. FUr!!ler. the State
shall assure that there shall be achieved
the highest statutory and regulatory
require",ents Cor all new and existing
point sources and all cast-effective and
rel!sQnabl.e hest manHl!c::r:ent practices
for nonpeint source C(;j;lrol. .
(3) Where high quality waters
constitute an outstanding National
resource. such as walers oC National and
State parks and wildlife rei:.Jges and
waters of excentional recreational or
ecological sign;ficance. that water
quality shall be maintained and
protected.
(4) In those cases where potential
water quality impainnent associated
with a thennal dischar~e is involved. the
antidegradation policy and
implementing method shall be
consistent with section 316 of the Act.

i
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An/idegrodation Policy
The preamble to the proposed rule
',discussed three options for changing the
existing antidegradation policy. Option
1. the projlosed option. provided simply
that uses allained would be inaintained.
Option 2 staled that not only would uses
attained be maintained but that high
quality waters. i.e. waters with quality
beller than that needed to protect fish
and wildlife. would be maintained (that
is. the existing antidegrsdation policy
minus the "outstanding natural resource
waten" provision). Option 3 would have
allowed changes in an existing use If
maintaining that use would effectively
prevent any .future growth in the
community cir if the benefits of
maintaining the use do not bear'a
reasonable relationship to the costs,
Although there was support for
Option 2, there was greater support for
retaining the full existing policy.
including the provision on outstanding'
National resource watel'9. Therefore.
EPA has retained the existing
imtidegradation policy (Section 131.12)
because it more accurately reflects the'
degr~ of water quality protection
desired by the public. and is consistent
with the goals and purposes of the Act,
In retaining the policy EPA made foUr
changes. First. the provisions on
maintaining and protecting existing'
instream uses and high quality waters.
were retained. but the sentences stathig
that no further water quality
.
degradaiion which would interfere witli .
or become injurious to existing instream
uses is allowed were deleted. The
,
deletions were made because the terms
"intFrlere" and "injurious" were subjec't
to misinterpretation as precluding any
a~livity which might even momentarily

Hud pollut;)nl!! to Ihe Wilier. Moreover.
W~ beiit!\ie Ihe deleted sentence WHS
inlPonded merely liS a restatement of the
hllsic policy. Since' the rewritten
provision. with the addition of II phrase
on water quality described in the next
sentence. slands alone as expressing the
basic thrust lind intenl of the
antidegradation policy. we deletcd the
confusing phrases. Second. In
§ 131.lZ(a)(1} a phrase was added
requiring that"the level of water quality
necessary to pro,lectHn existing use be
maintained aild protected.TIte previous
p~licy required only that
existing use
be maintained. In § 13l.12{a)(Z) a phrase
was added that"ln allowing such
degradation or!ower water quality. thl:!
State shall assure water quality
adequate to protect existing uses fully".
This means tnlit tne full use must
continue 10 exis~ even if some change in
water quality may, be pimnilled. Third.
in the first sentence of § 131.1Z{a)(2) the
wording was changed from"...
significant economi.c or socilil
developl\\l!nt .. ," to ", , . important
•
economil; or soCial development ...
In the context of the antideijradalion
policy ttie word "important" sirengthens
the,inlent of protecting higberquality
waten. Allhough commoriusage of the
words may imply otherwise. the correct
definitions of the two terrnsjndicate that
the greater degreiuif envir:Pnmental
protection is afforded by the word.
"impor,tanV, ".
.
Fourth. 1 131.12(a)[3) dealing with the
ciesignalion ()f outsi~nding National,
resource waters (ONRW) was changed
to provide a lirriite"ciexception to the
ab~.olute "no degr~~a~ion"requirement.
EPA was concerned that waters which
properlyco'uld have been d'esignQted as
ONRW we~ not being sq designated
because of the n'~\!1o degradation
,,'
provision. and therefore were not being
given spedalprotection. The no
degradation,provisio'n was sometimes
interpreted as prohibitini! any Rctivity
(including temporary or short-term) from
lip-ing conducted. Slates may allow some
limited activities wnich result in
temporary and short-tenn changes in
water quality. Such activities are,
considered to be consistent with the
inlent and purpose of an ONRW.
Therefore. EPA has rewritten the
provision to read ", .. that water
quality shall be maintained arid
prolected," and removed the phrase "No
..
degradation shall be allowed.

an
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lnils entlrely, the antidegradalion
policy represents a three-tiered
approach to mRmtaining and prolecting
various levels of water quality and uses.
At its base (Seclion 131.12(a)(1)). all
exisiing uses and the level of water
quality necessary to protec1thOSfl USP.ll
musl be maintained and prolcr;t~d. This
provision establishes the ab~olulc floor
of .water quality in all walcr~ of th~
United States. Theseconrllevel {Section
131.1Z{a){2)1 provides protection of
sciual water quality in areas where the
quall'~' of the waters exceed levels
, necessary to support propagation uf fish.
shellfish. and wildlife and recreation in
and, on the water ("fishable I
swimmable"!. There are provisions
contained in this subsection to allow
~onle limited water quality degradation
.after extensive public involvement. as
long as the waler quality remains
adequatc to be "fishable/swimmable:'
FinaJly § 131.23(a1l3} providcs special
protection of waters for which lhe
'
ordinary use classifications and water
qllality criteria do not suffice. dennted
"Dutstanding National resource wilter."
Ordinarily most people view this
, lIubgec~ion as protecting and
maintamir,g the highest quality waters
,of the United States: that is clearly the
thrust of the provision, It does. however,
lilso ,offer special protection for waters
~(';Ili:ological significance." These are
water bodies which are important.
\Inique, or sensitive ecologically. but
whose water quality as measured by the
traditional parameters (dissolved
oxygen. pH. etc.) nay not be particularly
high or whose character cannot be
adequately described by these
parameters.

RESPO;';SE TO PUB:'IC COM."iENTS

Federal Register

I

Vol. 48. No. 217

I

Tuesday. ~ovember 8. 1983

Antidegradalion Policy
EPA's proposal. which would have
limited the antidegradation polky to the
maintenance of exiSl\ng uses. plus three
alternative policy 'statements described
ion the preamble to the proposal notice,
generated extensive public comment
EPA's response is described in the
Preamlde to this final 'rule anti includes
a response to'both the substantive and
phiiusophical comments offered. Public
comments overwhelmingly supported
rp.tention of the existing policy and EPA
did so in the final rule.
EPA's response to several comments
dealing with the antidegradation policy,
which were not discussed in the
Preamble are discussed below.
Option three contained in the
•
Agency's proposal would have allowed
the possibility of exceptions to
maintaining existing uses. This option
was either criticized for being illegal or
was supported because it proviut?d
additional nexibility for economic
growth. The latter commenters believp.d
that allowances should be made ior
carefully defined exceptions to the
absolute requirement that UKl!S 1I1lailled
must be maintained. EPA rejp.cts this
contention as being totally inconsistent
with the spirit and intent of both the
Clean Water Act and the underlying
philosophy of the entidegradation
policy. Moreover. although the Al!ency
specifically asked for examples of
where the existing antidegradation
policy hod precluded growth. no
eXCImples were provided. Therefore.
wholly apart from technicallegClI
concerns. there appears to be 00
iustification for ~~opting Opti,on 3.

iii
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Most critics 01 tne proposed
antiuegrddation policy objected to
removing the public's ability \0 aficct
decisions on high quality waters and
outstanding national resource waters. In
Rttempting to explain how the proposed
antidcgradation policy would be
implemented, the Preamble to the
proposed rule stated thot no public
participation would be necessary in
certain instances because no chanRe
bcinS mude in a State's water
quality standard. AlthlJugh that
.
stlltt!mcnt was tBchnically accurate. It
left the mi~taken impression that all
public participation was removed from
the disr.\I5sions on high qUlllity waters
lind that is not correct. A NPDES permit
would have to be issued or a 2n8 plan
amendl:d for any uuterioration in water
quality to be "ullowed". Both actions
require notice and an opportunity for
public comment. However, EPA retllined
, the existin:; policy so this.issue is moot.
Other changes in the policy affecting
ONRW art! discussed in the Preamble.
WitS
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QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS ON ANTI DEGRADATION

1.

~V'HAT

IS THE ORIGIN OF THE ANTIDEGRADA'::'ION POLICY?

The b~sic policy was established on February a, 1968, by
the Secretary of the u.s. Department of the Interior.
It
was included in EPA's first water quality standards .regulation 40 CFR 130.17, 40 FR 55340-41, November 28, 1975. It
was slightly refined and repromulgated as part of the current
program regulation published on November 8, 1983 (48 FR
51400, 40 CFR §131.12). An antidegradation policy is one
of the minimum elements required to be included in a State's
wate~ quality standards.
2. \ffiERE IN THE CLEAN WATER ACT (CWA) IS THERE A REQUIREMENT FOR AN
ANTIDEGRADATIOM POLICY OR SUCH A POLICY EXPRESSED?
There is no explicit requirement for such a policy in the
Act. However, the policy is consistent with the spirit,
intent, and goals of the Act, especially the clause " •••
restore and maintain the chemical, physical and biological
integrity of the Nation's waters" (§lOl(a}) and arguably is
covered by the provision of 303(a) which ~ade water quality
~tandard requirements untler prior law the- "starting point"
for GJA water quality requirements.
3. CAN A STATE JUSTIFY NOT HAVING AN ANTIDEGRADATION POLICY IN
ITS WATER QUALITY STANDARDS?
EPA's water quality standards regulation requires each
State to adopt an antidegradation policy and specifies the
J1\inirnum requirements for a policy.
If not included in the
standards regutation of a State, the policy must be specifically referenced in the water quality standards so that the
functional relationship between the policy and the standards
is clear. Regardless of the location of the policy, it must
meet all applicable requirements.
4. vlHAT HAPPENS IF A STATE 'S ANTI DEGRADATION POLICY DOES NOT
MEET THE REGULATORY REQUIREMENTS?
If this occurs either through State action to revise its
policy or through revised Federal requirements, the State
would be given an opportunity to make its policy consistent
with the regulation.
If this is not done~ EPA has the authority to promulgate the policy for the State pursuant to
Section 303(c)(4) of the Clean Water Act.
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5.

h'HAT COULD HAPPEN

IF A STATE FAILED TO H1PLE!'lENT ITS ANTI-

DEGRADATION POLICY PROPERLY?

If a State issues an NPDES permit which violates the required antidegradation ~olicy, it would be sUbject to a
discretionary EPA veto under Section 402(d) or to a
citi~en challenge.
In addition to actions on permits, any
wasteload allocations and total maximum daily loads violating
the antidegradation policy are subject to EPA disapproval and
EPA promulgation of a new wasteload allocation/total maximum
daily load under Section 303(d) of the Act.
If a significant
pattern of violation was evident, EPA could constrain the
award of grants or possibly revoke any Federal permitting
capability that had been delegated to the State.
If the
State issues a §401 certification (for an EPA-issued NPDES
permit). which ,fails to reflect the requirements of the
antidegradation policy; EPA will, on its own initiative,
add any additional or more stringent effluent limitations
required to "ensure compliance with Section 30Ub)( 1) (Cl.
If the faUlty §401 certification related to permits issued
by other Federal agencies (e.g. a Corp of Engineers Section
404 permit), EPA could comment unfavorably upon permit
issuance.
The pUblic, of course,. could bring pressure
upon the permit issuing agency.
6. ~HLL THE APPLICATION OF THE A.NTIDEGRADATION POLICY ADVERSELY
IMPACT ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT?
~
This concern has been ra-ised since the incept ion of the
antidegrada tion poli cy.
The answer remains the same. The
policy has been carefully structured to minimize adverse
effects on economic development while protecting tne water
qual i ty goals of the Act.
As Secretary Udall put it in 196B,
the policy serves ~~ •• the dual purpose of carrying out the
letter and spirit of th~ Act without interfering unduly
with further economic development" (Secretary Udall~ February
8, 196B).
Application of the policy could affect the levels
and/or kinds of waste treatment necessary or result in the
use of alternate sites where the environmental impact would
be less damaging.
These effects could have economic implications as do all other environmental controls.

7. HHAT IS THE PROPER INTERPRETATION OF THE TERM "AN EXISTING
USE"?
An existing use can be established by demonstrating that
~ishing,swimming, or other uses have actually occurred
since November 28, 1975~ or that th~ water quality is suitable to allow such uses tooccur(unless there are physical
problems which prevent the use regardless of water quality).
Ari example of the latter is an a~eawhere shellfish are
propagating and surviving in a biologically suitable
habitat and are available and suitable for harves:ing.
Such fact.s clearly es tabl is h that she 11 f ish ha rves t Ing is
an "existing" use, hot one dependent on improvements in
water quality.
To argue otherwise would be to say that
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the only time an aquatic protection use "exists" is if someone
succeeds in catching fish.
8. THE WATER QUALITY STANDARDS REGULATION STATES THAT "EXISTING
USES AND THE LEVEL OF WATER QUALITY NECESSARY TO PROTECT THE
EXISTING USES SHALL BE MAINTAINED AND PROTECTED." HOh' FULLY AND
AT WHAT LEVEL OF PROTECTION IS AN EXISTING USE TO BE PROTECTED
, IN ORDER TO SATISFY THE ABOVE REQUIREMENT?
No activity is allowable under the antidegradation policy
which would partially or completely eliminate any existing
use whether or not that use is designated in a State's water
quality standards. The aquatic protection use is a broad category
requiring further explanation.
species that are in the water
body and which are consistent with the designated-Us e (i.e.,
not 'aberrational) must be protected, even if not prevalent in
number or importance.
Nor can activity be allowed which would
render the species unfit for maintaining the use. Water
quality should be such that it results in no mortality and
no significant growth or reproductive impairment of resident
spec ies. (See Ouest ion 16 for s i tuat ion whe re an aberrant sensitive species may exist.) Any lowering of water quality below
this full.level of protection is not allowed. A State may
develop subcategories of aquatic protection uses but cannot
choose different levels of protection for like uses. The fact
that sport or commercia) fish are not pr~sent does not mean
that the water may not be supporting an aquatic life protection.
function.
An existing aquatic community composed entirely of
invertebrates and plants, such as may be found in a pristine
alpine tributary stream, should still be protected whether o~
not such a stream supports a fishery.
Even though the shorthand
expression "fishable/swimmable" is often used, the actual' objective of the act is to "restore and maintain the chemical,
physical, and biological integrity of our Nation's waters
(section 101(a» .1/ The term "aquatic life" would more accurately
reflect the protection of the aquatic community that was
intended in Section 101(a)(2) of the Act.
9. IS THERE ANY SITUATION HHERE AN EXISTING USE CAN BEREt10VED?
In general, no·. Water quality may sometimes be affected,
but an existing use, and the level of water quality to
protect it must be maintained (S131.l2(a)(1) and (2) of the
regulation).
However, the State may limit or not designate
such a use if the reason for such action is non-water quality
related.
For example, a State may wish to impose a temporary
shellfishing ban to prevent overharvesting and ensure an
abundant population over the long run, or may wish to restrict
swimming from heavily trafficked areas.
If the State chooses,

2./

Note:

"Fishable/swimmable" is a term of convenience used in
the standards program in lieu of constantly repeating
the entire text of Section 10l(a)(2) goal of the Clean
Water Act. As a short-hand expression it is potentially
misleading.
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for non-water quality rea~ons, to limit use designations,
it must still adopt criteria to protect the use if there is
a reasonable likelihood it will ac~ually occur :e.g.
swimming
in a prohibited water). limo/ever, if the State's action is
• based on a recognition that water quality is li~ely to be
lowered to the point that it no longer is sufficient to
pr6tect and maintain an existing use, then such action is
inconsistent with the antidegradation policy.
10. BOH DOES THE REQUIREMENT THAT THE LEVEL OF WATER QUALITY
NECESSARY TO PROTECT THE EXISTING USE( S) BE l1AI NTAINED AND PROTECTED,
WHICH APPEARS IN §13l.r2(~)(1) ,(2), AND (3) OF THE WATER QUALITY
STANDARDS REGULATION, ACTUALLY WORK?
Section l31.12('a)(.1), as described in the Preamble to the
regulation, provides the absolute floor of water quality in
. all waters of the~nited States. This paragraph applies a
minimum level of protection to all waters.
However, it is
most pertinedt ~o waters having beneficial uses that are
less than the SectionIOI(~)(2) goals of the Act.
If it
can be proven, in that situation, that water quality exceeds
that necessary to fully protect the existing use( s) and
exceeds water quality standards but is not of sufficient
quality to causeab~tter use to be achieved, then that
water quality maybe lowered to the level required to fully
protect the existing use aS,long as existing water quality
standards and downstream waterquality.standardsare.not
affected.
If this dOes not involve a change in stCindards,
no public hearing :would" be required under Section 303 (c) •
However, public participation woulastill be provided in
connection with the issuance ofaNPDES permit or amendment
of a 208 plan.
If,however,analys;s indicates that the
higher water quality does result in abetter use, even if
not up to the Section 101(a)(2) goals, then the water quality
standards must be upgraded toreflecb the uses presently
being attained (§13i.iO(i»).
Section l3l.12(a)(2) applies to w~ters whose quality
exceeds that neces:sa-ry to protect the Sect ion I 01 ( a)( 2)
goals of the Act.
Ih this case" water qual i ty may not. be
lowered to less tha-nthe level rieces!?aryto f~.llly protect
the "fishable /swimmable" uses and other existing uses and
Il}3Y be lowered even to those. leveis only after following
all the provisions describ~d i~ §ljl.12(a)(2). T~is requirement appl ies to individual wat,er qu~li ty parameters.
Section l3l.l2(a)(3) applies to ~o-called outsta~ding National
Resource (ONRW) waters where the ordinary use classifications
and support ing cri teria arp. not appr·opriate.
As described in
the Preamble to the water quality ~tand~rds regulation "States
m~y allow some limited activities which result in temporary
and short-term changes ·in water quality," but su:::h changes
in water quality should not alter the ~ssential character or
spec~al use which makes the w~ter ~n ONR~.
(See also pages
2-14,-15 of the Water Oualitv Standards Handbook.)
A~y one or a combination of several activities may trigger
t~e antiJegradatio~ pr'i:::y analysis as discusse~ above.
Such
activities include a s<..:neduled ..... ater quality starrdards review,

,

"

the establishment of new o~ revised wasteloa~ allocations
NPDES permits, the demonstration of need for advanced treat~ent
or request by private or public agencies or individuals for a
special study of the water body~
11. vlILL AN ACTIVITY WHICH' \'/ILL DEGRADE HATER QUALITY, AND PRECLUDE
AN EXISTING USE IN ONLY A PORTION OF A HATER BODY (HUT ALLOW IT
TO REMAIN IN OTHER PARTS OF THE WATER BODY) SATISFY THE ANTIDEGRADATION REQUIREMENT THAT EXISTING USES SHALL BE MAI~TAINED
AND PROTECTED?
No.

Existing uses must be maintained in all parts of the

wate~ body segment in question other than-rn restricted

mixinq zones.
For example, an activity which lowers water
quality such that a buffer zone must be established within a
previou~ shellfish harvesting area is inconsistent with the
antidegrada~ion poiicy.
(However, a slightly different
approach ~s.taken for fills in wetlands, as explained in
Question 13.)
12. DOES

~NTIDEGRADATION

APPLY TO POTENTIAL USES?

No. The focus of the antidegradation policy is on protecting
exist ing uses. Of cou rse, insofar as 1'=.: isting uses and
water quality are protec"ted and maintained by the policy
the eventual improvernen~~f water quality and attainment of
new uses may be ,facilitated. The use attainability requirements of §131.10 also help ensure that attainable potential
uses are actually attained. (See a1so'questions 7 and 10.)
13. FILL OPERATIONS IN vJETLANDS AUTOMATICALLY ELHHNATE ANY
EXISTING USE IN THE FILLED AREA.
HOW IS THE ANTIDEGRADATION
POLICY APPLIED IN THAT SITUATION?
Since a literal interpretation of the antidegradation policy
could result in preventing the issuance of any wetland fill
permit under Section 404 of the Clean Water Act, and it is
logical to assume that Congress intended some such permits
to be granted within the framework of the Act, EPA interprets
§13l.12 (a)(l) of the antidegradation policy to be satisfied
with regard to fills in wetlands if the discharge did not
result in Ksignificant degradation K to the aquatic ecosystem'
as defined under Section 230.10(c) of the Section 404(b)(1)
guidelines.
If any wetlands were found to have better
water quality 'than "fishable/ swimmable", the State would
be allowed to lower water quality to the no significant
degradation level as long as the requirements of Section
131.12(a)(2) were followed.
As for the ONRW Drovision of
antidegradation (131.(a)(2)(3», there is no difference in
the way it applies to wetlands and other water bodies.
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14. IS POLLUTION RESULTING FROM NONPOINT SOURCE ACTIV:TIES SUBJECT
TO PROVISIONS OF THE ANTIDEGRADATIONPOLICY?
.Nonpoint source activities are not exempt from the provlslons
of the antideg~~dation policy~ The language of Section 131.12
(a)(2) of the regulation:
"Further, the State shall assure
tbat there shall be achi&ved the highest statutory and regulatory
requirements for all 'new and exis tingpoin t sources and all
cost-effective and reasonable best mangement practices for
nonpoint source control" reflectsst'atutory provisions of the
Clean Water Act.
While it is 'true that the Act does not
establish a regulatOry program for nonpoin t sources, it clearly
intends that the BMPsdevel'opedandapproved under sections
205(j), 208 and 303(e) beagressively implemented by the Statesi
As indica,ted in the introduction, EPA will be developing additional
guidance in this area.
15. IN HIGH QUALITY WATERS, ARE NEW DISCHARGERS OR EXPANSION OF
EXISTING FACILITIES SUBjECT TO THE PROVISIONS OF ANTIDEGRADATION?
Yes. Since such a6tivities would presurn~bly lower water quality,
they woul d not be petrnis sible unless the Sta te' finds that it is
necessary to accommodate important economic or social development
(Section l31.l2(a)(2).
In addition·the minimum technology based
requirements must be met, im:;luding new source performance
standards. This standard would be implemented through the wasteload and NPDESperinlt process for such new or expanded sources.
16. A STREAM, DESIGNATED AS A WARM WATER FISHERY, HAS BEEN
FOUND TO CONTAIN A SMALL, APPARENTLY NATURALLY OCCURRING POPULATION
OF A COLD-WATER GAM.E FIS'H.
tHESE FISH APPEAR TO HAVE ADAPTED TO
THE NATURAL WARM' WATER TEMPERATUR~S OF THE STREA1'1 WHI CH ~J()ULD NOT
NORMALLY ALLOW THEIR GROWTH AND REPRODUCTION. WHAT IS THE
EXISTING USE' WHICH MUST BE PROTECTED UNDER SECTION 131.12(a)(1)?
Section 131.12 (alel )sta tes that "ExiSting instream water
uses and level ofwifter quaIl ty necessary to protect, the
existing uses shall be maintained and protected. II vlhile
sustaining a smal1Cold-waterr ish populat ion, the stream
does not support an'existing use of a "cold-water fishery."
The existing strea:mtemperatures are unsuitable for a thriving
cold-water fishery.
the shall marginal population is an
artifact and shouldn6t be employed to mandate a more stringent
use (true cold-water fiShery) where natural conditions are
not s~itable for that use~
A usci attainability analysis or other scientific assessment
should be used to determine whether the aquatic life population
is in fact an artifact or i~ a stable population requiring
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wat~f\quality protection.

Where species appear in areas not
expected, some adaptation may have occurred and sitespecific criteria may be appropriately develo~ed. Should
th~:cold-water fish population consist of a t~reatened or
endangered species, it may requi~e protection under the
Endangered Species Act.
O~herwise the stream need only be
protected as a warm water fishery.
norm~lly

I

'~

17. HoW>WES EPA IS ANTIDEGRADATION POLICY APPLY TO A ~'lATERBODY
liHERE A CHANGE IN MAN'S ACTIVITIES IN OR AROUND THAT ~JATERBODY
\HLL PRECLUDE AN EXISTING USE FROH BEING FULLY MAINTAINED?
If a planned activity will forseeabl~ lower water quality
to thp. extent that it no longer is sufficient to protect
and mp:ntain the existing uses in that waterbody, such an
activit] is inconsistent with EPA's antidegradation policy
which requires that existing uses are to be maintained. In
such a cir~umstance the planned activity must ~e avoided or
adequate mitigation or preventive measures must be taken to
ensure that the exist ing uses and the wa'ter quality to
protect them will be maintained.
In addition, in "high quality waters~, under §131.12(a)(2),
before any lowering of water quality occurs, there must be:
1) a finding that it is necessary in order to accommodate
important economical or social development in the area in
which the waters are located, (2) full satisfaction of all
intergovernmental coordination and pUblic participation
provisions and (3) assurance that the highest statutory and
regulatory requirements and best management practices for
pollutant controls are achieved.
This provision can normally
be satisfied by the completion of ~Jater Quality Management
Plan updates or by a similar process that allows for pUblic
participation and intergovern~ental coordination. This
provision is intended to provide relief only in a few extraordinary circumstances where the economic and social need
for the activity clearly outweighs the benefit o'f l"\aintaining
water quality above that required for "fishable/swimmable"
water, and the two cannot both be achieved.
The burden of
demonstration on the individual proposing such activity will
be very high.
In any case, moreover, the e~isting use must
be maintained and the activity shall not preclude the maintenance
of a "fishabl~/swirnIT\able" level of water qua~ity protection.
18. WHAT DOES EPA MEAN BY " .•• THE STATE SHALL ENSuRE THAT THERE
SHALL BE ACHIEVED THE HIGHE:ST STATUTORY AND REGULr.TORY REQUIREMENTS
FOR ALL NE\~ AND EXISTING POINT SOURCES AND ALL COST EFFECTIVE
AND REASONABLE BEST MANAGEMENT PRACTICES FOR NON-POINT SOURCE
CONTROL" (5131.12(a)(2)7
This requirem~nt ensures that the limited provision for
lowering water quality of high quality waters down to "fishable /swimmable" levels will not be used to undercut the
Clean 11ater Act requirements for point source and non-point
source pollution control.
Furthermore, by er.suring compliance
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-with such sL _utory and regulatory cO:ltrols, there is less
chance that a lowering of water quality will be sought in
order to accommodate new economic and social development.
, 19: NHAT DOES EPA MEAN BY It • • • H1PORTt\NTECON01'HC OR SOCIAL
DEVELO P~'!ENT I N THE AREA IN HHICH THE WATERS ARE LOCATED"
IN 131.1 2(a)(2)?

This phrase issimp1y intended 'to convey a general concept
regarding what level of social and economic development could
be used to justify a change in high quality waters. Any more
exact meaning will evolve through,case-by-case appLication
under the State "scontinuingplanningprocess • AI.though
EPA has issuedsugg;es tions on what 'might be considered in
determining economic.or social impacts.,. the Agency has no
'predetermined level. of .acti vitythat is ·de·f ined as n important" •

.
20. ·IF A HATER BODY 'WITHA PUBLICWATER,SUPPLY ", DESIGNATED USE
IS, FOR NON-WATER QUALITY REASONS, NO LONGER,USED FOR DRINKING
WATER MUST THE STATE RETAIN THE PUBLIC '~lATER'SUPPLY USE AND
CRITERIA IN ITS STANDARDS'?

Under 40 CFR 131.10{h)(l), the,.Statemaydelete the public
water supply use~designation and'criteria. if the State adds
or retains other use"designa'tions for th~ waterbodies which
have more stringen't;criteria. The State -may also delete.
the use and criteria>if.;.the . public water, supply is not: an
"ex isting use'" asd,ei,fined in 131. 3: (Le .• " achieved on or
after November 1975), as long as one of the §131.10(g)
justifications for: removal is,.met •.
Otherwise, the State'. must· maintain the criteria even if it
restricts the actual use on' non"';wa.terquali ty grounds, as
long as there is any.possibil i ty. the water. could ac:;t.ually
be used for drinking~~, (This is.,.analogous to the swimming
ex~mple in the pr,eamble .. )
21.
WHAT IS THE RELATIONSHIP B'ETW:E£N:. WA'S.TELOAD. ALLOCATIONS, TOTAL
MAXIMUM DAILY LOADS, ANIfTHE .. ANTI:DEGRAD'ATION POLICY?

Hasteload allocat'ions: distr:ibu,te. the allowable. pollutant
load ings to a stream between discha.rgers. S.uch a lloca.tions
also consider the contribu,tion to pollutant loadings from. nonpoint sources. Wast'eload alloca:tions must reflect applicable
State water quality s.tandards including the antidegradation
pol icy. No waste load alloca tion can be d.evelped or NPDES permi t
issu ed tha t would resu1 t in standqrd bei n,g v iolated, or, in the
case of waters whose quality exceeds:tha.t necessary for the
Section lOl(a)(2) goals of the Act, can result a lowering
of water quality unless the applicable public partic.ipation,
intergovernmental review and baseline control requirements
of the antidegradation policy have been met.
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22.
DO THE INT8kGOVERNM£NTAL CUUKuiNArlu~ ~~0 ~jBL~~ ~AKTI(!PATION
REQUIREMENTS WHICH ESTABLISH THE PROCEDURES FOR D[TE~MINING :HAT
WATER QUALITY WHICH EXCEEDS THAT NECESSARY TO SUPPORT THE SECTION
lOl(a)(~) GOAL
OF THE ACT MAY BE LOWERED APPLY TO CONSIDERI~G
ADJUSTME~TS TO THE HASTE LOAD ALLOCATIONS DEVELOPED FOR THE DISCHARGERS
IN THE AREA?
Yes. Section l3l.l2(a)(2) of the water quality standards
regulation is directed towards changes in water quality ~
se, not just towards changes in standards. The intent is to
ensure that no activity which will cause water quality to
decline in existing high quality waters is undertaken without
adequate public review.
Therefore, if a change in wasteload
allocation could alter water quality in high quality waters,
the public participation and coordination requirements
apply •.
23. IS THE ANSWER TO THE ABOVE QUESTION DIFFERENT IF THE WATER
QUALITY IS LESS THAN THAT NEEDED TO SUPPORT "FISHABLE/SWIMMABLE"
USES?
Yes.
Nothing in either the water quality standards or the
wasteload allocation regulations requires the same degree
of public participation or intergovernmental coordination
for such waters as is required for high quality waters.
However, as discussed in question 10, public participation
would still be prov ided in connection wi th ~he issuance of a
NPDES permi t or amendTTlent--of a 208 plan. Also, if the action
which causes reconsideration of the existing wasteloads (such
as dischargers withdrawing from the area) will ~esult in an
improvement in water quality which makes a better use
attainable, even if not up to the "fishable/swi!!1Inable" goal,
then the water quality standards must be upgraded and full
public review is required for any action affecting changes in
standards. Although not specifically required by the standards
regulation between the triennial reviews, we recommend that
the State conduct a use attainability analysis to determine if
water quality improvenent will result in attaining higher uses
than currently designated in situations where significant
changes in wasteloads are expected (see question 10).
24 •. SEVERAL FACILITIES ON A STREAM SEGMENT DISCHARGE PHOSPHORUSCONTAINING WASTES.
N1B lENT PHOSPHORUS CONCENTRATIONS MEET CLASS B
STANDARDS, BUT BARELY. THREE DISCHARGERS ACHIEVE ELIKINATION OF
DI SCHARGE BY DEVELOPING A LAND TREATt1ENT SYSTEM.
AS A RESULT,
ACTUAL WATER QUALITY IMPROVES (I.E., PHOSPHORUS LEVELS DECLINE)
BUT NOT QUITE TO THE LEVEL NEEDED TO MEET CLASS A (FISHABLE/S~vH1MABLE)
STANDARDS ~ CAN THE THREE REMAINING DISCHARGERS NQl,J INCREASE·
THEIR PHOSPHORUS DISCHARGE WITH THE RESULT THAT WATER QUALITY
DECLINES (PHOSPHORUS LEVELS INCREASE) TO PREVIOUS LEVELS?
Nothing in the water quality standards regulation explicitly prohibits this (see answer to questions 10 and 23) •
. Ofcourse, changes in their NPDES permit limits may be
subject to non-water quality constraints, such as BPT
or BAT, which may restrict this.
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Yes. The standardsrnust be upgraded (see answer to question 10
26. AS .AN ALTERNATIVE CASE"SUPPOSEPHOSPHORl:S LOADINGS GO DO\W
AND WATER QUALITY IMPROVES BECAUSE OPA CHANGE: IN FARMING PRACTICES
E.G., INITIATION OF A SUCCESSFUL NON-POINT PROG~1. ARE THE
ABOVE ANS~JERS THE SAnE?

Yes. Whether the improvement resultsfro~ a change in point
or nonpoint sour~e aotivityis 4rnmaterial to how any aspect of
the sta'ndardsregulat;ion operates·. Section 131.10( d) clearly
indicates that ~ses are deemed attainable if they can be achiev
by " ••• c'Clst-ef;fec;tive;and ;reasonable' best management practices
for nonpoint'sou'rce control". Section 131.l2(a) (2) of the anti,
degradation ~olicycotttains .ssential1y the same wording.

27.

\THEN APOI,;LUTA:NTOISCHARGECEASESFOR ANY REASON, MAY THE
WASTELOAD ALLOCATIONS !F0R THE OTHER DISCHARGES IN. THE AREA BE
ADJUSTED TO "RE'PLECT THEADDITIONAOL LOADING AVAILAI3LE?

This may 'be ,done:consis1tent ,with ttheantidegra'dationpolicy
only .undertwocircumstances:
(1) In "high quali tywa ters"
where afte't' the ':full satisfaction ·cfall public participation
and intergovernmental :rev iew:requirements, such adj ustrnents
are considere'd . necessa:ryto accomodate important economic or
social developme:nt",an'dthe"thre,shold" level requirements
are met; or (2');in less than ''':hig.h'qualitywaters'', when the
expected improv,emeJ~~ in 'wa ter ,gua1itywill not cause a
better us,e 'to 'be aehi,eved,the ,adjusted loads still meet water
quality st'andards,andt·he ne,w'wasteload allocations are at
least asst:ri:ngen't a'stechnology~based limitations. Of
course, allapplicable:requirements of the Section 402
permit regulations would have :to'besa'tisfied before a
permi ttee,could increase its discharge.
2~.

HOH MAY THEPUBLICPARTICI'PATI0NREQUIREt1ENTS ,BE SATISFIED?

This requiremen:t,may:besa:tis.fied in several ways.
The State
may obviously:holdapubU.. c ~he,a'ringorhearings. The State
m~y also satisfy ,the requ,a..c:r'eme:t:lltby providing theopportuni ty
for the pUbl.ictorequesta 'he,ard.ng. Acti vi <:ies which may
affect several water:bodies in ,a river basin or sub-basin
r:lay be consid'e-red ina single :ne,ar~ng,. To ease the resource
burden on bo,th·t'ne OStateand public" standards issues may be
combined with he~rings on envi~onmental impa~t ~tatements,
,water management plans" or permits. However., if this is
done, the pub! it: must. 'be clearly informed tha tpossible
changei in wa\terqualitystanaardsarebe ing considered
along with other activities,. In other words, iti.s inconsistent with the ,water quality standards regula t ion to II back-door"
changes in standards through ac bons on EIS 's, waste load
allocations, plans, or perrni,ts.
-10-
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29. WHAT IS "1EANT BY THE REQUI REMENT THAT, HHERE A THERMAL
DI SCHARGE I S INCLUDED, THE AN':::'I DEGRADATION POLl CY SHALL BE
CONSISTENT WITH SECTION 316 OF THE ACT?
This requirement is containen in Section 131.12 (a)(4) of the
regulation and is intended to coordinate the r~quirernents and
procedures of the antide~adation policy with those established
in the Act for setting ther~al discharge limitations.
Regulations implementing Section 316 may be found at 40 CFR
124.66. The statutory scheme and legislative history indicate
that limitations developed under Section 316 take precedence
over other requirements oE the Act.
30.

WHAT IS. THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE ANTIDEGRADATION POLICY,
STATE WAT~R RIGHTS USE LAWS AND SECTION 101(g) OF THE CLEAN
WATER ACT ~lHICH DEALS \-lITH STATE AUTHORITY TO ALLOCATE
WATER bUANTITISS?
The exact l~m±tations .i~posed by section 101(g) are unclear;
however, th8 legislative history and the courts interpreting
it do indicate that it does not nullify water quality measures
authorized by C';,rlA (such as water quality standards and their
upgrading, and NPDES and 402 permits) even if such measures
incidentally affect ind i vi dual water .righ ts: those' authori ties
also indicate that if there is a way to reconcile water
quality needs and water quantity allocations, such accornodation
should be be pursued. In'other words, where there are
alternate ways to meet ths-water quality requirements of th~
Act, the one with least disruption to water quantity allocat~bns
should be chosen. Where a planned diversion would lead to a
violation of water quality standards (either the antidegradation
.policy or a criterion), a 404 permit associated with the
diversion should be suitably conditioned if possible and/or
additional nonpoint and/or point source controls should be
imposed to compensate.
.

31. AFTER READING THE REGULATION, THE PREAMBLE, AND ALL THESE
QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS, I STILL DON'T UNDERSTAND ANTIDEGRADATION.
vJHOM CAN I TALK TO?
;/15 -1"3.15

Call the Standards Branch at: (202) ~3'04-%. You can also
call the water quality standards coordin~tors in each of our
EPA Regional offices.
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ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY
Region 9

Guidance on
Implementing the Antidegradation Provisions
~f40

CFR 131.12

~UMi~l 1987
DarJe

PURPOSE
This document provides general program guidance for the States
of Region 9 on the development of procedures for implementing
State antidegradation policies. The focus of this guidance is
on 40 CFR 131.12 of the water quality standards regulation
(promulgated in 48 FR 51407, dated November 8, 1983) which
sets out requirements to be met before any action is taken
that would lower the Quality of the Nation's waters.
BACKGROUND
Section 101(a) of the Clean Water Act defines the national
goal of restoring and maintaining the chemical, physical and
biological integrity of the Nation's waters.
Section 303(a)(4)
of the Clean Water Act explicitly refers to satisfaction of the
antidegradation requirements of 40 CFR 131.12 prior to taking
various actions which would lower water quality.
40 CFR 131.12·
requires that antidegradation provisions at least as stringent
as those specified in that regulation be adopted by States as
part of their water quality standards.
This guidance identifies the tasks to be performed by States
to implement Section 131.12 of the water quality standards
regulation. Those tasks that need the development of decision
criteria by the States are identified.
Such criteria are
necessary to define those actions which require detailed
economic or water quality impact analyses. The Agency expects
States to develop and document these criteria in their
antidegradation implementation procedures, for review and
approval by EPA regional offices. The Agency's objective is
to achieve the goals of the Act through an integrated approach
to eliminating water pollution which includes the consistent
application of State antidegradation policies.
Figure. 1 lays
out the decision making process of an antidegradation analysis.
Many of the procedures identified herein are already performed
by States as part of their regulatory programs.
Consequently,
this document primarily serves to delineate, in a consistent
manner, the criteria EPA Region 9 will be using to evaluate
both State and EPA decisions, for compliance with
40 CFR 131.12.
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TIER- I I I WATERS - Outstanding National Resource. Wa ters
40 CFR l31.l2(a) (3) prohibits any action which would lower
water quality in waters designated ,as outstandingN(itional
Resource Waters (ONRWs). Examples of such waters include,
but are not limited to, waters of National and St~te parks and
wildlife refuges, and waters of exceptional recre~tional or
ecological significance.
TIER I WATERS

'J

40 CFR l31.l2(a) (1) prohibits any ,action. 'which would lower
water quality below that necessary to maintain and protect
existing uses.
In cases where water quality is just adequate
to support the propagation of fish, shellfish and wildlife
and recreation in and on the water,suc::h water quality must
be maintained and protected.
Incases where water quality is
lower than necessary to support these uses, the requirements
in Section 303 (d) of the Ac.t" 40 CFR 131. 10 and other
pertin~nt regulations must be ~atisfied..
Guidahce ~6ncerning
.actions affecting these waters has beenpublish'ed~lsewhere
and will not be repeated h~re.
TIER II WATERS - High Quality Waters
Applicability
40 CFR 131.12 establishes certain mini~um require.~hts for
States to adopt regulating actions which would lower water
quality in high quality waters. These waters are defined as
those in which water quality 'exceeds that hecessary to support
propagation of fish~ shellfish and wildiife and r~cre~tion in
and on the water. Any action which would result in, 'or which
would permit, a lowering of water quality must be addressed in
State implementation procedures. Actions covere(j, by
antidegradation provisions include, but are not limited to the
following:
Permit Actions
o~

Issuance/Re-issuance/Modification

2.

Issuance of variances (e.g. 30i(h), 301(m), etc.)
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NPDES

permit~

1.

:

'

3.

Issuance of permits for urban runoff

4.

Issuance of Section 404 permits

5.

Adoption of or alteration of mixing zones

6.

Relocation of discharge

7.

Commencement of discharge from a new source

8.

Increases in the discharge of pollutants from point
sources due to:
a.

Industrial production increases

b.

Municipal growth

c.

New sources

d.

Etc.

Standards/Load Allocation Actions
1.

Water quality standards revisions

2.

Revision of wasteload allocations

3.

Reallocation of abandoned loads

4.

Section 401 certifications (for example; concerning FERC
licenses, Corps' actions, etc.)

5.

Section 208 or Section 303(e) approvals

~.

WQM plan approvals

"Non-point Source" Actions
1.

Changes in BMPs

2.

Resource management plan approvals

3.

Land Management (e.g. Forest) plan adoptions, certifications or approvals
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4.

'Changes in regulated agricultural activities

5.

Changes in regulated silvicultural activities

6.

Changes in regulated mining activities

7.

Construction and operation of roads, dams, etc.

other Actions
1.

RCRA/CERCLA actions

2.

Construction grant activities

3.

Other "major Federal actions"
Endangered Species Act)

4.

Water quantity/water rights actions which affect water
quality

5.

Federal actions regulated by Section 313 of the Clean
Water Act

(pursuant to NEPA and the

Prior to proceeding with a detailed analysis of these or
similar actions, the affected water body should be assessed to
determine whether or not it falls intb either Tier I or
Tier III.
If so, actions which would lower water quality in
such waters are prohibited. Otherwise, the water body shoul6
be assessed to determine the adequacy of the beneficial uses
and water quality criteria designated for that water body.
Adequate water quality standards must be adopted and approved
for an affected water body, pursuant to 40 CFR 131 prior to
allowing any action to proceed ~hich would lower water quality
in that water body.
The first step in any antidegradation analysis is to determine
whether or not the proposed action will lower water quality
(see Figure I).
If the action will not lower water quality, no
further analysis is needed and EPA considers 40 CFR 131.12 to
. be satisfied.
If the action could or will lower water quality,
and the affec~ed water is not a Tier I or Tier III water, then
the steps to b~ followed to determine whether or not 40 CFR
131.12 is satisfied are described· in the following sections of
this guidance.
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Both point and non-point sources of pollution are subject to
antidegradation requirements. While point sources are generally
well regulated, procedures for controlling non-point source
pollution have not been as extensively defined.
Cost-effective
and reasonable best management practices for non-point source
controls must be designed to meet water quality standards.
EPA
policy, first issued as SAM-32 on November 14, 1978, states
that where applicable water quality standards are not met,
revised or additional best management practices (BMPs) should
be applied in an iterative process to improve water quality
to the point that standards are attained, and that designated
uses are maintained and protected.
In Region 9, states
generally have broad authority to regulate non-point sources~
As part of their implementation methodologies, States must
adopt procedures which adequately assure that non-point sources
of water pollution will comply with the antidegradation
requirements of 40 CFR 131.12.
Implementation procedures.
Four basic elements should be included in State implementation
procedures to ensure that actions affecting water quality are
consistent with the provisions of 40 CFR 131.12. They are:
o

Task A - Identify Actions that Require Detailed Water Quality
and Economic Impact Analyses

o

Task B - Determine that Lower Water Quality Will Fully
Protect Designated Uses

o

Task C - Determine That Lower Water Quality is Necessary to
Accommodate Important Economic or Social Development
in the Area in which the Waters are Located

o

Task D - Complete Intergovernmental Coordination and Public
participation

Task A - Identify Actions that Require Detailed Water Quality
and Economic Impact Analyses
This task established the types of analyses required for all
actions that lower water quality in Tiei II waters and decision
criteria that define the degree of water quality and economic
analysis required.
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state procedures should include three parts.
First, the State
should develop procedures to document the degree to which wat~r
quality exceeds that necessary to protect the uses. Ambient
monitoring data can be used to provide this documentation.
States must adopt procedures to assure that, where little or no
data exists, adequate information will be available to determine
the existing quality of the water bony or bodies, which could
.be adversely affected by the proposed action. Such procedures
shouid include both an assessment of existing water quality and
a determination of which water quality parameters and beneficial
uses are likely to be affected. These ·assessments and determinations could be performed either by the State or the party
proposing the action in question.
Second, the State should develop procedures that quantify the
extent to which water quality will be lowered as a result of
the proposed action.
Simple mass balance calculations or more
detailed mathematic modelling, such as that contained in wasteload allocations, can provide .this information. Third, the
State should develop decision criteria to define the degree of
water quality change that warrants detailed water quality and
economic impact analyses.
Decision criteria could be based on
direct measures, such as an absolute or percent change in
ambient concentrations of the affected parameter or indirect
measures such as changes in primary productivity caused by
nutrients or changes in diurnal dissolved oxygen fluctuations.
Repeated or multiple small changes in water quality (such as
those resulting from actions which·do not require detailed
analyses) can result in significant water quality degradation.
To prevent such cumulative adverse impacts, a baseline of water
quality must be established for each potentially affected water
body, prior to allowing any action which would lower the quality
of that water •. This baseline should remain fixed unless some
action improves water quality. At such time, the baseline
should be adjusted accordingly.
proposed actions to lower water quality should then be evaluated
with respect to the baseline and the resultant water quality
change should be determined. This determination should include
the cumulative impacts of all previous and proposed actions
and reasonably foreseeable actions which would lower water
quality below the established baseline.
Should the cumulative
impact of actions significantly degrade water quality, more
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detailed water quality and economic impact analyses would be
necessary.
In any case, whether or not water quality is significantly
lowered (thus leading to an economic analysis), the State must
find that any ac~ion which would lower water quality is
necessary to accommodate important economic and social
development. Such a finding must include, at a minimum, the
following determinations:
1.

That economic and social development will occur, e.g.
there will be new or increased production of goods or
services by the party proposing the change, population will
grow in the service area ofa sewage treatment plant, etc.

2.

That this economic or social development requires the
lowering of water quality which cannot be mitigated through
reasonable means.

3.

That the lower water quality does not result from inadequate
wastewater treatment facilities, less-than-optimal operation
of adequate treatment facilities, or failure to implement
or comply with methodologies to reduce or eliminate non.point source pollution.

Task B - Determine that Lower Water Quality Will Fully Maintain
and Protect Designated Uses
All actions that could lower water quality in Tier II
waters require a determination that existing uses will be fully
maintained and protected.
States should develop methodologies
for making this determination.
Tier II waters, by definition, are those in which the water
quality is better than necessary to support and maintain the
biota and beneficial uses of the water.
In most cases, specific
numerical standards do not exist to protect these uses. Where
such standards do exist, they are generally established to
provide the minimum acceptable quality to protect the beneficial
uses of the water.
Often, such standards are established on a
statewide or drainage basin-wide basis and thus may not adeq~ately
protect the bioia or the uses of specific reaches. Consequently,
comparing existing or\ projected water quality with adopted
standards may not adequately define. whether or not beneficial
uses will be fully maintained and protected.
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quality must also meet any applicable pUblic health
standards as well as m'aintain and protect the existing growth
and reproduction of resident species. The water quality
criteria guidance developed by EPA per §304(a) of the Clean
Water Act provides a basis for this assessment.
However,
national water quality criteria (such as those contained in the
"Gold Book") may not fully protect resident species. The
criteria may not protect locally occtirring species that either
may not have been tested, or that have been tested, but require
greater protection than the criteria provide. This determination involves a comparison of the species upon which biological
testing has been completed in the criteria development documents
with the species resident to the water body where water quality
may be lowered.
If the resident species are not ~dequately
represented in the database, additional testing should be
completed before lower water quality is allowed.
Implementation
methods should include procedures for making this comparison
and define the circumstances (e.g., in terms of water quality
change or extent of the biological testing database) that would
require additional biologi~al testing before water quality can
be lowered.

~,

.

Water quality criteria for dissolved oxygen or
conventional and non-conventional pollutants may be sUbject to
the same limitations and should be considered in the same way.
For parameters for which no criteria guidance has' been
developed, biological testing or acceptable site specific
criteria may be used to determine that lower water quality will
fully maintain and protect designated uses.
The lowering of water quality through the discharge of
conservative or persistent pollutants merits more intensive
consideration by States, due to the bioacculumative potential
of these pollutants. These pollutants, particularly
carcinogens, which are considered to have no safe "threshold"
concentration, should have more stringent antidegradation
requirements established for their analysis.
other methods of determining whether or not beneficial uses are
being maintained and protected include biological assessments,
such as the aquatic ecoregions procedure, or ambient toxicity
testing using standardized species.
In some cases, assessing
the quality of water bodies on a pollutant-specific basis could
prove costly, particularly for waters in which a number of
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discharges are located or for complex effluents.
EPA's recently
developed acute and chronic toxicity methodologies for assessing
the toxicity of effluents or receiving waters could provide a
more comprehensive and affordable alternative.
Task C - Determine that Lower Water Quality is Necessary to
Accommodate Important Economic or Social Development
Actions which the State determines in Task A to significantly
lower water quality require a determination that such actions
are necessary for important economic or social development.
40 CFR l3l.l2(a)(2) and the August 1985 "Questions and Answers
on Antidegradation", give general guidance on how to make this
determination.
Explicit criteria defining "important economic
or social development" have purposely not been developed by EPA
Headquarters, because of the varying environmental, economic
and social conditions of localities throughout the country.
Further explication of EPA Region 9 1 s expectation concerning
these determinations is appropriate and is presented below.
The fundamental requirement of this task is to establish a
strong tie between the proposed lower water quality level and
"important" economic or social development.
If the party
seeking the change in water quality cannot demonstrate the
relationship between such development and water quality, then
the proposed action is prohibited.
Demonstration of important economic or social development
entails two steps. First, the party should describe and analyze
the current state of economic and social development in the
area that would be, affected.
The purpose of this step is to
determine the "baseline- economic and social status of the
affected community, Le., the measure against which the effect
of the water quality downgrade is judged. The area's use or
dependence upon the water resource affected by the proposed
action should be described in the analysis. The following
factors should fiormally be included in the baseline ~nalysis:
o
o

o

PopUlation
Area employment (numbers employed, earnings"
employers) i

major

Area income (earnings from employment and transfer
payments, if known);
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o

Manufacturing profile: types, value, employment, trends;
Government fiscal base: revenues by source (employment
and sales taxes, etc.)

Second, the party seeking the chang~ in water quality should
then demonstrate the extent to which the sought-for level of
water quality would create an incremental increase in the rate
of ecohomic or social development and why the change in water
quality is necessary to achieve such development.
The party
should provide analysis, along with the supporting. data used in
its preparation, showing the extent to which the factors listed
above will benefit from the change in water quality requested.
The analysis should demonstrate why such economic and social
development requires the lower water quality. Other alternatives or changes in the project or other mitigation measures
which would prevent degradation of water quality should .be
identified in this analysis. The following factors may be
included in the analysis of incremental effects expected to
result from the degradation in water quality:
o

Expected plant expansion;

o

Employment growth:

o

Direct and indirect income effects;

o

Increases in the community tax base

Other components of this analysis could include an assessment
of the overall environmental benefits to be achieved by the
proposed action and the tradeoffs to be considered ,among the
various media.
The relative costs of various alternatives to
the proposed action could also be analyzed.
The requirements for a given analysis will be site-specific,
depending upon factors such as data availability, conditions
specific to the relevant water body, the area of impact (city,
county, State-wide), etc. The economic analysis may include
estimation of the treatment costs necessary to maintain existing
water quality; e.g. land treatment or advanced treatment.
Staff of the EPA Regional office are available to assist States
in determining the exact requirements of an analysis of
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specific proposals to lower water quality.
In addition, the
Economic Analysis Bran~h in EPA Headquarters' Office of Water
can assist State and Regional staff, when necessary.
Task 'D - Complete Intergovernmental Coordination and Public
Participation
Public notification pursuant to 40 CFR 131.12 is
required for all actions that lower water quality in Tier II
waters. EPA requires that proposed actions which degrade water
quality be reviewed by other appropriate agencies and that the
public be given an opportunity to comment.
Documenta~ion

and public notification under antidegradation
need not be a lengthy process in many cases and can be combined
with other actions that require pUblic notification. The
public participation requirement may be met by holding a public
hearing, e.g., as part of the adoption of an NPDES permit, as
long as proper notice of a standards action is provided to the
public (see WQS Handbook).· Intergovernmental coordination
consists of requests for review of proposed actions by affected
local, State and Federal agencies, such as area-wide planning
agencies, fish and wildlife agencies, etc.
The following is a summary of the public notification required
to comply with the antidegradation provisions of the WQS
regulation:
o

A statement that the action must comply with the State's
antidegradation policy and a description of the policy.

o

A determination that existing uses will be maintained,and
protected. This will require an assessment and documentation for public review of (a) the amount the water
quality currently exceeds that necessary to protect the
existing and designated uses, and (b) the amount that
water quality will be lowered as a result of the proposed
action (see Task A).

o

A summary of other actions, if any, that have lowered
water quality and a determination of any cumulative
impacts.

o

A determination that lower water quality is necessary to
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accommodate important economic or social development.
This will require a detailed analysis or the rationale
used to determine that a detailed analysis is not required
(see Tasks A and C).
o

A description of the intergovernmental coordination that
has taken place.

o

A determination that there has been achieved the highest
statutory and regulatory requirements for all new and
existing point sources and all cost-effective and reasonable best management practices for non-point sources.

OTHER CONSIDERATIONS
1.

The decision criteria for determining that detailed water
quality a~d economic analyses are needed may vary with the
types of chemical pollutants.
Some chemicals are believed
to elicit an effect at'a certain concentration (i.e.,
threshold chemicals). Other chemicals (i.e., non-threshold
chemicals) have no safe level.
Non-threshold chemicals
include carcinogens, mutagens and teratogens.
States are
urged to apply more stringent review procedures to
non-threshold chemicals.

2.

NPOES permits do not routinely contain numerical limits
for all of the substances found in a discharger's effluenl.
Nevertheless, all substances are subject to antidegradation
policy implementation, whether or not they are specifically
limited in the permit. To apply antidegradati6n to
substances not currently limited in the permit, the State
can utilize the notification procedures specified in 40 CFR
122.42, requiring dischargers to notify the State pollution
controi agency of any actual or anticipated cha~ge in
effluent characteristics, as compared with those existing
at the time the permit was issued.
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FIGURE 1
Antidegradation Flow Chart
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guidance in implementing Resolution No. 68-16 and the federal
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Procedures Update (APU). :
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This APU provides direction to Regional Boards in implementing State Board
Resolution No. 68-16 and the federal antidegradation policy. The APU
discusses when an antidegradation analysis is required, what it consists of,
and how it should be completed. Manual holders should keep this APU in
their Water Quality Administrative Procedures Manual. At a later date it
will be combined with Chapter I, National Pollutant Discharge Elimination
System (NPDES) Permits.:
Questions concerning the content of this APU should be referred to Howard
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INTENT
This Administrative Procedures Update provides guidance for the Regional Boards
for implementing State Board Resolution No. 68-16, "Statement of Policy With
Respect to Maintaining High Quality of Waters in California (Appendix 1-1), and
the Federal Antidegradation Policy, as set forth in 40 CFR 131.12 (Appendix 1-2),
as applied to the NPDES permitting process. Additional guidance for interpreting
State Board Resolution No. 68-16 and the federal antidegradation regulation may be
found in Appendices 1-3 (EPAls Questions and Answers on Antidegradation), 1-4
(State Board legal memo entitled IIFederal Antidegradation Policy") and 1-5 (EPA
Region 9's Guidance on Implementing the Antidegradation Provisions of 40 CFR
ll

(

131.12).

WHEN IS AN ANHDEGRADAHON ANALYSIS REQUIRED
To implement the antidegradation policy, the Regional Boards must consider the
need to include a finding that specifies that water Quality degradation is
permissible when balanced against benefit to the public of the activity in
Question. The determination as to whether a finding is needed must be made when
issuing, reissuing, amending, or revising an NPDES permit. The Regional Board
should also make this finding when an existing discharge has reduced water
Quality, since the facility was last permitted and the reduction is not authorized
'by the permit. The findings should specifically state that the Regional Board has
considered antidegradation pursuant to 40 CFR 131.12 and State Board Resolution
No. 68-16 and finds that the permitted discharge is consistent with those
provisions. If the Regional Board finds that lowering of water quality is
'
consistent with the conditions established in the State ,policy and the federal
regulation, the findings should indicate:
I

1. The pollutants that will lower water quality:
2. The socioeconomic and public benefits that result from lowered water
.
quality; and
3. The beneficial uses that will be affected.

(

Potential beneficial uses are not protected by the federal regulation.
Regional Board staff should only apply the State policy when permitting a
discharge that solely impacts potential beneficial uses.
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ANTIDEGRADATION FINDING NOT REQUIRED

f
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A Regional Board may decide that an antidegradation finding is not required
because the proposed discharge is prohibited under either the State or federal
policies. For example, if the proposed discharge would violate water·quality
objectives in the receiving water, no discharge will be allowed and therefore no
antidegradation analysis is required. Alternatively, if the Regional Board has no
reason'to believe that existing water quality will be reduced due to the proposed
actio~,no antidegradation analysis is required.
SIMPLE ANTIDEGRADATION ANALYSIS SUFFICIENT
A Regional Board may determine that it is not necessary to do a complete
antidegradation analysis. The Regional Board may reach this determination if,
using its best professional judgement and all available pertinent information, the
Regional Board decides that the discharge will not be adverse to the intent and
purpose of the State and federal antidegradation policies.
Based on information available to the Regional Board and any other background
material the Regional Board believes is necessary, a complete antidegradation
analysis will not be required if:
1.

A Regional Board determines that the reduction of water quality will be
spatially localized or limited with respect to the'waterbody; e.g., confined
to the mixing zone; or

2.

A Regional Board determines the reduction in water quality is temporally
limited and will not result iri any long-term deleterious effects on water
quality; e.g., will cease after a storm event is over; or

3.

A Regional
which will
POTW has a
treatment;

4.

The Regional Board determines that the proposed activity, which may
potentially reduce water quality, has been approved in the General Plan. of a
political subdivision and has been adequately subjected to the environmental
and economic analyses in an environmental impact report (EIR) required under
the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). If the Regional Board finds
that the EIR is inadequate, the Regional Board must supplement this
information to support the decision.

Board determines the proposed action will produce minor effects
not result in a significant reduction ~f water quality; e.g., a
minor increase in the volume of discharge subject to secondary
or
'

The above criteria may vary with the types of pollutants. Some pollutants are
believed to elicit an effect at a certain concentration (threshold pollutants).
Others (non-threshold pollutants) have no safe level. Non-threshold pollutants
include carcinogens, mutagens, and teratogens. Regional Boards are urged to apply
stricter scrutiny to non-threshold pollutants, and to note that repeated or
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multiple small changes in water quality (which would otherwise not require
detailed analysis) can result in significant water quality degradation if nonthreshold pollutants are involved. The Regional Boards must still make the
necessary findings regardless of the nature of pollutants involved, and summarize
them in the Fact Sheet for major NPDES permits or in the Stateme.nt of Basis for
minor NPDES permits.
COMPLETE ANTI DEGRADATION ANALYSIS REQUIRED
The Regional Board may determine that antidegradation prOV1Slons must be evaluated
in making its decision. In general, an antidegradation analysis is needed to
support all regulatory actions that, in the Regional Board's judgement, will
result in a significant increase in pollutant loadings. The Regional Boards must
consider antidegradation effects and conduct an antidegradation analysis when the
proposed activity results in:
1.

A substantial increase in mass emissions of a pollutant, even if there is no
other indication that the receiving waters are polluted; or

2.

Mortality or significant growth or reproductive impairment of resident
species.

i;

In particular, an anti degradation finding should be made and, if necessary, an
analysis should be conducted when performing the following permit activities:
1.

Issuance of a permit for any new discharge, including Section 401
certifications; or

2.

Material and substantial alterations to the permitted facility, such as
relocation of an existing discharge; or

3.

Reissuance or modification of permits which would allow a significant increase
in the concentration or mass emission of any pollutant in the discharge.

IMPLEMENTATION OF ANTIDEGRADATION POLICIES
.If the Regional Board finds the proposed activity does not warrant a complete
antidegradation analysis; e.g., one 9f the criteria listed above is satisfied,
such findings should be documented in the Fact Sheet of the proposed permit action
or Regional Board order, along with the basis for those findings.
If the Regional Board determines that a complete antidegradation analysis is
necessary to support a finding under State or federal antidegradation policies,
the Regional Board shall ensure that sufficient evidence is analyzed to support
this decision and that this evidence is summarized in an appropriate finding.
When a discharge is included in a project requiring CEQA documentation, the
antidegradation analysis should be integrated in the environmental review process.
If the Regional Board is not the lead agency on a project requiring an
antidegradation finding, the Regional Board should ensure that the lead agency
includes the antidegradation information in the EJR. The Regional Board shall
make such a request to the lead agency no later than 30 days after the
Regional Board receives a Notice of Preparation from the lead agency
[CEQA, Section 15096(b)(2)].
-3-
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PROCEDURE FOR COMPLETE ANTIbEGRADATION ANALYSIS
When undertaking an antidegradation analysis, the Regional Board should proceed as
follows:
'
1.

Compare receiving water quality to the water quality objectives
established to protect designated beneficial uses.
The baseline quality of the receiving water determines the level of water.
quality protection. Baseline quality is defined as the best quality of the
receiving water that has existed since 1968 when considering Resolution No.
68-16, or since 1975 under the federal policy, unless subsequent lowering was
due to regulatory action consistent with State and federal antidegradation
policies. If poorer water quality was permitted, the most recent water
quality resulting from permitted action is the baseline water quality to be
considered in any anti degradation analysis. Baseline quality is pollutant
specific, not waterbody specific. Baseline quality should be determined for
each constituent in the discharge which is likely to degrade water quality.
The baseline water quality should be representative of the water body,
accounting for temporal and spatial variability. Water quality protection
depends on the baseline receiving water, as follows:
a.

If baseline water quality is equal to or less than the quality as defined
by the water quality objective,water quality shall be maintained or
improved to a level that achieves the objectives. Baseline water quality
should be compared to all numerical and'narrative objectives that protect
the actual and potential beneficial uses which would be affected by the
proposed discharge. The discharge may be prohibited or allowed as
described under 40 CFR 130.7.

b.

If baseline water quality is better than the water quality as defined by
the water quality objective, the baseline water quality shall be
maintained unless poorer water quality is necessary to accommodate
important economic or social development and is considered to be of
maximum benefit to the people of the State.

If the receiving water has been designated as an outstanding national resource
water in the Region's Basin Plan, or if it can be argued that the waterbody in
question deserves the same treatment (for example a wild and scenic river, an area
of special biological significance, etc.), no discharge which will lower existing
water quality shall be allowed. Lake Tahoe is the only water body in the State
presently designated as an outstanding national resource water.
2.

Balancing the proposed action against the public interest.
Ensure that a discharge to high quality water. which is likely to reduce water
quality, is not permitted unless the reduction in water quality is offset by
maximum public benefit to the people of the State. This step should be
performed if a finding of reduced water quality is made. Regional Board staff
shall not reccm:nend that t.be activity be permitted unless all of the following
conditions ate met:
a.

The proposed action is necessary to accommodate important economic or
social development in the area. (Factors to be considered when determining
important economic or social development follow.)
-4-
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b.

The reduction in water quality is consistent with maximum public
benefit.

c.

The reduction in water quality will not unreasonably affect actual or
.
potential beneficial uses.

d.

Water quality will not fall below water quality objectives prescribed in
the Basin Plan.

The severity and extent of water quality reduction should be weighed when
evaluating the benefits required to compensate for that degradation. The
magnitude of the proposed project and potential reduction should also
determine the scope of impact assessment. The Regional Board should ensure
that a systematic impact assessment is conducted.
Factors that should be considered when determining whether the discharge is
necessary to accommodate social or economic development and is consistent with
maximum public benefit, include:
a.

Past, present, and probable beneficial uses of the water.

b.

Economic and social costs, tangible and intangible, of the proposed
discharge compared to benefits. The economic impacts to be considered are
those incurred in order to maintain existing water quality. The financial
impact analysis should focus on the ability of the facility to pay for the
necessary treatment. The ability to pay depends on the facility's source
of funds. In addition to demonstrating a financial impact on the
publicly-or privately-owned facility, the analysis must show a significant
adverse impact on the community. The long-term and short-term
socioeconomic impacts of maintaining existing water quality must be
considered. Examples. of social and economic parameters that could be
affected are employment, housing, community services, income, tax
revenues, and land value. To accurately assess the impact of the proposed
project, the projected baseline ~ocioeconomic profile of the affected
community without the project should be compared to the projected profile
with the project.

c.

The environmental aspects of the proposed discharge must be evaluated. The
proposed discharge--while actually causing a reduction in water quality in
a given water body--may be simultaneously causing an increase in water
quality in a more environmentally sensitive body of water from which the
discharge in question is being divertedj e.g., changing the location of
San Francisco's outfall from the Bay to the ocean.

d.

The implementation of feasible alternati~e control measures which might
reduce, eliminate, or compensate for negative impacts of the proposed
action.

The Regional Board should encourage the participation of the public and
appropriate government agencies in the public interest balancing process so
that the environmental, social, and economic impacts of the project are
accurately assessed. EPA's Water Quality Standards Handbook (Chapter 5)
provides additional guidance in assessing financial and socioeconomic impacts.

-5-
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3. Report on the antidegradation analysis.
The Regional Board must ensure full intergovernmental coordination and public
participation in the permitting process. The antidegradation analysis should
be summarized in the Fact Sheet for major NPDES permits or the Statement of
Basis for minor NPDES permits.
.
The summary should include all the following information:
a.

The water quality parameters and beneficial uses which will be affected by
the proposed action and the extent of the impact.

b.

The scientific rationale for determining that the proposed action will or
will not lower water quality.

c.

A description of the alternative measures that were considered.

d.

A description of the socioeconomic evaluation.

e. The rationale for determining that the proposed action is or is not
justified by socioeconomic considerations.
The findings should specifically state that the Regional Board has considered
antidegradation pursuant to 40 CFR 131.12 and State Board Resolution No. 68-16 and
finds that the permitted discharge is consistent with those provisions.
cc:

All Regional Board Staff
WQ Program Managers

-6-
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Figure 1 - Decision making flow chart.
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STATE WATER RESOURCES CONTROL BOARD
RESOLUTION NO. 68-16
STATEMENT OF POLICY WITH RESPECT TO
MAINTAINING HIGH QUALITY OF WATERS IN CALIFORNIA
WHEREAS the California Legislature has declared that it is the policy of the State
that the granting of permits and licenses for unappropriated water and the
disposal of wastes into the water of the State shall be so regulated as to achieve
highest water quality consistent with maximum benefit to the people of the State
and shall be controlled so as to promote the peace, health, safety, and welfare of
the people of the State; and
WHEREAS water quality control policies have been and are being adopted for waters
of the State; and
WHEREAS the quality of some waters of the State is higher than that established by
the adopted policies and it is the intent and purpose of this Board that such
higher quality shall be maintained to the maximum extent possible consistent with
the declaration of the Legislature;
NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED:
1.

Whenever the existing quality of water is better than the quality
established in policies as of the date on which such policies become
effective, such existing high quality will be maintained until it has been
demonstrated to the State that any change will be consistent with maximum
benefit to the people of the State, will not unreasonably affect present
and anticipated beneficial use of such water, and will not result in water
quality 1ess than that prescribed in the policies.

2.

Any activity which produces or may produce a waste or increased volume or
concentration of waste and which discharges or proposes to discharge to
existing high quality waters will be required to meet waste discharge
requirements which will result in the best practicable treatment or control of
the discharge necessary to assure that (a) a pollution or nuisance will not
occur and (b) the highest water quality consistent with maximum benefit tQ the
people of the State will be maintained.

3.

In implementing this policy, the Secretary of the Interior will be kept
advised and will be provided with such information as he will need to
discharge his responsibilities under the Federal Water Pollution Control Act.

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that a copy of this resolution be forwarded to the
Secretary of the Interior as part of California's water quality control policy
.
submission.
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. The federal antidegradation regulation 40 CFR 131.12, initially adopted in 1975,
establishes requirements for protection of high quality waters. To wit:
"Section 131.12 Antidegradation Policy.
(a) The State shall develop and adopt a statewide antidegradation policy and
identify the methods for implementing such policy pursuant to this subpart.- The
antidegradation policy and implementation method shall, at a minimum, be
consistent with the following:
(1)

Existing instream water uses and the level of water quality necessary to
protect the existing uses shall be maintained and protected.

(2)

Where the quality of the waters exceeds levels necessary to support
propagation of fish, shellfish, and wildlife and recreation in and on the
water, that quality shall be maintained and protected unless the State
finds, after full satisfaction of the intergovernmental coordination and
public participation provisions of the State's continuing planning
process, that allowing lower water quality is necessary to accommodate
important economic or social development in the area in which the waters
are located. In allQwing such degradation or lower water quality, the
State shall assure water quality adequate to protect existing uses fully.
Further, the State shall assure that there shall be achieved the highest
statutory and regulatory requirements for all new and existing point
sources and all cost-effective and reasonable best management practices
for nonpoint source control.

(3)

Where high quality waters constitute an outstanding national resource,
such as waters of n~tional and State parks and wildlife refuges and
waters of exceptional recreational or ecological significance, that water
quality shall be maintained and protected.

(4)

In those cases where potential water quality impairment associated with a
thermal discharge is involved, the antidegradation policy and
implementing method .shall be consistent with Section 316 of the Act.!!"

1/ Section 316(a) of the Clean Water Act states that the thermal component of an
effluent limitation need only be stringent enough to assure the protection and
propagation of a balanced, indigenous population of shellfish, fish, and
wildlife in and on the body of the receiving water. Section 316(c), in
effect, allows thermal discharges from a point source to, meet standards
imposed by Sections 301 or 303 (balanced indigenous populations) only for a
fixed period as noted in Section 316(c). The federal antidegradation
regulation is a more-stringent limitation and, thus, cannot be applied to
these discharges.
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From:

Water Quality Standards Handbook, Second Draft,

USEPA~

June 1989

. 4.9 Questions and Answers on Antidegradation
This section uses a question and answer format to present information about
the origin of the policy, the meaning of various terms, and its application in
both general terms and in specific examples. A number of the questions and .
answers are closely related; the reader is advised to consider the section in its
entirety ... rather than to focus on particular answers in isolation. While this
section obviously does not address every question which could arise concerning the
policy, we hope that the principles it set out will aid the reader in applying the
policy in other situations.
These following questions and answers are sUbstantially the same as those in
the document entitled uestions and Answers on Antide radation, August 1985,
(designated as Appendix A to C apter 2 0 t e Water Qua ity Standards Handbook,
December 1983.) The questions have been renumbered and separated into sections.
Minor changes in the answers to question #2 in 4.12.1 have been made to reflect
the Clean Water Act Amendments of 1987 or changes in the reference document
citations .
. 4.9.1 General Policy Questions
4.9.1.1 WHAT IS THE ORIGIN OF THE ANTIDEGRADATION POLICY?
The basic policy was established on February 8, 1968, by the Secretary of the
U.S. Department of the Interior. It was included in EPA's first water quality
standards regulation (40 CFR 130.17, 40 FR 55340-41, November 28, 1975). It was
slightly refined and repromulgated as part of the current program regulation
published on November 8, 1983 (48 FR 51400, 40 CFR 131.12). An antidegradation
policy is one of the minimum elements required to be included in a state's water
quality standards.
4.9.1.2 WHERE IN THE CLEAN WATER ACT (CWA) IS THERE A REQUIREMENT FOR
ANTIDEGRADATION POLICY OR SUCH A POLICY EXPRESSED?
There is no explicit requirement for such a policy in the Act. However, the
policy is consistent with the spirit, intent, and goals of the Act, especially the
clause
restore and maintain the chemical, physical and biological integrity
of the Nation's waters (Section 10l(a)) and arguably is covered by the provision
of Section 303(a) which made water quality standard requirements under prior law.
the starting point for CWA water quality requirements. In addition, Section
303(d)(4)(B) of the Clean Water Act Amendments of 1987 explicitly refers to
satisfaction of the antidegradation requirements of 40 CFR 131.12 prior to taking
various actions which would lower water quality. This demonstrates that the
antidegradation policy is clearly recognized by Congress and is expected to be
implemented to meet the goals of the Clean Water Act.
II • • •

II

II

ll
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4.9.1.3 CAN A STATE JUSTIFY NOT HAVING AN ANTIDEGRADATION POLICY IN ITS WATER
QUALITY STANDARDS?
EPA's water quality standards regulation requires each state to adopt an
antidegradation policy and specifies the minimum requirements for a policy. If
not included in the standards regulation of a state, the policy must be
specifically referenced in the water quality standards so that the functional
relationship between the policy and the standards is clear. Regardless of the
location of the policy, it must meet all applicable requirements.
4.9.1.4 WHAT HAPPENS IF A STATE'S ANTIDEGRADATION POLICY DOES NOT MEET THE
.
REGULATORY REQUIREMENTS?
If this occurs either through State action to revise its policy or through
revised federal requirements, the state would be given an opportunity to make its
policy consistent ·with the regulation. If this is not done, EPA has the authority
to promulgate the policy for the state pursuant to Section 303(c)(4) of the Clean
Water Act.
4.9.1.5 WHAT COULD HAPPEN IF A STATE FAILED TO IMPLEMENT ITS ANTIDEGRADATION
POLICY PROPERLY?
If a state issues an NPDES permit which violates the required antidegradation
policy, it would be subject to a discretionary EPA veto under Section 402(d) or to
a citizen challenge. In addition to actions on permits, any wasteload allocations
and total maximum daily loads violating the antidegradation policy are subject to
EPA disapproval and EPA promu19ation of a new wasteload allocation/total maximum
daily load under Section 303(d) of the Act. If a significant pattern of violation
was evident, EPA could constrain the award of grants or possibly revoke any
federal permitting capability that had been delegated. to the state. If the state
issues a Section 401 certification (for an EPA issued NPDES permit) which fails to
reflect the requirements of the antidegradation policy, EPA will, on its own
initiative, add any additional or more stringent effluent limitations required to
ensure compliance with Section 301(b)(1)(C). If the faulty Section 401
certification related to permits issued by other federal agencies (e.g., a Corp of
Engineers Section 404 permit), EPA could comment unfavorably upon permit issuance.
The public, of course, could bring pressure upon the permit issuing agency.
4.9.1.5 WILL THE APPLICATION OF THE ANTIDEGRADATION POLICY ADVERSELY IMPACT
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT?
.. ,0"

This concern has been raised since the inception of the anti degradation/
policy. The answer remains the same. The policy has been carefully structured to
minimize adverse effects on economic development while protecting the water
quality goals of the Act. As Secretary Udall put it in 1968, the policy serves
"... the dual purpose of carrying out the letter and spirit of the Act without
interfering unduly with further economic development 'l (Secretary Udall, February,
1968). Application qf the policy could affect the levels and/or kinds of waste
treatment necessary or result in the lise of alternate sites where the
environmental impact would be less damaging. These effects could have economic
implications as do all other environmental controls.
-2-
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CERTIFICATION
The undersigned, Executive Officer of the State Water Resources Control Board,
does hereby certify that the foregoing is a full, true, and correct copy of a
resolution duly and regularly adopted at a meeting of the State Water Resources
Control Board held on October 24, 1968.
Dated: . October 28, 1968

lsI
Kerry W. Mulligan
Executive Officer
State Water Resources
Control Board
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4.9.1.7 HOW MAY THE PUBLIC PARTICIPATION REQUIREMENTS BE SATISFIED?
This requirement may be satisfied in several ways. The state may obviously
hold a public hearing or hearings. The state may also satisfy the requirement by
providing the opportunity for the public to request a hearing. Activities which
may affect several water bodies in a river basin or sub-basin may be considered in
a single hearing. To ease the resource burden on both the state and public,
standards issues may be combined with hearings on environmental impact statements,
water management plans, or permits. However, if this i:s done, the public must be
clearly informed that possible changes in water quality standards are being
considered along with other activities. In other words, it is inconsistent with'
the water quality standards regulation to ~back-door~ changes in standards through
actions on EIS's wasteload allocations, plans, or permits.
4.9.1.8 IS POLLUTION RESULTING FROM NONPOINT SOURCE ACTIVITIES SUBJECT TO
PROVISIONS OF THE ANTI DEGRADATION POLICY?
Nonpoint source activities are not exempt from the provisions of the
antidegradation policy. The language of Section 131.12 (a)(2) of the regulation:
~Further, the state shall assure that there shall be achieved the highest
.
statutory and regulatory requirements for all new and existing point sources and
all cost-effective and reasonable best management practices for nonpoint source
control" reflects statutory provisions of the Clean Water Act. While it is true
that the Act does not establish a regulatory program for nonpoint sources, it
clearly intends that the BMPs developed and approved under Sections 205(j), 208
and. 303(e) be aggressively implemented by the states.
,
4.9.1.9 WHAT IS MEANT .BY THE REQUIREMENT THAT WHERE A THERMAL DISCHARGE IS
INCLUDED, THE ANTIDEGRADATlON POLICY SHALL BE CONSISTENT WITH
SECTION 316 OF THE ACT?
This requirement is contained in Section 131.12 (a)(4) of the regulation and
is intended to coordinate the requirements and procedures of the anti degradation
policy with those established in the Act for setting thermal discharge
limitations. Regulations implementing Section 316 may be found at 40CFR 124.66.
The statutory scheme and legislative history indicate that limitations developed
under Section 316 take precedence over other requirements of the Act.
4.9.1.10 WHAT IS THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE ANTIDEGRADATION POLICY, STATE WATER
RIGHTS USE LAWS AND SECTION 101(g) OF THE CLEAN WATER ACT WHICH DEALS
WITH STATE AUTHORITY TO ALLOCATE WATER QUANTITIES?
The exact limitations imposed by section 101(g) are unclear, however, the
legislative history and the courts interpreting it do indicate that it does not
nullify water quality measures authorized by CWA (such as water quality standards
and their upgrading,· and NPDES and 402 permits) even if such measures incidentally
affect individual water rights. Those authorities al~o indicate that if there is
a way to reconcile water quality needs and water quantity allocations, such
accommodation should be pursued. In other words, where there are alternate ways
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to meet the water quality requirements of the Act, the one with least disruption
to water quantity allocations should be chosen. Where a planned diversion would
lead to a violation of water quality standards (either the antidegradation policy
or a criterion), a 404 permit associated with the diversion should be suitably
conditioned if possible and/or additional nonpoint and/or point source controls
should be imposed t6 compensate.
4.9.1.11 AFTER READING THE REGULATION, THE PREAMBLE, AND ALL THESE QUESTIONS AND
ANSWERS, I STILL DONIT UNDERSTAND ANTIDEGRADATION, WHOM CAN I TALK TO?

Call Mr. Dave Sabeck at the Standards Branch at: (202) 475-7315, or
Mr. Phil Woods, Wat~r Quality Standards Coordinator, at EPA Region 9 at (415)
351-8653.
4.S.2 Protection of Existing ·Uses
4.9.2.1

WHAT IS THE PROPER INTERPRETATION OF THE TERM "AN EXISTING USE"?

An existing use can be established by demonstrating that fishing, swimming,
or other uses have actually occurred since November 28, 1975, or that the water
quality is suitable to allow such uses to occur (unless there are physical
problems which prevent the use regardless of water quality). An ~xample of the
latter is an area where shellfish are propagating and surviving in a biologically
suitable habitat and are available and suitable for harvesting. Such facts clearly
establish that shellfish harvesting is an "existing" use, not one dependent on
improvements in water quality. To argue otherwise would be to say that the only
time an aquatic protection use "exists" is if someone succeeds in catching fish.
4.9.2.2 THE WATER QUALITY STANDARDS REGULATION STATES THAT "EXISTING USES AND THE

LEVEL OF WATER QUALITY NECESSARY TO PROTECT THE EXISTING USES 'SHALL BE
MAINTAINED AND PROTECTED." HOW FULLY AND AT WHAT LEVEL OF PROTECTION IS
AN EXISTING USE TO BE PROTECTED IN ORDER TO SATISFY THE ABOVE
REQUIREMENT?

No activity is allowable under the antidegradation policy which would
partially or completely eliminate any existing use whether or not that use is
designated in a stnte1s water quality standards. The aquatic protection use is a
broad category requiring further explanation. Species that are in the water body
and which are consist'ent with the designated use (i.e., not aberrational) must· be
protected, even if not prevalent in number or importance. Nor can activity be
allowed which would render the species unfit for maintaining the use. Water
quality should be such that it results in no mortality and no significant growth
or reproductive impairment of resident species. (See Section 4.9.2.9 for situation
where an aberrant sensitive species may exist.) Any lowering of water quality
below this full level of protection is not allowed. A state may develop
. subcategories of aquatic protection uses but cannot choose different levels of
protection for like uses. The fact that sport or commercial fish are not present
does not mean that the water may not be supporting an aquatic life. protection
function. An existing aquatic community composed entirely of invertebrates and
plants, such as may be found in a pristine alpine tributary stream should still be
protected whether or not such a stream supports a fishery. Even though the
-4-
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shorthand expression "fishable/swimmable" is often used, the actual objective of
. the act is to "restore and maintain the chemical, physical, and biological
integrity of our Nation's waters" (Section lOl(a)}. The term "aquatic life" would
more accurately reflect the protection of the aquatic community that was intended
in Section lOl(a}(2} of the Act.
4.9.2.3 IS THERE ANY SITUATION WHERE AN EXISTING USE CAN BE REMOVED?
In general, no. Water quality may sometimes be affected, but an existing
use, and the level of water quality.to protect it must be maintained (Section
131.12(a)(1) and (2) of the regulation). However, the state may limit or not
designate such a use if the reason for such action is non-water quality related.
For example, a state may wish to impose a temporary shellfishing ban to prevent
over-harvesting and ensure an abundant population over the long run, or may wish
to restrict swimming from heavily trafficked areas. If the state chooses, for
non-water quality reasons, to limit use designations, it must still adopt criteria
to protect· the use if there is a reasonable likelihood it will actually occur
(e.g., swimming in a prohibited water). However, if the statelsaction is based
o.n a recognition that water quality is likely to be lowered to the point that it
no longer is sufficient to protect and maintain an existing use, then such action
is inconsistent with the antidegradation policy.
4.9.2.4 HOW DOES THE REQUIREMENT THAT THE LEVEL OF WATER QUALITY NECESSARY TO
PROTECT THE EXISTING USE(S) BE MAINTAINED AND PROTECTED, WHICH APPEARS IN
SECTIONS 131.12(a}(1}, (2), AND (3) OF THE WATER QUALITY STANDARDS
REGULATION, ACTUALLY WORK?
.
Section 131.12(a}(1}i as described in the Preamble to the regulation,
provides the absolute floor of water quality in all waters of the United States.
This paragraph applies a minimum level of protection to all waters, however, it is
most pertinent to waters having beneficial uses that are less than the Section
101(a)(2) goals of the Act. If it can be proven, in that situation, that water
quality exceeds that necessary to fully protect the existing use(s) and exceeds
water quality standards but is not of sufficient quality to cause a better use to
be achieved, then that water quality may be lowered to the level required to fully
protect the existing use as long as existing water quality standards and
downstream water quality standards are not affected. If this does not involve a
change in standards, no public hearing would be required under Section 303(c).
However, public participation would still be provided in connection with the
issuance of an NPDES permit or amendment of a 208 plan. If, however, analysis
indicates that the higher water quality does result in abetter use, even if not
up to the SectionlOl(a)(2) goals, then the water quality standards must be
upgraded to reflect the uses presently being attained (Section 131.10(i)}.
.
Section 131.12(a}(2} applies to waters whose quality exceeds that necessary to
protect the Section 101(a}(2} goals of the Act. In this case, water quality may
not be lowered to less than the level necessary to fully protect the I'fishable
/swimmable" uses and other existing uses and may be lowered even to those levels
only after following all the provisions described in Section 131.12(a)(2}. This
requirement applies to individual water quality parameters. Section 131.12(a)(3)
applies to Outstanding National Resource Waters (ONRW) where the ordinary use
classifications and supporting criteria are not appropriate. As described in the
Preamble to the water quality standards regulation "States may allow some limited
-5-
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activities which result in temporary and short-term changes in water quality," but
such changes in water quality should not alter the essential character or special
use which makes the water an ONRW. Anyone or a combination of several activities
may trigger the anti degradation policy analysis as discussed above. Such
activities include a scheduled water quality standards review, the establishment
of new or revised wasteloadallocations NPDES permits, the demonstration of need
for advanced treatment or request by private or public agencies or individuals for
a special study of the water body.
4.9.2.5 WILL AN ACTIVITY WHICH WILL DEGRADE WATER QUALITY, AND PRECLUDE AN
EXISTING USE IN ONLY A PORTION OF A WATER BODY (BUT ALLOW IT TO REMAIN IN
OTHER PARTS OF THE WATER BODY) SATISFY THE ANTIDEGRADATION REQUIREMENT
THAT EXISTING USES SHALL BE MAINTAINED AND PROTECTED?
No~
Existing uses must be maintained in all parts of the water body segment
in question other than in restricted mixing zones. For example, an activity which
lowers water quality such that a buffer zone must be established within a previous
shellfish harvesting area is inconsistent with the antidegradation policy.
(However, a slightly different approach is taken for fills in wetlands, as
explained in Question 4.9~2.7.)

4.9.2.6 DOES ANTIDEGRADATION APPLY TO POTENTIAL USES?
No. The focus of the antidegradation policy is on protecting existing uses.
Of course, insofar as existing uses and water quality are protected and maintained
by the policy, the eventual improvement of water quality and attainment of new
uses may be facilitated. The use attainability requirements of Section 131.10
also help ensure that attainable potential uses are actually attained. (See also
sections 4.9.2.1 and 4.9.2.4)
4.9.2.7 FILL OPERATIONS IN WETLANDS AUTOMATICALLY ELIMINATE ANY EXISTING USE IN
THE FILLED AREA. HOW IS THE ANTI DEGRADATION POLICY APPLIED IN THAT
SITUATION?
'
Since a literal interpretation of the antidegradation policy cQuld result in
preventing the issuance of any wetland fill permit under Section 404 of the Clean
Water Act, and it is logical to assume that Congress intended so~e such permits to
be granted within the framework of the Act, EPA interprets Section 131.12 (a)(l)
of the antidegradation policy to be satisfied with regard to fills in wetlands, if
the discharge did not result in "significant degradation" to the aquatic ecosystem
as defined under Section 230.10(c) of the Section 404(b)(1) guidelines.' If any
wetlands were found to have better water quality than "fishable/swimmable", the
state would be allowed to lower water quality to the no significant degradation
level as long as the requirements of Section 131.12(a)(2) were followed. As for
the ONRW provision of antidegradation (131.12(a)(3», there is no difference in
the way it applies to wetlands and other water bodies.
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4.9.2.9 A STREAM, DES1GNATED AS A WARM WATER FISHERY, HAS BEEN FOUND TO CONTAIN A
SMALL, APPARENTLY NATURALLY OCCURRING POPULATION OF A COLD-WATER GAME
FISH. THESE FISH APPEAR TO HAVE ADAPTED TO THE NATURAL WARM WATER
TEMPERATURES OF THE STREAM WHICH WOULD NOT NORMALLY ALLOW THEIR GROWTH
AND REPRODUCTION. WHAT IS THE EXISTING USE WHICH MUST BE PROTECTED UNDER
SECTION 131.12(a)(l)?
Section 131:12(a)(l) states that "Existing instream water uses and level of
water quality necessary to protect the existing uses shall be maintained and
protected." . While sustaining a small cold-water fish population, the stream does
not support an existing use of a "cold-water fishery." The existing stream
temperatures are unsuitable for a thriving cold~watet fishery. The small marginal
population is an artifact and should not be employed to mandate a more stringent
use (true cold-water fishery) where natural conditions are not suitable for that
use. A use attainability analysis or other scientific assessment should be used
to determine whether the aquatic life population is in fact an artifact or is a
stable population requiring water quality protection. Where.·species appear in
areas not normally expected, some adaptation may have occurred and site specific
criteria may be appropriately developed. Should the cold-water fish population
consist of a threatened or endangered species, it may require protection under the
Endangered Species Act. Otherwise the stream need only be protected as a warm
water fishery.
4.9.2.10 HOW DOES EPAIS ANTIDEGRADATION POLICY APPLY TO A WATERBODY WHERE A CHANGE
IN MANIS ACTIVITIES IN OR AROUND THAT WATERBODY WILL PRECLUDE AN EXISTING
USE FROM BEING FULLY MAINTAINED?
.
If a planned activity will foreseeably lower water quality to the extent that
it no longer is sufficient to protect and maintain the exist)ng uses in that
waterbody, such an activity is inconsistent with EPAls antidegradation policy
which requires that existing uses are to be maintained. In such a circumstance,
the planned activity must be avoided or adequate mitigation or preventive measures
must be taken to ensure that the existing uses and the water quality to protect
. them will be maintained. In addition, in "high quality waters" under Section
131.12(a)(2), before any lowering of water quality occurs, there must be: 1) a
finding that it is necessary in order to accommodate important economical or
social development in the area in which the waters are located, (2) full
satisfaction of all intergovernmental coordination and public participation
provisions, and (3) assurance that the highest statutory and regulatory
requirements and best management practices for pollutant controls are achieved.
This provision can normally be satisfied by the completion of Water Quality
Management Plan updates or by a similar process that allows for public
participation and intergovernmental coordination. This provision is intended to .
provide relief only in a few extraordinary circumstances where the economic and
social need for the activity clearly outweighs the benefit of maintaining water
quality above that required for "fishable/swimmable" water, and the two cannot
both be achieved. The burden of demonstration on the individual proposing such
activity will be ver~ high. In any case, moreover, the existing use must be
maintained and the activity shall not preclude the maintenance of a
"fishable/swimmable" level of water quality protection.

-7-

.,
ANTIDEGRADATION POLICY IMPLEMENTATION
FOR NPDES PERMITTING
APPENDIX 1..3

05/90

4.9.2.11 IF A WATER BODY WITH A PUBLIC WATER SUPPLY DESIGNATED USE IS, FOR NONWATER QUALITY REASONS, NO LONGER USED FOR DRINKING WATER MUST THE STATE
RETAIN THE PUBLIC WATER SUPPLY USE AND CRITERIA IN ITS STANDARDS?
Under 40 CFR 131.10(h)(1), the state may delete the public water 'supply use
designation and criteria if the state adds or retains other use designations for
the waterbodies which have more stringent criteria. The state may also delete the
use and ~riteria if the public water supply is not an "existing use" as
defined in Section 131.3 (i.e., achieved on or after November 1975), as long as
one of the Section 131.10(g} justifications for removal is met. Otherwise, the
state must maintain the criteria even if it restricts the actual use on nonwater quality grounds, as long as there is any possibility the water could
actually be used for drinking. (This is analogous to the swimming example in the
preamble.)
4.9.3 Protection of Water Quality in High Quality Waters
4.9.3.1

IN HIGH QUALITY WATERS, ARE NEW DISCHARGERS OR EXPANSION OF EXISTING
FACILITIES SUBJECT TO THE PROVISIONS OF ANTI DEGRADATION?

Yes. Since such activities would presumably lower water quality, they would
not be permissible unless the state finds that it is necessary to accommodate
important economic or social development (Section 1~1.12(a)(2). In addition the
minimum technology based requirements must be met, including new source
performance standards. This standard would be implemented through the wasteload
and NPDES permit process for such new or expanded sources.
4.9.3.2 WHAT DOES EPA MEAN BY ".•. THE STATE SHALL ENSURE THAT THERE SHALL BE
ACHIEVED THE HIGHEST STATUTORY AND REGULATORY REQUIREMENTS FOR ALL NEW
AND EXISTING POINT SOURCES AND ALL COST EFFECTIVE AND REASONABLE BEST
MANAGEMENT PRACTICES FOR NONPOINT SOURCE CONTROL" (SECTION 131.12(a)(2)?
This requirement ensures that the limited provision for lowering water
quality of high quality waters down to "fishable/swimmable" levels will not be
used to undercut the Clean Water Act requirements for point source and nonpoint
source pollution control. Furthermore, by ensuring compliance with such statutory
and regulatory controls, there is less chance that a lowering of water quality
will be sought in order to accommodate new economic and social development.
4.9.3.3 WHAT DOES EPA MEAN BY "... IMPORTANT ECONOMIC OR SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT IN THE
AREA IN WHICH THE WATERS ARE LOCATED" IN SECTION 131.12(a)(2)?
This phrase is simply intended to convey a general concept regarding what
level of social and economic development could be used to justify a change in high
quality waters. Any more exact meaning will evolve through case-by-case
application under the state's continuing planning process. Although EPA has
issued suggestions on what might be considered in determining economic or social
impacts, the Agency has no predetermined level of activity that is defined as
"important" (see Section 4.4.3.3).
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4.9.4 Waste load Allocations
4.9.4.1 WHAT IS THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN WASTELOAD ALLOCATIONS, TOTAL MAXIMUM
DAILY LOADS, AND THE ANTIDEGRADATION POLICY?
Waste10adallocations distribute the allowable pollutant loadings to a stream
between dischargers. Such allocations also consider the contribution to pollutant
loadings from nonpoint sources. Wasteload allocations must reflect applicable
state water quality standards including the antidegradation policy. No wasteload
allocation can be developed or NPDES permit issued that would result in a standard
being violated, or, in the case of waters whose quality exceeds that necessary for
the Section 101(a)(2) goals of the Act, can result in a lowering of water Quality
unless the applicable public participation, intergovernmental review and baseline
control requirements of the anti degradation policy have been met.
4.9.4.2 DO THE INTERGOVERNMENTAL COORDINATION AND PUBLIC PARTICIPATION
REQUIREMENTS WHICH ESTABLISH THE PROCEDURES FOR DETERMINING THAT WATER
QUALITY WHICH EXCEEDS THAT NECESSARY TO SUPPORT THE SECTION 101(a)(2)
GOAL OF THE ACT MAY BE LOWERED APPLY TO CONSIDERING ADJUSTMENTS TO THE
WASTELOAD ALLOCATIONS DEVELOPED FOR THE DISCHARGERS IN THE AREA?
Yes. Section 131.12(a)(2) of the water quality standards regulation is
directed towards changes in water Quality per se, not just toward changes in
standards. The intent is to ensure that no activity which will cause water
quality to decline in existing high quality waters is undertaken without adequate
public review. Therefore, if a change in waste10ad allocation could alter water
Quality in high Quality waters, the public participation and coordination
requirements apply.
4.9.4.3 IS THE ANSWER TO THE ABOVE QUESTION DIFFERENT IF,THE WATER QUALITY IS
LESS THAN THAT NEEDED TO SUPPORT "FISHABLE/SWIMMABLE" USES?
Yes. Nothing in either the water quality standards or the wasteload
allocation regulations requires the same degree of public participation or
intergovernmental coordination for such waters as is required for high quality
-waters. However, as discussed in Section 4.9.1.7, public participation would
still be provided in connection with the issuance of a NPDES permit or amendment
of a 208 plan. Also, if the action which causes reconsideration of the existing
waste loads (such as dischargers withdrawing from the area) will result in an
improvement in water quality which makes a better use attainable, even if not up
to the "fishable/swimmab1e goal, then the water quality standards must be
upgraded and full public review ;s required for any action affecting changes in
standards. Although not specifically required by the standards regulation between
the triennial reviews, we recommend that the state conduct a use attainability
analysis to determine if water quality improvement will result ;n attaining higher
uses than currently designated in situations where significant changes in
waste loads are expected.
ll
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4.9.4.4 SEVERAL FACILITIES ON A STREAM SEGMENT DISCHARGE PHOSPHORUS CONTAINING
WASTES. AMBIENT PHOSPHORUS CONCENTRATIONS MEET CLASS B STANDARDS, BUT
BARELY. THREE DISCHARGERS ACHIEVE ELIMINATION OF DISCHARGE BY DEVELOPING
A LAND TREATMENT SYSTEM. AS A RESULT, ACTUAL WATER QUALITY IMPROVES
(I.E., PHOSPHORUS LEVELS DECLINE) BUT NOT QUITE TO THE LEVEL NEEDED TO
MEET CLASS A (FISHABLE/S WIMMABLE) STANDARDS. CAN THE THREE REMAINING
DISCHARGERS NOW INCREASE THEIR PHOSPHORUS DISCHARGE WITH THE RESULT THAT
WATER QUALITY DECLINES (PHOSPHORUS LEVELS INCREASE) TO PREVIOUS LEVELS?

Nothing in the water quality standards regulation explicitly prohibits this
(see Sections 4.9.2.4 and 4.9.4.3). Of course, changes in their NPDES permit
limits may be subject to non-water quality constraints, such as BPT or BAT, which
may restrict this.
4.9.4.5 SUPPOSE IN THE ABOVE SITUATION ·WATER QUALITY IMPROVES TO THE POINT THAT
ACTUAL WATER QUALITY NOW MEETS CLASS A REQUIREMENTS. IS THE ANSWER
DIFFERENT?
Yes. The standards must be upgraded (see Section 4.9.2.4).
4.9.4.6 AS AN ALTERNATIVE CASE, SUPPOSE PHOSPHORUS LOADINGS GO DOWN AND WATER
QUALITY IMPROVES BECAUSE OF A CHANGE IN FARMING PRACTICES, E.G.,
INITIATION OF A SUCCESSFUL NONPOINT PROGRAM. ARE THE ABOVE ANSWERS THE
SAME?

Yes. Whether the improvement results from a change in point or nonpoint
source activity is immaterial to how any aspect of the standards regulation
operates. Section 131.10(d) clearly indicates that uses are deemed attainable if
they can be achieved by
cost-effective and reasonable best management
. practices for nonpoint source control". Section 131.12(a)(2) of the
antidegradation policy contains essentially the same wording.
II • • •

4.9.4.7 WHEN A POLLUTANT DISCHARGE CEASES FOR ANY REASON, MAY THE WASTELOAD
ALLOCATIONS FOR THE OTHER DISCHARGES IN THE AREA BE ADJUSTED TO REFLECT
THE ADDITIONAL LOADING AVAILABLE? .

This may be done consistent with the antidegradation policy only under two
circumstances: (1) in "high quality ~aters" where after the full satisfaction of
all public participation and intergovernmental review requirements, such
adjustments are considered necessary to accommodate important economic or social
development and the "threshold" level requirements are metj or (2) in less than
"high quality waters", when the expected improvement in water quality will not
cause a better use to be achieved, the adjusted loads still meet water quality
standards, and the new wasteload allocations are at least as stringent as
technology-based limitations. Of course, all applicable requirements of the
Section 402 permit regulations would have to be satisfied before a permittee could
increase its discharge.
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State of California

Memorandum
'1'0

Regional Board Executive Officers
James W. Baetge
Ray Walsh

Prom

/s/
William R. Attwater
Chief Counsel
STATE WATER RESOURCES CONTROL BOARD

Subject:

FEDERAL ANlIDEGRADAlION POLICY

Date

October 7, 1987

This memorandum is intended to provide guidance on the application of the
federal antidegradation policy to actions by the State Water Resources Control
Board (State Board) and the California Regional Water Quality Control Boards
(Regional Boards).
OVERVIEW
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Water Quality Standards regulations
require that each state have an "antidegradation policy." 40 CFR SectiQns
131.6(d), 131.12. Each state's policy must, at a minimum, be consistent with
the principles set forth in 40 CFR Section 131.12 (hereinafter referred to as
the "federal antidegradation policy") •. This regulation establishes a
three-part test for determining when increa.ses in pollutant loadings or other
adverse changes in surface water quality may be permitted:
"(1) Existing instream water uses and the level of water quality
necessary to protect the existing uses shall be maintained and
protected.
(2) Where the quality of the waters exceed levels necessary to support
propagation of fish, shellfish, and wildlife and recreation in and on
the water, that quality shall be maintained and protected unless the
State finds after full satisfaction of the intergovernmental
coordination and public participation provisions of the State's
continuing planning process that allowing lower water quality is
necessary to accommodate important economic or social development in the
area in which the waters are located. In allowing such degradation or
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lower water quality, the State shall assure water quality adequate to
protect existing uses fully. Further, the State shall assure that there
shall be achieved the highest statutory and regulatory requirements for
all new and existing point sources and all cost-effective and reasonable
best management practices for nonpoint source control.
(3) Where high quality waters constitute an outstanding national
resource, such as waters of national and State parks and wildlife
refuges and waters of exceptional recreational or ecological
significance, that water quality shall be maintained and protected."
40 eFR Section 131.12(a).
State Board Resolution No. 68-16, the "Statement of Policy with Respect to
Maintaining High Quality of Waters in California", satisfies the requirement.
that the State have a policy which, at a minimum, is consistent with the
federal antidegradation policy. The State Board has interpreted State Board
Resolution No. 68-16 to incorporate the federal antidegrad~tion policy in
situations where the federal antidegradation policy is applicable. State'
Board Order No. WQ 86-17 at 16-19. State Board Resolution No. 68-16 is part
of state policy for water quality control, which guides the regulatory
programs for the State and Regional Boards and is binding on all state
agencies. See California Water Code Section 13140 et seq.
The State Board has interpreted State Board Resolution No. 68-16 to
incorporate the federal antidegradation policy in order to ensure consistency
with federal Clean Water Act requirements. See State Board Order No. WQ 86-17
at 17-18.
Attached are copies of EPAls Questions and Answers on: Antidegradation and
EPA Region 9 1 s Guidance on Implementing the Antidegradation Provisions of 40
eFR 131.12. These documents can be used as guidance in applying the federal
anti degradation policy.
Also [see] State Board Order No. WQ 86-17. The order discusses the federal
antidegradation policy at pages 16-24. EPA provided comments on the proposed
order, stating that EPA concurred in the State Board's analysis.
As indicated by the· attached material, application of the federal
anti degradation policy often will hinge on the specific facts of the case.
Thus, it is not possible to provide a definitive exposition as to how the
policy should be applied.
The federal antidegradation policy serves as a "catchall" water quality
standard, to be applied where other water quality standards are not specific
enough for a particular water body or portion of that water body, or where
other water quality standards do not address a particular pollutant. The test
also serves to provide guidance for standard setting and for other regulatory
decisions, to determine when additional control measures should be required to
maintain instream beneficial uses or to maintain high quality waters.
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The federal anti degradation policy emphasizes protection of instream
beneficial uses, especially protection of aquatic organisms. In most cases,
where instream beneficial uses will not be impaired and no outstanding
national resource waters will be affected, the federal antidegradation policy
is not an absolute bar to reductions in water quality. Rather, the policy
requires that reductions in water quality be justified as necessary to
accommodate important social and economic development. The outcome will often
depend upon a balancing of competing interests, the decision resting in the
sound judgment of the State and Regional Boards.
This memorandum provides general guidance as to where the federal
antidegradation policy applies, and how the three-part test established by the
antidegradation policy should be applied.

Y. Applicability of the Federal Antidegradation Policy
The three-part test set forth in the federal antidegradation policy
is triggered by reduction in surface water quality. The first step
in analyzing the requirements of the federal antidegradation policy
as applied to a particular activity is to determine if the activity
will lower surface water quality; only if there is reduction in
water ~uality must the three-part test be applied to determine if
the activity may be permitted. See EPA Region 9, Guidance on
Implementing the Antidegradation Provisions of 40 CFR 131.12
at4.
A.

Waters of the United States
The federal antidegradation policy is part of EPA's Water
Quality Standards regulations. Each state's water quality
standards must include a policy consistent with the federal
antidegradation policy. 40 CFR Section 131.6(d). Thus, the
State and Regional Boards must apply the federal antidegradation
policy to all "waters of the United States" within the State of
California. See generally Clean Water Act Sections 303(e)(3),
502(7), 33 U.S.C. Section 1313(e)(3), 1362(7); Kentucky v.
Train, 9 LR.C. 1281 (LD. Ky. 1976).
'
The term "waters of the United States" is broadly defined, to
i~clude essentially all surface waters.
See, e.g., Quivara
Mining Co. v. United States Environmental Protection A enc 765
F.2d 126 lOth 1r. 1985 cert. en1e
U.S.
,06 S.Ct.
761 (1986). "Waters of the United States" do not include ground
waters. See Exxon v. Train, 554 F.2d 1310 (5th Cir. 1977).
Where only ground waters are affected, State Board Resolution
No. 68-16 still applies, but does not incorporate the ,federal
antidegradation policy; the State and Regional Boards must apply
the general policies set for the State Board Resolution
No. 68-16 to changes in ground water quality, but need not
address the specific, three-part test established by the federal
antidegradation .policy. See State Board Order No. WQ 86-17 at
19.
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The boundaries of the State of California extend three miles
seaward from the coast line. peop~e v. Weeren, 26 Ca1;3d 654,
660-61~ 607 P.2d 1279, 1281-82, 16 . Ca1.Rptr. 255, 257-258,
cert. denied 440 U.S. 839, 101 S.Ct. 115 (1980); see Id. at 622,
607 P.2d 1282-83, 183 Cal.Rptr. at 258-59 (coast line is defined
as the ordinary low water mark or the seaward limit of inland
waters). See generally United States v. California, 381 U.S.
139, 164, 169-70, 85 S.Ct. 1401, 1415, 1418 (1965) (establishing
t~st for identifying inland waters, a test satisfied by Monterey
Bay but not b~ the Santa Barbara Channel, Santa Monica Bay, or
San pedro Bay); 44 Ops.Cal. Atty.Gen. 135 (1966). Compare Cal.
Water Code Section 13200 with Clean Water Act Section 502,
U.S.C.A. Section 1362 ("boundaries of the state," for purposes
of defining those areas for which water quality standards are
required under the Porter-Cologne Water Quality Control Act,
include the waters of the "territorial sea", as defined in the
Clean Water Act, but do not include waters beyond the three-mile
limit, defined as waters of the "contiguous zone" and the
"ocean" under the Clean Water Act).
The State may exercise authority over'activities beyond its
boundaries in order to protect the State's legitimate interests.
People v. Weeren, 26 Cal.3d at 666, 607 P.2d at 1285, 163 Cal.
Rptr. at 261; see Cal. Water Code Secti6n 13260 (a)( 2). But
the State's water quality standards, including the state policy
incorporating the federal anti degradation policy, .extend only to
waters within the boundaries of the State. See Clean Water Act
Section 303(e)(3), 507(7), 507(8), 33 U.S.C. Sections 1313
(e)(3), 1367(7), 1367(8); Cal. Water· Code Sections 13050(e)i
13200.
Thus,' for offshore discharges, application of the federal
antidegradation policy by the State and Regional Boards is
triggered only by changes in water quality within the three-mile
limit. If there is a change within the three-mile limit
triggering application of the federal anti degradation policy by
the State and Regional Boards, however, the State and
Regional Boards should take into consideration changes in water
quality beyond the three-mile limit as part of the public
interest balancing required to determine if the three-part test
established by the federal antidegradation policy has been
satisfied. Cfi State Board Resolution No. 68-16 (requiring that
changes in water quality be consistent with the "maximum benefit
to the people of the State". In determining what constitutes
the maximum benefit to the people of the State, when regulating
activities within their jurisdiction, the State and
Regional Boards may take into consideration associated impacts
on water quality outside the State's boundaries, and how those
changes in water quality may affect the legitimate interests of
the State.)

05/90

ANTI DEGRADATION POLICY IMPLEMENTATION
FOR ·NPDES PERMITTING
APPENDIX 1-4
Regional Board Executive Officers
James W. Baetge
Ray Walsh

-5-

Of course, EPA may apply the federal antidegradation policy to
offshore discharges, even where there is no change in water
quality within the State's boundaries triggering application of
the federal antidegradation policy by the State and
Regional Boards. See generally Clean Water Act Section 402(a},
33 U.S.C. Section 1342{a). When EPA issues a permit for a
discharge to the contiguous zone or ocean waters, the permit
must apply "the same terms, conditions, and requirements as
apply to a State permit program and permits issued
thereunder •... " Id. Section 402(a)(3), 33 U.S.C. Section'
1342(a)(3). States assuming responsibility for the National
Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permit program
must have and apply a policy consistent with the federal
antidegradation policy. See 40 CFRSections 122.44(d),
123.25{b), 130.5(b)(1), 130.5(b)(6), 131.6(d). Accordingly, EPA
should apply the federal anti degradation policy to any change in
surface water quality resulting from any EPA issued NPDES
permit.
B.

Changes in Water Quality
Application of the federal antidegradation policy is triggered
by a lowering of surface water quality. The critical issue,in
determining whether the three-part test established by the
policy must be applied is not the level of treatment provided,
but whether receiving waters will be affected.
Thus, the federal antidegradation policy ordinarily is triggered
by new discharges or expansion of existing faciliti~s, U[s]ince
such activities would presumably lower water quality." EPA,
Questions &Answers on: Antidegradation, 6. But an increase in
the volume of discharge would not trigger application of the
federal antidegradation policy where the increased volume is
offset by an increase in the level of treatment, so that there
is no lowering of receiving water quality.
Similarly, application of the federal antidegradation policy
would be triggered by a reduction in the level of treatment of
an existing discharge. See State Board Order No. WQ 86-17 at
20-21.
Substantial relocation of an existing outfall would also trigger
application of the federal antidegradation policy since, like a
new discharge, water quality presumably will be lowered in the
vicinity of the new outfall. See EPA Region 9, Guidance on
Implementing the Antidegradation Provisions of 40 CFR 131.12 at
3.
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The requirement that the federal antidegradation policy be
applied does not depend upon identification of any discernible
impact on beneficial uses. It may be most convenient to think
in terms of mass emissions. A substantial increase in mass
emissions of a pollutant ordinarily triggers application of the
federal antidegradation policy, even if there is no other
indication that the waters are polluted. See State Board Order
No. WQ 86-17 at 21.
The federal antidegradation policy was promulgated on
November 28, 1975. It does not apply to reductions in water
quality which occurred before that date. Thus, the federal
antidegradation policy ordinarily does not apply to
consideration of existing discharges, even if exceptions or
variances from other applicable water quality objectives or
effluent guidelines are required to permit the discharge to
continue.
The federal antidegradation policy is applicable to changes in
water quality resulting from either point source or nonpoint
source discharges. EPA, Questions &Answers on:
Antidegradation 6.
In general, the federal antidegradation policy will also apply
to changes in water quality resulting from water diversions.
See Id. at 11; EPA Region 9, Guidance on Implementing the
Antidegradation Provisions of 40 CFR 131.12 at 4. EPA guidance
suggests that in the case of an irreconcilable conflict between
a State's water quantity allocations and the federal
anti degradation policy, the State's water rights law would
prevail., But the two should be reconciled where possible. EPA,
Questions &Answers on: Antidegradation 11. For example, it
may be possible to offset decreases in water quality resulting
from decreases in instream flows by imposing stricter controls
on other factors affecting water quality. Id.
Under California water rights law, flow requirements for
instream beneficial uses and effects on water quality are
considered as part of water right decisions. See Cal. Water
Code Sections 174, 1243, 1243.5. See generally United States v.
State Water Resources Control Board, 182 Cal.App.3d 82, 227
Cal.Rptr. 161 (1986). In particular, the federal
antidegradation policy, which has been incorporated into the
State's water quality objectives, should be considered as part
of water right decisions. See Cal ..Water Code Section 1258;
State Board Order No. WQ 86-17 at 17-18 (State Board Resolution
No. 68-16, which incorporates federal antidegradation policy,·
has been adopted as a water quality objective in all sixteen
regional water quality control plans.) The public trust
doctrine, with its emphasis on protection of instream beneficial
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uses and public interest balancing, also requires consideration
of factors like those set forth in the federal antidegradation
policy. See generally National Audobon Society v. Superior
Court, 33 Cal.3d 419, 658 p.2d 709, 189 Cal.Rptr. 346, cert.
denied, 464 U.S. 977, 104 S.Ct. 413 (1983). In some respects,
the public trust doctrine may require even greater protection of
instream·beneficial uses than would be required to satisfy the
federal anti degradation policy. The federal antidegradation
policy does not apply to changes in water quality which occurred
before the policy took effect in 1975; such ·changes in water
quality can be considered in applying the public trust doctrine.

,"

"

Thus, it should be possible to harmonize California water rights
law and the federal antidegradation policy. State water rights
law would prevail if achieving the requirements of the federal .
antidegradation policy would require a waste or unreasonable use
of water. Cf. United States v. State Water Resources Control
Board, 182 Cal.App.3d 82, 143-44, 227 Cal.Rptr. 161, 197 (1986)
(State Board need not set standards to maintain the water
quality of a water body at a level sufficient for existing
offstream use where substitute water supply is provided and
maintaining that level of water quality in the water body would
require a waste of water.) See generally Cal. Const. Art. X,
Section 2. But California water rights law assigns a high value
to protection of water quality and instream beneficial uses.
See Cal. 'Water Code Sections 243, 1243.5, 1258. Indeed, a
diversion may itself be unreasonable, in violation of
constitutional prohibition of waste, unreasonable use, or
unreasonable method of diversion, if it results in an impairment
of instream beneficial uses. See Environmental Defense Fund v.
East Bay Municipal Utility District, 26 Cal.3d 183, 605 p.2d 1,
161 Cal Rptr. 466 (1983). The social and economic benefits of
water development may be taken into account as part of the
balancing of interests contemplated by the federal
antidegradation policy. See 40 CFR Section 130.12(a)(2).
A conflict between the federal antidegradation policy and the
State's proscription of waste or unreasonable use, or between
the federal policy and other requirements of California water
rights law, appears unlikely. The State Board should apply the
federal antidegradation policy as part of its water right
decisions.
In summary, the applicability of the federal antidegradation
test depends upon whether there is a change in surface water
quality. If there is a lowering of water quality, the
antidegradation policy applies to all, factors which are
affecting that water quality. On the other hand, the federal
antidegradation policy has no applicability, no matter how
degraded a body of water may be, absent some lowering of water
quality after the effective date of the policy.
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Proceedings
The federal antidegradation policy has the potential to be
applied to virtually every kind of proceeding where water
quality standards are established or where activities which
affect receiving water quality are permitted. The policy may
apply to either planning activities or to actions on permits for
individual discharges. See EPA, Questions &Answers on:
Antidegradation 4-5. The federal antidegradation policy is
intended to serve both as a guideline for the preparation of
water quality standards and as a general water quality standard
applicable to other regulatory decisions. See State Board Order
No. WQ 86~17 at 19.
1.

Planning
The State and Regional Boards have followed the federal
antidegradation policy in establishing water quality
objectives as part of adoption or approval of water quality
control plans. See, e.g., State Board, Lake Tahoe Basin
Water Quality Control Plan 37 (1980).
Because the federal anti degradation policy focuses on
changes in water quality, applicability of the test may not
necessarily be triggered by a proposed relaxation of ~ater
quality objectives. For example, if a water quality
objective adopted in 1975 has never been achieved, and a new
st~ndard is proposed based upon the highest level of water
quality actually achieved since 1975, the federal
antidegradation policy would not apply. No actual reduction
in water quality would be authorized.
On the other hand, if water quality has declined since 1975,
and a new water quality objective is based upon the
existing, lower level of water quality, the federal
antidegradation policy would be applicable. Applicability
of the federal antidegradation policy does not depend upon
the type of proceeding involved and, therefore, does not
depend upon whether changes in water quality are authorized
beforehand or accepted after the fact.
Basin planning decisions may trigger the applicability of
the federal antidegradation policy, even if no change in
water quality objectives is proposed. For example, changes
in discharge prohibitions or other changes in implementation
measures may cause a reduction in water quality. EPA
guidance on the federal antidegradation policy indicates
that the requirements of the policy must be satisfied if
changes in wasteload allocations would result in a lowering
of water quality. EPA, Questions &Answers on:
Antidegradation 8.
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EPA "regulations do not specify the precise method by which a
state must implement the federal antidegradation policy.
See 40 CFR Section 131.12(a). The State should seek to
integrate the policy into its own procedures. In
California, where state law emphasizes comprehensive
planning and coordination of all factors that affect water
quality, the federal anti degradation policy should be
considered as part of planning decisions to the extent
possible. See generally, Recommended Changes in Water
Quality Control, Final Report of the Study Panel to the
California State Water Resources Control Board, Study
Project, Water Quality Control Program 4-5 (1969). In many
cases, however, it would not be possible to apply the
federal antidegradation policy, except as the most general
guidance, as part of basin planning decisions.

"

.

Water quality control plans must establish water quality
objectives which are generally applicable to a body of water
,or to segments of that body of water. For large bodies of
water such as the waters of the Pacific neean within the
boundaries of the State, or for streams with numerous
tributaries, it is not possible to identify, as part of
water quality planning, all areas where existing water
quality may be higher than a proposed water quality
objective. Moreover, the potential social and economic
benefits of discharges which might reduce water quality
often will be too speculative to be given consideration as
part of water quality planning for large areas. The State
and Regional Boards should focus their attention on
establishing objectives for those situations where they are
most needed to assure protection of beneficial uses. This
will require Regional Boards to postpone approval for
specific discharges that reduce water quality to the level
set by these objectives. For example, new objectives could
be adopted for toxic pollutants that apply throughout ~
region, or even statewide, even though many areas will have
better water quality than that required by those
objectives. The new objectives would establish a floor, but
water quality would not be permitted to be reduced to the
level set by the new objectives without a site-specific
application of the federal anti degradation policy.
If the State and Regional Boards are aware that a change in
water quality standards or implementation measures would
permit specific projects, the applicability of the federal
antidegradation policy to the changes in water quality
caused by those projects should be considered. The State
and Regional Boards should pay particularly close attention
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to the requirements of the federal antidegradation policy
when water quality control plan amendments are sought in
. order to permit a particular discharge, a reduced level of
treatment, or development within a particular area.

I.

2.

Permitting
The federal anti degradation policy will most frequently be
applied in individual permitting decisions, including
issuance of waste discharge requirements and NPDES permits.
A proposed waiver of waste discharge requirements would also
be subject to the federal antidegradation policy if the
waiver would result in a lowering of surface water quality.
For example, waste discharge requirements for new discharges
or expansion of existing discharges ordinarily will require
preparation of an analysis applying the federal
antidegradation policy. EPA, Questions &Answers on:
Antidegradation 6. Of course, if the issues have already
been analyzed in detail as part of a water quality control
plan amendment, it will not be necessary to prepare a new
analysis for issuance of waste discharge requirements.
The federal antidegradation policy will also apply to some
cleanup and abatement orders and remedial action plans.
Where cleanup order is issued in response to changes in
surface water quality, which occurred after the 1975
effective date of the federal antidegradation policy, but
the board issuing the order decides not to require a return
to the preexisting water quality, the decision to allow
lower cleanup levels should be justified in accordance with
the federal anti degradation policy. Where a cleanup order
is directed towards immediate or short-term cleanup
operations, postponing until later any determination of the
ultimate cleanup level required, application of the federal
antidegradation policy may also be postponed.
The federal anti degradation policy should also be addressed
in water right proceedings, including issuance of water
right permits, if the result of those proceedings would be
to allow a lowering of surface water quality which existed
after the 1975 effective date of the federal antidegradation
policy•. See EPA Region 9, Guidance on Implementing the
Antidegradation Provisions of 40 CFR 131.12 at 4.

3. Waivers and Exceptions
The federal antidegradation policy is also applicable to .
special proceedings concerning proposed waivers or
exceptions from otherwise applicable water quality
objectives or control measures. Examples include proposed
Ocean Plan exceptions. See generally, State Board, Water
Quality Control Plan, Ocean Waters of California 11 (1983).
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Ordinarily, provisions of the Clean Water Act which allow
for variances of treatment requirements should not be
interpreted to exempt the discharge from the federal
antidegradation policy. See, e.g., State Board Order No. WQ
86-17 at 19-20; EPA Region 9, Guidance on Implementing the
Antidegradation Provisions of 40 CFR 131.12 at 2. The only
exception is for waivers of effluent limitations for thermal
discharges, pursuant to Section 316(a) of the Clean Water
Act. 33 U.S.C. Section 1326(a). EPA guidance indicates
that limitations developed under Section 316 of the Clean
Water Act take precedence over any requirements of the
federal antidegradation policy that would otherwise apply.
EPA, Questions &Answers on: Antidegradation 11; see 40 CFR
Section 131.12(a)(4).
II.

The Three-Part Test
Where the federal antidegradation policy applies, it does not
absolutely prohibit any changes in water quality. The policy
requires that any reductions in water quality be justified
consistent with the three-part test established by the policy .
.State Board Order No. WQ 86-17 at 20.
Whether reductions in receiving water quality may be permitted
consistent with the federal antidegradation policy often will depend
upon the conditions existing in the specific waters affected, and
the benefits of the proposed discharge. This site-specific
balancing is consistent with the scheme established under the
Porter-Cologne Water Quality Control Act for setting water quality
objectives in issuing waste discharge requirements, or setting
cleanup levels in cleanup and abatement orders. See Cal. Water tode
Sections 13263, 13304. "Judicious action by the Regional Boards,
based on the facts of different cases and different areas, is the
key to establishment of water quality objectives and waste discharge
requirements." Recommended Changes in Water Quality Control, Final
Report of the Study Panel to the California State Water Resources
Control Board, Study Project, Water Quality Control Program,
Appendix A at 30. Similar considerations govern when pollution is
established and hence govern determination of appropriate cleanup
levels. See Id. (note on definition of "pollution").
A.

Instream Uses
The first part of the test established by the federal
antidegradation policy requires that: ~Existing instream water
uses, and the level of water quality necessary to protect the
existing uses shall be maintained and protected." 40 CFR Section
131.12(a)(1). This part of the test is intended to establish an
"absolute requirement that uses attained must be maintained." 48
Fed. Reg. 51409 (November 8, 1983).
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EPA has prOVided more guidance on the requirement for protection
of instream beneficial uses than on any other. aspect of the
federal antidegradation policy. See EPA, Questions &Answers
on: Antidegradation 2-7. In large measure, this part of the
federal antidegradation policy serves to reinforce the
requirements of other applicable EPA Water Quality Standards
regulations. See 40 CFR Sections 131.2, 131.10, 131.11.
In general, the State must assure full protection of existing
instream beneficial uses, including the health and diversity of
aquatic life. Reductions in water quality should not be
permitted if the change in water quality would seriously harm
any species found in the water, other than a species whose
presence is aberrational. EPA, Questions &Answers on:
Antidegradation 3.
In generaJ, the requirement that existing instream uses be
protected is not satisfied if existing instream beneficial uses
will be impaired, even for a portion of a water body. Id. at 5.
EPA recognizes an exception for fill operations, which
necessarily will preclude continued use of the filled area by
aquatic species. The other two parts of the three-part test
established by the federal antidegradation policy still apply to
fill operations. Id. Similar considerations may require some
flexibility in applying the federal antidegradation policy to
areas flooded by new reservoirs. While it may be possible to
protect a cold water fishery in a portion of the reservoir,
maintaining conditions for a cold water fishery throughout the
reservoir, including its shallowest waters, may not be feasible.
The water quality necessary to fully protect instream benaficia1
uses should still be protected in other portions of the waterway
downstream of the reservoir.
B.

Public Interest Balancing
Where water quality is higher than necessary to protect existing
instream beneficial uses, the second part of the test applies.
This part of the test allows reductions in water quality, so
long as existing instream uses are protected, if the State finds
"that allowing lower water quality is necessary to accommodate
important economic or social development in the area in which
the waters are located." 40 CFR Section 131.12(a)(2).
EPA has provided relatively little guidance on how this part of
the test should be applied, except to indicate that the meaning
of the test "will evolve through case-by-case application" by
the State •. EPA, Questions &Answers on: Antidegradation 8.
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This part of the federal antidegradation policy may best be
viewed as a balancing test. The greater the impact on water
quality, the greater the justification in terms of economic or
social development necessary to justify the change. The burden
of proof, to demonstrate that the change in water quality is
justified, should be on the project proponent. See State Board
Resolution No. 68-16; EPA Region 9, Guidance on Implementing the
Antidegradation Provisions of 40 CFR Section 131.12 at 9.
The requirement that the change be justified based upon
"important economic or social development in the area" is
intended to convey the level of justification required. EPA,
Questions &Answers on: Antidegradation 8. Cost savings to the
discharger, standing alone, absent a demonstration of how these
savings are necessary to accommodate important social and
economic development, are not adequate justification. State
Board Order ~o. WQ 86-17 at 22 n. 10. .
.
The requirement that the development accommodated by a change in
water quality be important "in the area in which the waters are
located" is intended to assure that development be important
within the general area, not just to a small segment of the
local population. The analysis used to determine whether the
change in water quality is justified therefore should focus on
impacts on· the community; if the justification offered for a
change in water quality is that it makes a particular
development proposal feasible, the importance of that
development within the general area should also be analyzed.
The reference to economic development "in the area" should not
be read to preclude consideration of important development at
locations that are far away from the affected waters, so long as
it is demonstrated that the change in water quality is in fact
necessary to accommodate that develop~ent.
The State has some flexibility to determine what kinds of
impacts constitute "important economic or social development"
that may justify changes in water quality. For example:
o

Accommodating existing development may be used asa
justification for changes in water quality. If a major
employer within the community could not afford to keep its
plant in operation without a relaxation of treatment
requirements, that may justify a lowering of receiving water
quality.

o

Important water development and water conservation projects
may be considered to be important social and economic
development that justify a lowering of water quality. See
generally Cal. Water Code Section 13000.

'I
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Environmental protection may constitute important social
development, justifying a change in water quality, even if
no other social or economic benefits to the community are
demonstrated. If a discharge point is moved to less
sensitive waters, the improvement in water quality at the
original discharge point may justify the reduction in water
quality at the new discharge point.

Of course, the degree to which development must be important in
order to justify a change in water quality will depend on the
extent to which water quality will be lowered. Thus, even where
a new, expanded or relocated discharge is clearly justified, the
balancing required by the second part of the federal
antidegradation policy1s three-part test may require a higher
level of treatment than would otherwise be required by
applicable Clean Water Act requirements. Conversely, relatively
small changes in water quality should not require the level of
justification needed for greater changes. EPA intends that the
federal antidegradation policy be applied so as to require that
development have a relatively high level of importance in order
to justify a lowering of water quality. But the policy should
not be interpreted to require that a project provide a major
source of new housing or employment if only avery small
discharge ot a minor increase in an existing discharge is,
proposed.
Obviously, the information needed to apply this part of the
federal antidegradation policy will vary according to the
particular case. See EPA Region 9, Guidance on Implementing the
Antidegradation Provisions of 40 CFR 131.12 at 10. Detailed
water quality and economic analyses should be required only if
the degree of water quality change is significant. Id. at 6.
EPA Region 9 has issued guidance indicating the information it
~xpects to be provided in cases requiring detailed analyses, but
the information requirements will vary according to the type of
project, receiving water impacts, and the nature of the social"
or economic development made possible by the project. Id. at
9-11. The analyses should include consideration of alternatives
that would reduce water quality impacts. Id. at 10.
Ordinarily, the information necessary to apply the federal
antidegradation policy will be provided as part of the
environmental documentation prepared for a project. See
generally 14 Cal. Admin. Code Sections 15064, 15125, 15126,
15252. Wher~ the State and Regional Boards participate in
determining the scope of environmental documentation, and the
federal antidegradation policy applies to a project, the Boards
should seek to ensure that the requirements of the federal
antidegradation policy will be analyzed. See, e.g., Id.
Section 15082(b)(1). Where changes in water quality are
proposed to accommodate changes in land use the State and
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Regional Boards should take into consideration the policies
established under the applicable .general plan, prepared by the
local city or county pursuant to the State Planning and Zoning
Law, Cal. Gov't Code Section 65000 et seq., and the plans of any
regional, state or interstate agency with responsibility for
land use planning in the area.
The federal antidegradation policy specifies that reductions in
water quality may be permitted only after compliance with all
applicable requirements for public participation and
intergovernmental coordination. 40 CFR Section 131.12(a)(2).
The policy also specifies that all other applicable Clean Water
Act requirements for point source discharges, and "all costeffective and reasonable best management practices for nonpoint
source control" shall be achieved. Id. These requirements are
implicit in the requirement that changes in water quality must
be "necessary to accommodate important economic or social
development." Id. The necessity for a change in water quality
has not been demonstrated to the extent that other applicable
Clean Water Act requirements have not been followed. Nor has
the necessity for a change in water quality been demonstrated to
the extent that reductions in water quality could be avoided by
reasonable and cost-effective control measures.
C.

Outstanding National Resource Waters
The third part of the test established by the federal
antidegradation policy requires that the water quality of waters
which constitute an outstanding national resource be maintained
and protected. 40 CFR Section 131.12(a)(3). This part of the
test has only limited applicability, but,where it isapplicable 1
it is very restrictive. No permanent or long-term reduction in
water quality is allowable in areas giv~nspecial protection as
outstanding national resource waters. 48 Fed. Reg. 51402 (Nov.
8, 1983).
To date, only a small number of water bodies have been formally
de~ignated as outstanding national resource waters.
The only
California water so designated is Lake Tahoe. But other
California waters almost certainly qualify.
Outstanding national resource waters are "waters of exceptional
recreational or ecological significance." Id. The category may
include waters of exceptionally high quality. 48 Fed. Reg.
51402 (Nov. 8, 1983). Outstanding national resource waters may
also include: "water bodies which are important, unique, or
sensitive ecologically, but whose water quality as measured by
traditional parameters (dissolved oxygen, pH, etc.) may not be
particularly high or whose character cannot be adequately
described by these parameters." Id.
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The most obvious candidates for designation as outstanding
national resource waters are Pacific Ocean_waters designated as
areas of special biological significance.· The Ocean Plan
already sets requirements for protection of these areas that are
consistent with the strict requirements for protection of
outstanding national resource waters. See State Board, Water
Quality Control Plan, Ocean Waters of California 9 (1983).
Other possible candidates for designation as outstanding
national resource waters include state and federally designated
wild and scenic rivers, and the waters of state and federal
wilderness areas, parks, and wildlife refuges. Waters are not
necessarily outstanding national resource waters simply because
they are in one of these categories. Nor should waters outside
these areas be excluded from consideration. But waters in these
areas should be given special consideration to determine whether
they should be designated as outstanding national resource
waters.
Outstanding national resource waters ~ay be designated as part
of adoption or amendment of water quality control plans. See,
e.g., State Board, Lake Tahoe Basin Water Quality Plan 37. See
generally Cal. Water Code Section 13241(b).
Even if no formal designation has been made, individual permit
decisions should not allow any lowering of water quality for
waters which, because of the exceptional recreational and
ecological significance, should be Hiven the special protection
assigned to outstanding national resource waters. See generally
Id. Section 13263(a) (water quality standards may be set when
waste discharge requirements are issued, so long as those
standards are no less stringent than any standards set by the
applicable water quality control ~lan). Accordingly, the State
and R~gional Boards should consider, as part of individual
permit decisions, whether the affected waters should be
designated as outstanding national resource waters.
III.

Related Doctrines
The federal antidegradation policy applies in addition to any other
applicable requirements of state and federal law. Even where a
lower level of treatment \JOuld he consistent with the federal
antidegradation policy, all other applicable regulatory requirements
still must be satisfied. See, EPA, Questions &Answers on:
Antidegradation 7-9.
In particular, the anti-backsliding requirements of the federal
Clean Water Act often will apply in cases where the federal
antidegradation policy is applicable.
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State Board Resolution No. 68-16, which incorporates the federal
antidegradation policy, may provide the basis for additional
requirements in specific cases.
A.

Anti-backsliding
"Backsliding" refers to reductions in treatment levels required
by NPDES permits. EPA regulations limit the circumstances under
which modified or reissued permits may set less stringent
effluent limitations than required by previous permits. 40 CFR
Sections 122.44(1), 122.62. The Water Quality Act of 1987
includes provisions intended to clarify the Clean Water Act's
anti~backsliding requirements.
See Clean Water Act Section
402(0), 33 U.S.C. Section 1342(0).
.
The new anti-backsliding provisions generally prohibit
relaxation of effluent limitations previously established on the
basis of best professional judgment. Id. Section 402(0)(1), 33
U.S.C. Section 1342(0)(1). But the prohibition does not apply
if anr of five listed exceptions is applicable. Id. Section
402(0)(2), 33 U.S.C. Section 1342(0)(2).
The anti-backsliding requirements of the Clean Water Act are
triggered by changes in the effluent limitations required by the
discharger's NPDES permit, not by changes in the level of
treatment actually achieved or by changes in receiving water
Quality. For example, an industrial discharger who failed to
install and operate treatment systems required by the
discharger's NPDES permit ordinarily could not obtain a
relaxation of effluent limitations, even though the federal
antidegradation policy would not apply. See Id. Section
402(0)(2)(E), 33 U.S.C. Section 1342(0)(2)(E). On the other
hand, new or expanded discharges ordinarily will not be subject
to the anti-backsliding provisions .
. The new anti-backsliding provisions also specify limitations on
when water Quality based effluent limitations may be relaxed.
See Id. Section 402(0), 33 U.S.C. Section 1342(0). If
applicable water standards are not being achieved, a relaxation
of water quality based effluent limitations may be permitted if
the new effluent limitations are consistent with a revised waste
load allocation which will achieve water quality standards. See·
Id. Section 303(d)(4)(A), 33 U.S.C. Section 1313(d)(4)(A). If
all other applicable water quality standards are being achieved,
water quality based effluent limitations may be relaxed if the
relaxation is consistent with the federal antidegradation
policy. Id. Section 303(d)(4)(B), 33 U.S.C. Section
1313(d)(4)(B).
,
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B. State Board Resolution No. 68-16
State Board Resolution No. 68-16 establishes similar
requirements to the federal anti degradation policy. The State
Board adopted Resolution No. 68-16, as part of state policy for
water quality control, in response to a 1968 Department of
Interior directive calling for adoption of state policies. See
generally Zener, The Federal Law of Water Pollution Control,
published in E. Dolgin &T. Guilbert, Federal Environmental Law
721-23 (1974). That Interior Department directive later became
the basis of the federal antidegradation policy promulgated by
EPA in 1975. EPA, Questions &Answers on: Antidegradation 1.
Like the federal antidegradation policy, State Board Resolution
No. 68-16 is triggered by changes in water quality. But the
state policy has broader applicability. It applies to all
waters of the State, not just waters of the United States. See
State Board Resolution No. 68-16; State Board Order No. WQ 86-8.
State Board Resolution No. 68-16 also applies to changes in
water quality which occurred after its 1968 adop~ion date, not
just to changes which occurred after the federal antidegradation
policy took effect in 1975.
Where the federal antidegradation policy does not apply, the
requirements of State Board Order No. 68-16 are less specific
than the three-part test set by the federal antidegradation
policy. See State Board Order No. WQ 86-17 at 19.
Where the federal antidegradation policy does apply, both the
three-part test established by the federal antidegradation
policy and the express requirements of State Board Resolution
No. 68-16 should be considered. Id. at 23 n. 11. In some
cases, application of the three-part test established by the
federal policy may not fully satisfy the requirements of State
Board Resolution No. 68-16. For example, the State's policy
. expressly provides for reasonable protection of potential
beneficial uses; the federal antidegradation policy does not.
See State Board Resolution No. 68-16; EPA, Questions &Answers
on: Antidegradation 12. But cf. 40 CFR Section 131.10(j)
(requirement, independent of the federal antidegradation policy,
for analysis of the attainability of instream beneficial uses).
In all cases where the federal antidegradation policy is
applicable,State Board Resolution No. 68-16 requires that, at a
minimum,the three-part test established by the federal
antidegradation policy must be satisfied. State Board Order
No. WQ 86-17 at 17-18.
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PURPOSE
This document provides general program guidance for the States of Region 9
on the development of procedures for implementing State antidegradation
policies. The focus of this ~uidance is on 40 CFR 131.12 of the water
quality standards regulation (promulgated in 48 FR 51407, dated
November 8, 1983) which sets out requirements to be met before any action
is taken that would lower the quality of the nation's waters.
BACKGROUND
Section lOl(a) of the Clean Water Act defines the national goal of
restoring and maintaining the chemical{ physical and biological integrity
of the Nation's waters. Section 303(aJ(4) of the Clean Water Act
explicitly refers to satisfaction of the antidegradation requirements of 40
CFR 131.12 prior to taking various actions which would lower water quality.
40 CfR 131.12 requires that antidegradation provisions at least as
stringent as those specified in that regulation be adopted by' States as
part of their water quality standards.
This guidance identifies the tasks to be performed by States to implement
Section 131.12 of the water quality standards regulation. Those tasks that
need the development of decision criteria by the States are identified.
Such criteria are necessary to define those actions which require detailed
economic or water quality impact analyses. The Agency expects States to
develop and document these criteria in their antidegradation implementation
procedures, for review and approval by EPA regional offices. The Agency's
objective is to achieve the goals of the Act through an integrated approach
to eliminating water pollution which includes the consistent application of
State antidegradation policies. Figure 1 lays out the decision making
process of an antidegradation analysis.
Many of the procedures identified herein are already performed by States as
part of their regulatory programs. Consequently, this document primarily
serves to delineate, in a consistent manner, the criteria EPA Region 9 will
be using to evaluate both State and EPA decisions, for compliance with 40
CFR.131.12.
.
TIER III WATERS - Outstanding National Resource Waters
40 CFR 131.12(a)(3) prohibits any action which would lower water quality in
waters designated as Outstanding National Resource Waters (ONRWs).
Examples of such waters include, but are not limited to, waters of National
and State parks and wildlife refuges, and waters of exceptional
recreational o~ ecological significance.
TIER I WATERS
40 CFR 131.12(a)(I) prohibits any action which would lower water quality
below that necessary to maintain and protect existing uses. In cases where
Page 1
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water quality is just adequate to support the propagation of fish, shell
fish and wildlife and recreation in and on the water, such water quality
must be maintained and protected. In cases where water quality is lower
than necessary to support these uses, the requirements in Section 303(d) of
the Act, 40 CFR 131.10 and other pertinent regulations must be satisfied.
Guidance concerning actions affecting these waters has been published
elsewhere and will not be repeated here.
.

.f

TIER II WATERS - High Quality Waters
Applicability
40CFR 131.12 establishes certain minimum requirements for States to adopt
regulating actions which would lower water quality in high quality waters.
These waters are defined as those in which water quality exceeds that
necessary to support propagation of fish, shellfish and wildlife and
recreation in and on the water. Any action which would result in, or which
would permit, a lowering of water quality, must be addressed in State
implementation procedures. Actions covered by antidegradation provisions
include, but are not limited to the following:
Permit Actions
1.

Issuance/Re-issuance/Modification of NPDES permits.

2.

Issuance of variances (e.g. 301(h), 301(m), etc.).

3.

Issuance of permits for urban runoff.

4.

Issuance of Section 404 permits.

5. Adoption of or alteration of mixing zones.
6.

Relocation of discharge.

7.

Commencement of discharge from a new source.

8.

Increases in the discharge of pollutants from point sources due to:
a.

Industrial production increases.

b.

Municipal growth.

c.

New sources.

d.

Etc.

Standards/Load Allocation Actions
1.

Water quality standards revisions.

2.

Revision of wasteload allocations.
r·

.;
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3.

Reallocation of abandoned loads.

4.

Section 401 certifications (for example; concerning FERC licenses,
Corps' actions, etc.).

5.

Section 208 or Section 303(e) approvals.

6.

WQM plan approvals.

"Nonpoint Source" Actions
1. Changes in BMPs.
2.

Resource management plan approvals.

3.

Land Management (e.g. Forest) plan adoptions, certifications or
approvals.

4.

Changes in regulated agricultural activities.

5.

Changes in regulated silvicultural activities.

6.

Changes in regulated mining activities.

7.

Construction and operation of roads, dams, etc.

Other Actions
1. RCRA/CERCLA actions.
2.

Construction grant activities.

3~

Other "major Federal actions" (pursuant to NEPA and the Endangered
Species Act).
.

4. Water .quantity/water rights actions which affect water quality.
5.

Federal actions regulated by Section 313 of the Clean Water Act.

Prior to proceeding with a detailed analysis of these or similar actions,
the affected water body should be assessed to determine whether or not it
falls into either Tier I or Tier III. If so, actions which would lower
water quality in such waters are prohibited. Otherwise, the water body
should be assessed to determine the adequacy of the beneficial uses and
water quality criteria designated for that water body. Adequate water
quality standards must be adopted and approved for an affected water body,
pursuant to 40 CFR 131 prior to allowing any action to proceed which would
lower water quality in that water body. .
.
The first step in any anti degradation analysis is to determine whether or
not the proposed action will lower water quality (see Figure 1). If the
action will not lower water quality, no further analysis is needed and EPA
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considers 40 CFR 131.12 to be satisfied. If the action could or will lowe~
water quality, and the affected water is not a Tier I or Tier III water,
then the steps to be followed to determine whether or not 40 CFR 131.12 is
satisfied are described in the following sections of this guidance.
Both point and nonpoint sources of pollution are subject to antidegradation
requirements. While point sources are generally well regulated, procedures
for controlling nonpoint source pollution have not been as extensively
defined. Cost-effective and reasonable best management practices for
nonpoint source controls must be designed to meet water quality standards.
EPA policy, first issued as SAM-32 on November 14, 1978, states that where
applicable water quality standards are not met, revised or additional best
management practices (BMPs) should be applied in an iterative process to
improve water quality to the point that standards are attained, and that
designated uses are maintained and protected. In Region 9, States
.
generally have broad authority to regulate nonpoint sources. As part of
their implementation methodologies, States must adopt procedures which
adequately assure that nonpoint sources of water pollution will comply with
the antidegradation requirements of 40 CfR 131.12.
Implementation Procedures
Four basic elements should be included in State implementation procedures
to ensure that action3 affecting water quality are consistent with the
provisions of 40 CFR 131.12. They are:
o Task A - Identify Actions that Require Detailed Water Quality and
Economic Impact Analyses
o Task B - Determine that Lower Water Quality Will Fully Protect
Uses

Des~gnated

o Task C - Determine That Lower Water Quality is Necessary to Accommodate
Important Economic or Social Development in the Area in which
the Waters are Located
o Task D - Complete Intergovernmental Coordination and Public Participation
Task A - Identify Actions that Require Detailed Water Quality and Economic
Impact Analyses
This task established the types of analyses required for all actions that
lower water quality in Tier II waters and decision criteria that define the
degree of water quality and economic analysis required.
State procedures should include three parts. first, the State should
develop procedures to document the degree to which water quality exceeds
that necessary to protect the uses. Ambient monitoring data can be used to
provide this documentation. States must adopt procedures to assure that,
where little or no data exists, adequate information will be available to
determine the existing quality of the water body or bodies, which could be
adversely affected by the proposed action. Such procedures should include
Page 4
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both an assessment of existing water quality and a determination of which
water quality parameters and beneficial uses are likely to be affected.
These assessments and determinations could be performed either by the state
or the party proposing the action in question.
Second, the State should develop procedures that quantify the extent to
which water quality will be lowered as a result of the proposed action.
Simple mass balance calculations or more detailed mathematics modeling,
such as that contained in wasteload allocations, can provide this
information.
Third, the State should develop decision criteria to define the degree of
water quality change that warrants detailed water qu~lity and economic
impact analyses. Decision criteria could be based on direct measures, such
as an absolute or percent change in ambient concentrations of the affected
parameter or indirect measures such as changes in primary productivity
caused by nutrients or changes in diurnal dissolved oxygen fluctuations.
Repeated or multiple small changes in water quality (such as those
resulting from actions which do not require detailed analyses) can result
in significant water ~uality degradation. To prevent such cumulative
adverse impacts, a baseline of water quality must be established for each
potentially affected water body, prior to allowing any action which would
lower the quality of that water. This baseline should remain fixed unless
some action improves water quality. At such time, the baseline should be
adjusted accordingly.
Proposed actions to lower water quality should then be evaluated with
respect to the base~ine and the resultant water quality change should be
determined. This determination should include the cumulative impacts of
all previous and proposed actions and reasonably foreseeable actions which
would lower water quality below the established baseline. Should the
cumulative impact of actions significantly degrade water quality, more
detailed water quality and economic impact analyses would be necessary.
In any case, whether or not water quality is significantly lowered (thus
leading to an economic analysis), the State must find that any action which
would lower water quality is necessary to accommodate important economic
and social development. Such a finding must include, at a minimum, the
following determinations:
1. That economic and social development will occur, e.g., there will be .
new or increased production of goods or services by the party proposing
the change, population will grow in the service area of a sewage
treatment plant, etc.
2.

That this economic or social development requires the lowering of water
quality which cannot be mitigated through reasonable means.

3.

That the lower water quality does not result from inadequate wastewater
treatment facilities, less-than-optimal operation of adequate treatment
facilities, or failure to implement or comply with methodologies to
reduce or eliminate nonpoint source pollution.
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Task B - Determine that Lower Water Quality Will Fully Maintain and Protect
Designated Uses
All actions that could lower water quality in Tier If waters require a
determination that existing uses will be fully maintained and protected.
States should develop methodologies for making this determination.
Tier II waters, by definition, are those in which the water quality is
better than necessary to support and maintain the biota and beneficial uses
of the water. In most cases, specific numerical standards do not exist to
protect these uses. Where such standards do exist, they are generally
established to provide the minimum acceptable quality td protect the
beneficial uses of the water. Often, such standards are established on a
statewide or drainage basin-wide basis and thus may not adequately protect
the biota or the uses of specific reaches. Consequently, comparing
existing or projected water quality with adopted standards may not
adequately define whether or not beneficial uses will be fully maintained
and protected.
.
Water quality must also meet any applicable public health standards as well
as maintain and protect the existing growth and reproduction of resident.
species. The water quality criteria guidance developed by EPA"per Section
304(a) of the Clean Water Act provides a basis for this assessment.
However, national water quality criteria (such as those contained in the
"Gold Book") may not fully protect resident species. The criteria may not
protect locally occurring species that either may not have been tested, or
that have been tested, but require greater protection than the criteria
provide. This determination involves a comparison of the species upon
which biological testing has been completed in the criteria development
documents with the species resident to the water body where water quality
may be lowered. If the resident species are not adequately represented in
the database, additional testing should be completed before lower water
quality is allowed. Implementation methods should include procedures for
making this comparison and define the circumstances (e.g., in terms of
water quality change or extent of the biological testing database) that
would require additional biological testing before water quality can be
lowered.
Water quality criteria for dissolved oxygen or conventional and
non-conventional pollutants may be subject to the same limitations and
should be considered in the same way. For parameters for which no criteria
guidance has been developed, biological testing or acceptable site-specific
criteria may be used to determine that lower water quality will fully
maintain and protect designated uses.
The lowering of water quality through the discharge of conservative or
persistent pollutants merits more intensive consideration by States, due to
the bioaccumulative potential of these pollutants. These pollutants,
particularly carcinogens, which are considered to have no safe "threshold"
concentration, should have more stringent antidegradation requirements
established for their analysis.
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Other methods of determining whether or not beneficial uses are being
maintained and protected include biological assessments, such as the
aquatic ecoregions procedure, or ambient toxicity testing using
standardized species. In some cases, assessing the quality of water bodies
on a pollutant-specific basis could prove costly, particularly for waters
in which a number of discharges are located or for complex effluents.
EPA's recently developed acute and chronic toxicity methodologies for
assessing the toxicity of effluents or receiving waters could provide a
more comprehensive and affordable alternative.
Task e

~

Determine that Lower Water Quality is Necessary to Accommodate
Important Economic or Social Development

Actions which the State determines in Task A to significantly lower water
quality require a determination that such actions are necessary for
important economic or social development. 40 eFR 131.12(a)(2) and the
August 1985 "Questions and Answers on Antidegradation", give general
guidance on how to make this determination. Explicit criteria defining
"important economic or social development" have purposely not been
developed by EPA headquarters, because of the varying environmental,
economic and social conditions of localities throughout the country.
Further explication of EPA Region 9's expectation concerning these
determinations is appropriate and is presented below.
The fundamental requirement of this task is to establish a strong tie
between the proposed lower water quality level and "important" economic or
social development. If the party seeking the change in water quality
cannot demonstrate the relationship between such development and water
quality, then the proposed action is prohibited.
Demonstration of important economic or social development entails two
steps. First, the party should describe and analyze the current state of
economic and social development in the area that would be affected. The
purpose of this step is to determine the "baseline" economic. and social
status of the affected community, i.e., the measure against which the
effect of the water quality downgrade is judged. The area's use or
dependence upon the water resource affected by the proposed action should
be described in the analysis. The following factors should normally be
included in the baseline analysis:
o Population;
o Area employment (numbers employed, earnings, major employers);
o Area income (earnings from employment and transfer payments, if
known);
o Manufacturing profile:

types, value, employment, trends;

o ,Government fiscal base: revenues by source (employment and sales
taxes, etc.).

"
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Second, the party seeking the change in water quality should then
demonstrate the extent to which the sought for level of water quality would
create an incremental increase in the rate of economic or social
development and why the change in water quality ;s necessary to 'achieve
such development. The party should provide analysis, along with the
supporting data used in its preparation, showing the extent'to which the
factors listed above will benefit from the change in water quality
requested. The analysis should demonstrate why such economic and social
development requires the lower water quality. Other alternatives or
changes in the project or other mitigation measures which would prevent
degradation of water quality should be identified in this analysis. The
following factors may be included in the analysis of incremental effects
expected. to result from the degradation in water quality:
o Expected plant expansion;
o Employment 'growth;
o Direct and indirect income effects;
o Increases in the community. tax base.
Other components of this analysis could include an assessment of the
overall environmental benefits to be achieved by the proposed action and
the tradeoffs to be considered among the various media. The relative costs
of various alternatives to the proposed action could also be analyzed.
The requirements for a given analysis will be site-specific, depending upon
factors such as data availability, conditions specific to the relevant
water body, the area of impact (city, county, State-wide), etc. The
economic analysis may include estimation of the treatment costs necessary
to maintain existing water quality; e.g. land ,treatment or advanced
treatment. Staff of the EPA Regional office are available to assist States
in determining the exact requirements of an analysis of specific proposals
to lower water quality. In addition, the Economic Analysis Branch in EPA
Headquarters' Office of Water can assist State and Regional staff, when
necessary.
Task 0 -Complete Intergovernmental Coordination and Public Participation
Public notification pursuant to 40 CFR 131.12 is required for all actions
that lower water quality in Tier II waters. EPA requires that proposed
actions which degrade water quality be reviewed by other appropriate
agencies and that the public be given an opportunity to comment.
Documentation and public notification under antidegradation need not be a
lengthy process in many cases and can be combined with other actions that
require public notification. The public participation requirement may be
met by holding a public hearing, e.g., as part of the adoption of an NPDES
permit, as long as proper notice of a standards action is provided to the
public (see WQS Handbook). Intergovernmental coordination consists of
requests for review of proposed actions by affected local, State and
federal agencies, such as area-wide planning agencies, fish and wildlife
agencies, etc.
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The following is a summary of the public notification required to comply
with the antidegradation provisions of the WQS regulation:
o A statement that the action must comply with the State's
anti degradation policy and a description of the policy.
o A determination that existing uses will be maintained and
protected. This will require an assessment and documentation for
public review of (a) the amount the water quality currently exceeds
that necessary to protect the existing and designated uses, and (b)
the amount that water quality will be lowered as a result of the
proposed action (see Task A).
o A summary of other actions, if any, that have lowered water quality
and a determination of any cumulative impacts.
o A determination that lower water quality is necessary to
accommodate important economic or social development. This will
require a detailed analysis or the rationale used to determine that
a detailed analysis is not required (see Tasks A and C).
o A description of the intergovernmental coordination that has taken
place.
o A determination that there has been achieved the highest statutory
and regulatory requirements for all new and existing point sources
and all cost-effective and reasonable best management practices for
nonpoint sources.
OTHER CONSIDERATIONS
1.

The decision criteria for determining that detailed water quality and
economic analyses are needed may vary with the types of chemical
pollutants. Some chemicals are believed to elicit an effect at a
certain concentration (i.e., threshold chemicals). Other chemicals
(i.e., non-threshold chemicals) have no safe level. Non-threshold
chemicals include carcinogens, mutagens and teratogens. States are
urged ,to apply more stringent review procedures to non-threshold
chemicals.

2.

NPDES permits do not routinely contain numerical limits for all of the
substances found in a discharger's effluent. Nevertheless,all
substances are subject to antidegradation policy implementation,
whether or not they are specifically limited in the permit. To apply
antidegradation to substances not currently limited in the permit, the
State can utilize the notification procedures specified in 40 CFR
122.42, requiring dischargers to notify the State pollution control
agency of any actual or anticipated change in effluent characteristics,
as compared with those existing at the time the permit was issued.
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FIGURE 1
Antidegradation Flow Chart
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