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Protecting Water Quality

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) and dll state and local governments
are charged with protecting the quality of
our rivers, lakes, streams, wetlands, and
oceans. Laws such as the Clean Water Act
protect both human health and the envi-
ronment in two ways: they limit the amount
of pollution allowed to enter our surface
waters and they restrict the dlteration of fish
and wildlife habitats.

In accordance with the Clean Water Act,
EPA or state governments issue permits to
industries and municipalities that limit the
amount of poliution that they may dis-
charge. Routine monitoring ensures permit
limits are not exceeded. If they are, then
the responsible discharger must take imme-
diate steps to stop the violations, and the
states or EPA may impose stiff penalties.

Under current laws and regulations, there
are two methods for controlling the amount
of poliution that may be discharged info
surface waters: technology-based controls
and water quality-based controls.

Technology-Based Controls

EPA develops national guidelines or perfor-
mance standards for entire industrial caf-
egories according to the best pollution
control technology avdilable for that indus-
try. These guidelines are used by the states
or EPA to develop discharge permits that
they issue to individual dischargers. When
guidelines are not in place for a particular
industry, discharge limits are developed on
a case-by-case basis.

Water Quality-Based Controls

Sometimes technology-based conirols are
not sufficient to protect a particular body of
water. As a result, water quality standards
are not always met. This could happen for
several reasons. While individual facilities
may have installed technology-based
controls, the combined effect of many point
source dischargers (such as factories, mills,
sewage freatment plants, storm sewer
outfalls) can cause in-stream water quality
standards to be exceeded.

In addition, nonpoint source discharges
(such as rainwater runoff from construction
sites, farming areas, suburban areas, or
cities) can also offset the effectiveness of
technology-based controls. Any of these
factors, dlone or in combination with others,
make it necessary for the state to place
more stringent water-quality based controls
on some or all dischargers.

Assessing Sources of Pollution

In developing water quality-based controls,
regulators analyze all sources of discharges
within the watershed that are affecting
water quality. They study the physical and
chemical properties of each discharge and
the combined effects of all discharges on
water quality. These effects are reviewed
against the water quality standards that
have been set
by the state
for each body
of water,

Determining
Water
Quality-
Based
Limits

After assessing pollution discharges from
individual sources, researchers determine a
Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) for each
pollutant that is exceeding the water quality
standard. The TMDL is an estimate of the
amount of a pollutant that can be dis-
charged Into a particular body of water in
one day without violating water quality




