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Outline of the call

• EPA: Introduction, overview of FY16 NWQI reporting water 
quality results

• NRCS: Overview of program changes as reflected in the FY20 
NWQI Bulletin

• Overview of changes and discussion of NRCS April interim 
NWQI assessment

• Actions needed for FY20

• Watershed Selection Consideration

• NRCS: Elements of watershed assessment requirements 

• Q&A for NRCS



Water Quality Improvements from FY16 NWQI 
Reporting

• 27% of NWQI monitoring watersheds have detected an 
improvement in water quality in at least one of their 
monitored pollutants (based on FY16 data)

• 81% of water quality improvements in these watersheds can be 
attributed to or associated with agricultural conservation practices

• States reported that nine stream reaches or waterbody 
impairments were removed (or proposed for removal) from 
states’ 303(d) lists because they are now meeting one or 
more water quality standards
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National Water Quality Initiative (NWQI)

• Priority watersheds selected in collaboration 
with state water quality agencies, facilitated by 
EPA 

Partnering with EPA, state water quality agencies and 
drinking water utilities for water quality improvement



• Priority watersheds are selected in collaboration with 

state water quality agencies, facilitated by EPA

• NWQI addresses surface waters impaired under the 

Clean Water Act, and protects/restores drinking water 

sources (both surface and ground water)

• Focus pollutants – nutrients, sediments, pathogens

• Long-term goal of NWQI is to achieve water quality 

improvements through accelerated conservation 

practice implementation

National Water Quality Initiative (NWQI) 



Overview of NWQI Changes for FY19-FY23

• Each watershed must have a watershed plan or assessment that 
meets NRCS guidance - done at a scale to inform practice 
implementation needs. NRCS is responsible for this assessment, 
and may use partners to assist.

• Currently approved watersheds without assessments may:

• Work to develop an assessment if there are still treatment 
needs, or

• Request to withdraw if they meet withdrawal criteria

• NRCS will develop a multi-year NWQI implementation plan for the 
watershed documenting the schedule of activity and funding 
needs in order to receive financial assistance for implementation

• The source water protection component started in FY19 will be 
continued in FY20 (ASDWA webinar June 25 12-130pm ET)



Preparing for Changes
• Phased approach to begin the transition in FY19 - all new 

watersheds requesting the implementation phase had to have a 
watershed assessment and an implementation plan.

• FY19 bulletin encouraged NRCS State Conservationists (STCs) to 
use FY19 as a preparatory year to work with partners to develop or 
complete assessments meeting guidance for currently approved 
watersheds that did not have an assessment.

• In March 2019, NRCS put out a bulletin to STCs reminding them of 
these upcoming changes, and requesting they work with partners to 
determine the path of currently approved watersheds that lacked 
assessments.

• At least 25 states had currently approved watersheds that they may be 
considering to withdraw in FY20

• For those NWQI watersheds that states plan to continue, only about 
20% have assessments that meet guidance. Some states planned to 
use the readiness phase in FY20 to develop the needed assessments



NRCS Actions Needed for FY20

FOR CURRENTLY APPROVED WATERSHEDS IN 
IMPLEMENTATION PHASE:

• Can continue in NWQI implementation phase 
ONLY IF an assessment meeting NRCS guidance 
and an implementation plan is complete

• If the assessment is missing, NRCS state offices 
may request the readiness phase in FY20 to 
complete an assessment and implementation plan

• NRCS leadership is considering whether 
watersheds will continue to receive financial 
assistance for one year as they work to complete 
the assessments



NRCS Actions Needed for FY20
FOR CURRENTLY APPROVED WATERSHEDS IN 
IMPLEMENTATION PHASE:

• NRCS state office requests to withdraw the watershed, 
in concurrence with state water quality agency

• Must meet the criteria for withdrawal:

• Evidence that treatment goals have been met, or will be 
met through other resources

• Evidence of low producer participation

• Any NWQI watersheds proposed for withdrawal that 
will continue monitoring by the state water quality 
agency will be placed in “NWQI Monitoring Watershed” 
category but will not receive financial assistance 
through NWQI



NRCS Actions Needed for FY20

FOR CURRENTLY APPROVED WATERSHEDS 
IN READINESS PHASE:

• Can proceed to the implementation phase 
ONLY IF an assessment meeting guidance has 
been completed

• Readiness watersheds ready for 
implementation – NRCS state offices provide a 
map of critical source areas and an NWQI 
implementation plan to NHQ

• Readiness watersheds needing additional time 
should notify NHQ



NRCS Actions Needed for FY20

REQUESTS FOR NEW PRIORITY WATERSHEDS 

OR SWPAs:

• Must meet eligibility criteria

• Must have an assessment that meets NRCS 

guidance

• Must complete a multi-year NWQI implementation 

plan and provide a map of critical source areas

• If no assessment, or it doesn’t meet guidance, can 

be submitted as a request for readiness phase by 

completing readiness proposal 



Watershed Selection Considerations

In addition to eligibility criteria for surface water quality (impaired, TMDL, 

threatened, critical), NRCS State Offices will consider the following for 

selection:

• Is there adequate technical capacity in the watershed, from NRCS or 

partners, to conduct sufficient outreach and technical assistance to meet 

project goals? 

• Does a network of partnering agencies already exist that can carry out 

identified activities needed to meet goals?

• Is there sufficient density of producers and producer interest to meet project 

goals? 

• Can partners conduct instream monitoring to track the change in water 

quality attributed to NWQI practices? Can partners assist in developing and 

measuring other metrics that can be used to assess progress?



Watershed or SWPA  Assessments

NRCS state offices must provide an actionable watershed plan or assessment 

that meets NWQI Assessment Guidance:

• Sufficient watershed assessment to guide the siting and implementation of 

conservation practices at the HUC-12 level for greatest water quality 

benefit

• Identification of critical source areas within the watershed for identified 

pollutants of concern

• Established watershed goals/objectives for water quality improvement, 

with specific metrics that can establish progress towards these goals

• Outreach strategies for implementation on vulnerable acres

• These assessments can be in any format and information can be provided 

in multiple documents for the watershed



Elements of Watershed Assessment:

Targeting Critical Source Areas for Treatment

Modeled using SWAT



Elements of Watershed Assessment:
Assessing Current Treatment Levels

NRCS practices implemented in the watershed

Practices implemented using other funding sources



Elements of Watershed Assessment:
Needed Practices and Costs



Elements of Watershed Assessment:
Implementation Schedule and Measuring Progress

Goal Unit of measurement
REQUIRED: Maximize practice implementation on critical source areas within the watershed. The % of critical source areas with
conservation by the end of the project should be a value (e.g. 50%) determined through the assessment/planning process.

% of critical source areas with conservation

(Example)  35% increase in the amount of acres with conservation that have received full treatment (avoid, control and trap) by the 
end of the project for identified water quality concerns.

% of treated acres that moved to full treatment 
status over the course of the project

(Example) Achieve a documented % in N and P loads through water quality modeling at pour point in sub-watershed by 2023. lb/yr measured from baseline

Estimate Load Reductions Using STEP-L



Elements of Watershed Assessment:
Outreach Strategy

Goal of the outreach strategy is determine best approaches to 

engage producers, especially those whose operations may 

contain vulnerable areas



Multi-Year NWQI Implementation Plan

Required for NWQI watersheds beginning in FY2020

• Developed by NRCS – spreadsheet template

• Based on information from the watershed assessment/watershed plans

• Includes information on:

– Watershed characteristics

– Proposed budget by year

– Conservation systems that will be used and list of practices planned to be 
implemented each year

– Metrics that will be used to measure progress

– Identified critical source areas

– Producer interest and partner involvement/assistance 


