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Provides an opportunity for partners to work with 
NRCS on a shared vision for water quality priorities

National Water Quality Initiative (NWQI)



• Initiated in 2012 in partnership with EPA

• Priority watersheds are selected in collaboration with 
state water quality agencies
o NRCS State Conservationists (STCs) consult with 

partners to evaluate the status of NWQI watersheds, 
and propose to add or withdraw watersheds based on 
NWQI criteria and State priorities

• NWQI addresses Clean Water Act impaired surface 
waters, with a focus on nutrients and sediment, and 
pathogens related to agricultural land uses

• NWQI expanded to include source water protection in 
FY2019

National Water Quality Initiative (NWQI) 



The watershed must be associated with a water body that:
• Is impaired
• Has a TMDL
• Is threatened (water quality data documenting an 

impairment, but is not documented in the Integrated 
Report

• Is critical (upstream of an impaired segment that is 
determined to be a significant contributing source of a 
downstream impairment)

Additional NRCS considerations:
• Adequate technical capacity in the watershed 
• Existing network of partnering agencies
• Producer interest/sufficient density of eligible 

producers

Criteria for Selection 



• In FY 2017, a pilot project was 
initiated to develop watershed 
assessments and outreach plans 
prior to implementation funding 
(“readiness phase”)

o Technical assistance funding 
provided to assist assessment 
development

o Assessments identify and target 
critical source areas for 
treatment

o Outreach strategies developed to 
engage producers

• The readiness phase was 
mainstreamed in FY 2018. 

Emphasis on Planning

Example of critical 
source acre 
identification in a 
watershed



Measuring Progress
Long-term goal of NWQI is to achieve water quality improvements through 
accelerated conservation practice implementation at the small watershed 
scale

All NWQI watersheds will assess progress toward meeting watershed goals

• When possible, select watersheds where baseline water quality monitoring 
data already exist

• Track implementation on the identified critical source areas within the 
watershed

• Report on the specific metrics that were developed with partner input to 
demonstrate progress in meeting watershed goals 

• Interim metrics are related to or surrogates for the water quality concerns 
(e.g., load reduction percentage, pounds of P prevented from leaving field, 
change in biotic integrity score, change in P index results weighted across 
the watershed, etc.)

Tracking Progress



1. Planning (Readiness) Phase  
• New priority watersheds or source water protection areas 

that need assessments can request the readiness phase 
• Readiness watersheds are provided technical resources to 

assist with development of assessments and outreach 
strategies

2. Implementation Phase  
• Watershed assessment is complete, ready for financial 

assistance for practice implementation
• The watershed assessment must provide all elements 

outlined in the NRCS assessment guidance
• Multi-year budget and schedule of practice implementation 

required - “NRCS implementation plan”

NWQI Watershed Selection – Two Phases



Changes to NWQI in FY2020
In FY19 there were:
• 201 implementation watersheds

• 156 of these lacked adequate 
assessment

• 62 readiness watersheds
• 16 SWPA pilot projects

8

New Requirements for FY20:

Significant changes were expected 
in watersheds for FY20 with the 
transition to new requirements: 

• All NWQI watersheds must have 
a multi-year plan documenting 
projected activity and funding 
needs.

• All NWQI watershed must have 
watershed plans or assessments 
that inform the project 
implementation needs (including 
currently approved watersheds)



NWQI Watershed Changes in FY2020
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Implementation Phase – “Regular” NWQI
FY19 Watersheds (201)

Withdrawn Had Assessments Assessed in FY19

Moved to Readiness Moved to SWP



NWQI Watershed Changes in FY2020
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Implementation Phase – “Regular” NWQI

FY20 Watersheds (153)

Continuing New Graduated Readiness



NWQI Watershed Changes in FY2020
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Readiness Phase
97 total watersheds developing assessments in FY20 (21 states)

o 10 readiness phase watersheds carried over from FY19
o 48 watersheds were previously approved for NWQI prior to 

FY18 but did not have assessments – some have requested 
continuing FA in FY20 per the bulletin

o 39 watersheds requested are new to NWQI
o Several states have requested assistance with watershed 

assessments from an outside contractor through EPA

Source Water Protection Areas
6 new projects for FY20 – 38 HUC12s (OR, IL) 
22 total projects – 8 in implementation



NWQI Changes for FY2021
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NWQI bulletin posted on April 1 - Changes include:

• Readiness phase will now be referred to as the planning phase

• Participation is required for all states.
• Minimum participation is 3 watersheds (HUC-12) addressing 

an impaired or threatened water body. 
• Source water protection is in addition to the minimum 

participation.
• Planning phase watersheds count towards the minimum.

• Funding changes 
• The three smallest projects (by dollar value) will be the basis 

for each state’s NWQI request to National Headquarters.
• A minimum representing 3% of state’s General EQIP will be 

provided for NWQI.



Watershed or SWPA  Assessments

There must be 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



Multi-Year NWQI Implementation Plan

Required for NWQI watersheds

• Developed by NRCS (with assistance from partners) – 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 



Accelerated Timeframe for FY2021 and Beyond

• NRCS states need to know their approved NWQI 
watersheds before they conduct their resource assessments 
to determine their financial and technical needs for the 
upcoming FY.

• The release date and the due date for NWQI watershed 
selection has been moved up this year – due date is July 3 
for submissions for FY2021.

• We anticipate that the release date for the FY2022 NWQI 
bulletin will be significantly accelerated to allow more time 
for NRCS states to work with partners on watershed and 
source water protection area prioritization and submission. 



Opportunities for Collaborative Planning in NWQI

• NWQI assessment compatible with 319 9-element plan

• Similar planning process and elements in common

• Aspects that may need additional analysis or consideration 
for NWQI:
• Scale of analysis

• Critical source areas specific to agricultural land uses

• Level of existing conservation implementation

• Conservation practices and costs

• NEPA evaluation

• Outreach strategies



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

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
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