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WQT: A broader paradigm for pollution control



Water Quality Trading Program Summary
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• Number of WPDES permittees with approved 
trades: 75

• Total credits traded (phosphorus): 26,799.6 
lbs./year

• Total modeled nonpoint pollution reduction 
(phosphorus): 46,535 lbs./year

• Acres of perennial vegetation established 
(native prairie or grass/hay): 2,046.8

• Acres of nonpoint control (mainly improved 
cropping practices, buffers): 2,329.5

• Length of eroding streambank stabilization: 
130,542.0 feet or 24.7 miles



Water Quality Trading Plans

• Detailed documentation for each trade:

• Baseline pollutant load

• Modeling inputs/results

• Location of practices

• Timeline for project

• Credit quantities

• Operation / Maintenance Requirements

• Inspection protocols

• DNR staff review plans and verify credits

• WQT plan is referenced in the WPDES permit 

– becomes a permit requirement

• WQT plan is public noticed with permit         

– assures transparency and process for 

public input



Statutes Supporting WQT: Section 283.84 Wis. Stats.

Agreement Structure

Trade results in a water quality improvement

Same Basin

No mining, prospecting, bulk sampling

Permits must reflect trades

Pollutant



• DNR has published extensive guidance 

for WQT

• We are urged to undertake rulemaking 

for WQT

• Water quality stakeholders place a lot 

of importance on WQT

• WWTFs see significant cost savings 

(6.4% vs. 14.6% rate increase)

• For some WWTFs, WQT is the only 

hope

• Agriculture sees the money ($7 B?!)

• Water quality stakeholders see a 

nonpoint panacea

Water Quality Trading Guidance



Ecosystem Services Marketplace

• How much is a pound of phosphorus 

[kept out of surface water] worth?





Water Quality Trading and “Additionality”

• As an offset, do credit-generating projects need to be caused by 

dischargers?

• How do we document that?

• Do pre-existing requirements for nonpoint sources set the baseline?

• Farmland preservation example

• Managing and allowing for partnerships

• NRCS and Trout Unlimited example

• Cross-program coordination is essential when trying to avoid “double-

dipping”



Its all about the people

• Who is doing the on-the-ground 

implementation?

• Who is compiling the WQT 

documentation?

• Wastewater Engineering Firms

• County Conservation 

Departments/Districts

• Clearinghouse



Utility Scale Solar Installations

Are a combination of disconnected impervious (solar panels), pervious areas, 
and impervious areas associated with supporting infrastructure such as access 
roads and buildings.  

This creates challenges to quantify potential pollutants loads and reductions 
through models such as the agricultural model SnapPlus or the urban model 
WinSLAMM.  

Image Credit: Minnesota





Renewing Water Quality Trades 
(Second and Third Permit Terms)

• WPDES permits are reissued every 5 years

• WQT plans that support WPDES compliance will 
need to be updated at each permit reissuance

• DNR does not intend to:

• Renegotiate trades every permit term

• Cause WQT plans to be completely rewritten each 
permit term

• DNR does need to ensure:

• Compliance options remain current with 
regulations, policies, and best science

• Nonpoint practices continue to offset 
sufficient  pollutant loads for compliance

Bottom Line: Permittees’ WQT agreements do not 
change Clean Water Act requirements



Water Quality Trading Geographic Extent

• The geographic area from which credits can be obtained often 
dictates the number of options available (to a point)

• “applicable hydrologic area” means the largest area possible within 
this state to facilitate implementation of this section while achieving 
water quality standards and any applicable federally approved total 
maximum daily load allocations. 

• Effluent limits are calculated based on a receiving water

• Far-field impacts often result in larger trading areas

• Local WQBELs dictate a local trading area

• No smaller than the HUC 12 watershed



Nonpoint Modeling Uncertainty
• Using model results to show compliance with WQBELs end-

of-pipe

• Large concession of flexibility to regulated entities (presenter’s 
opinion)

• Model results have significant error bars around them

• Typically we account for this via a trade ratio

• Field-scale modeling is essential (unless you’re very 
conservative)

• Review the inputs.  Over 50% of trades initially over-calculate 
credits.

• Documentation of baseline conditions can be problematic

• Shifting of pollutant loads can diminish actual WQ 
improvements

Point 
TP

Non-
point 

TP



Interplay Between Variances and WQT

• Some dischargers feel that they have an inalienable right to a 
variance when a low WQBEL is assigned.

• Are they required to evaluate WQT?

• Are they required to participate in a trade if one is available / 
affordable?

• The existence of a clearinghouse has amplified this issue.

• What if the trade then fails and enforcement is required?



WQT Practices Statewide: 2018
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WQT Practices Statewide: 2025



Not all Streambank Stabilization is Restoration

• Stream meander migration is a natural process for most Wisconsin streams

• Some stabilization techniques may “lock-in” channel dimensions not compatible 
with stream hydrology/geomorphology

• Prone to concentrating erosive energy downstream and causing/worsening 
erosion at other locations

• Riparian and in-stream habitat degradation



Project Example: • In pursuit of an engineered 
“trapezoidal channel”



Project Example:

• Large-scale grading

• Removed most trees

• Removed woody structure from 
waterway

• Deposited grading spoils in 
adjacent wetland



SRF Funds for Water Quality Trading

• Wisconsin’s Clean Water Fund Program has 
financed over 12 water quality trades

• Called it “pilot project program” initially

• Zero-interest loans for all

• Moving WQT into main program for 2025
• WQT projects could be eligible for principal forgiveness

• Hesitation amongst program 
staff to displace infrastructure 
projects to fund WQT



WQT Statewide Coordinators

Runoff Management: Andrew.Craig@wisconsin.gov

Wastewater: Matthew.Claucherty@wisconsin.gov

Standards/TMDLs/Modeling: Kevin.Kirsch@wisconsin.gov

Affectionately 

referred to as the

“Three Amigos” 

mailto:Andrew.Craig@wisconsin.gov
mailto:Matthew.Claucherty@wisconsin.gov
mailto:Kevin.Kirsch@wisconsin.gov


WQT Regional Coordinators



Matt Claucherty

Matthew.Claucherty@wisconsin.gov 
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