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Nutrient pollution is one of America's most 
widespread, costly and challenging 
environmental problems.

-US EPA

Lake Mendota, Summer 2018
Photo Credit: Public Health Madison & Dane County

http://www.publichealthmdc.com/


Lake Monona, Summer 2024
Photo Credit: Finn Ryan / Yaharaproject.org

“Monitors observed  the 
highest number of 
nearshore cyanobacteria 
(blue-green algae) blooms 
compared to any other 
time in the program’s 10-
year history…”



EPA’s 2022 Memo: Accelerating Nutrient Pollution 
Reductions in the Nation’s Waters

• Deepen collaborative partnerships 

with agriculture

• Utilize Clean Water Act authorities to 

drive progress, innovation, and 

collaboration

• Support states, tribes, and 

territories to achieve nutrient 

pollution reductions from all sources
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Statewide Phosphorus Criteria

• Growing Season Median Value (rivers & streams)

• Summer Average Value (lakes & reservoirs)



Water Quality Based Effluent Limits:
Total Phosphorus

Permitted Facilities:

• 750 surface water dischargers

Unaffected, 200

0.3 mg/L - 1.0 mg/L, 

190

0.04 mg/L - 0.3 mg/L, 

360

Phosphorus WQBELs Statewide



What are the outcomes in Wisconsin?

-50 facilities commit to installing tertiary filtration to meet 
WQBELs

- 75 facilities offset excess phosphorus loading via water 
quality trading

-20 facilities undertake full watershed restoration

-200 small facilities commit to achieving 1.0 mg/L and 
optimize down to 0.5 mg/L



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

• Total credits traded (phosphorus): 26,800 
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 Program Beneficial Outcomes

1. Affordable phosphorus compliance for communities that cannot 

upgrade

2. Ancillary benefits associated with conservation practices

3. Reduced energy consumption compared to a tertiary filtration 

scenario

4. Established framework for a nutrients reduction market
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^

the public sector’s



Ecosystem Services Marketplace

• How much is a pound of phosphorus 

[kept out of surface water] worth?



• Non-regulatory drivers for conservation

• Cultural values

• Voluntary programs / incentives

• Consumer demand / labeling

• Regulatory drivers for conservation

• CAFO permits

• Agricultural performance standards

• Local ordinances

Its not enough.

Consider adding:

• Municipalities

• Industries

• Municipal and Industry Associations

• Civil/wastewater engineering firms

• Dedicated water quality trading clearinghouse





• Must be applied uniformly and consistent with CWA

• Underfunded dischargers may have few options

• Variances play an important role here

• Opens the door to manipulation

• Impetus to inflate credit quantities / benefits

• Administrative burden for agencies

Negative Aspects of Regulatory Driver and 
Water Quality Trading
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Point source reductions will only go so far towards achieving water quality standards.

We need to fuel a cultural shift towards stewardship – well-funded municipalities 

and industries can do this locally.

In some areas, additional nonpoint regulations are going to be required to achieve 

standards.  How much support is there for additional regulation?



Downward Trends in Total 
Phosphorus Observed Widely



Matt Claucherty

Matthew.Claucherty@wisconsingov
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