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New Water Quality Assessment results available to public

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) approved the Department of Ecology’s most recent updatesto
the state’s Water Quality Assessment on August 26, 2022. Taking the form of an interactive online tool, the
Assessment pulls togetherexisting datafor fresh and marine water. This tool helps us, and others see where
water quality is improving, where to prioritize future improvement plans, and where we need more data.

Working towards cleaner water

The federal Clean Water Act sets a national goal that water should be “fishable and swimmable.” To achieve
this goal and meetlegal requirements, Washington has established state water quality standards designedto
protect the beneficial uses of lakes, streams, and marine waters. Beneficial usesinclude usingthe water for
drinking, recreation, and as habitat for fish and other aquatic life. The water quality standards set limits to
address toxicchemicals, such as arsenic, and conventional pollutants, such as harmful bacteria. Theyalso set
limits on other conditions, such as water temperature, because water that is too warm harms fishand other
aquaticlife.

Itis our responsibility to categorize state waters as clean or polluted (see the section below to learn more
about our categories). We use the availible datain the Assessmentto determine if Washington’s streams,
lakes, and marine water meetthe water quality standards or if they are polluted. As part of thiswork, we must
regularly update the Assessment based on new data, or changes in the standards.

Statewide data collection effort

We use data gathered by Ecology and readily available data from several otherlocal, state, and federal
agencies, tribes, and environmental groups. To help ensure that the data we useis accurate, all data must
meet our quality assurance requirements (our policy for ensuring credible datal). The Assessmentincludes
data from many water bodies across the state, including 9,292 miles of streams, 433 lakesand 614 square
miles of marine water. With the use of a new automation tool, we analyzed approximately 66 million data
points.

While this isa vast amount of water and data, the Assessment actually represents only 15% of Washington’s
total waterbodies. In other words, this isnot a report card for water quality for all of Washington, but instead
a snapshotin time of water quality for water where thereis data. With a significantincrease in available
monitoring data, we were able to assess 2,079 water body segmentsfor the firsttime, adding a wealth of
water quality data to the database.

! https://ecology.wa.gov/DOE/files/3b/3bf2 eaab-090b-49d1-8ff4-fd8c82960f 7a.pdf
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Snapshot of draft results

There are 41,988 unique water quality listings on Washington water, a 41% increase from the last assessment.
A listingisa unique combination of a waterbody segment, pollutant, and sample type (water, fish tissue,
sediment, etc.). That means multiple types of data can be collected on the same water segment, so a
waterbody can be rated as Category 5 for one pollutant, but Category 1 for another. See the table below or
our WQ Assessment webpage? more information.

Assessment category What it means

Water quality standards are met for pollutants that were

Category 1: Meets tested standards tested

Some evidence of a water quality problem but not

SRl Ny & WEKESS e eeea) persistent enough to put it in Category 5

Category 3: Insufficient data Not enough data to evaluate if it meets water quality

standards
Category 4: Has a TMDL or alternative Pollution Doesn’t meet water quality standards but pollution control
Control Program efforts are in place

Data indicates water quality standards are not being met

Category 5: On the polluted/impaired water 303(d) List and cleanup plan needed

The most common water pollution problems continue to be elevated watertemperatures and high bacteria
levels, which combined make up more than half of the total polluted water. The other common pollution
problems are low dissolved oxygen and toxics (a broad category that includes many individual toxics).

Overall, out of the rivers and marine waters we assessed, 46% of streams (4,269 miles) and 19% of marine
water (115 square miles) are Category 5, or 303d listed, for at least one pollutant. For some context on
progress, 32% of assessed streams (2,984 miles) were in Category 5 at one point and are now in Category 4
because they have an active Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) or pollution control plan in place.

The table below gives the number of listings in each category for each pollutantand you can see the largest
number of listings have beentested for Toxics. Thisis because there are over 100 differenttoxicchemicals
(pollutants) with water quality standards and we often test for multiple toxicpollutantsina single sample.
That isalso why many of those listings need more data.

Listings by Category | Category | Category | Category| Category Total
Parameter 1 2 3 4 5

Bacteria 806 1,017 1,435 904 1,357 5,519
Dissolved Oxygen 12 1,254 1,023 284 1,099 3,672
pH 62 1,099 1,218 80 454 2,913
Temperature 806 1,122 1,466 963 1,358 5,715
Toxics 4,669 1,733 15,168 182 969 22,721
Other 142 165 412 522 209 1,448
Total 6,497 6,390 20,722 2,935 5,446 41,988

2 https://ecology.wa.gov/Water-Shorelines/Water-quality/Water-improvement/Assessment-of-state-waters-303d

Publication 22-10-017 August 2022 Page2


https://ecology.wa.gov/Water-Shorelines/Water-quality/Water-improvement/Assessment-of-state-waters-303d

Water Quality Program —— DEEEL\(R)TEICE)N (Tf.$
i

State of Washington

The draft Assessmentalsoshows that local efforts to improve water quality are working, with more than 100
listings that were previously considered polluted are now considered clean or meeting water quality
standards. However, there is still more work to be done. Ecology meetsannually with interested stakeholders,
tribes, and local organizations to prioritize where waterimprovement work will occur. We evaluate
improvement efforts based on criteria such as how severe the pollutantis, how much risk to publichealth or
aquatic species, and resource constraints.

Using the Assessment

While we use the assessmentto prioritize cleaning up polluted water, the data results are also used by others
for a variety of reasons. Tribes, federal, state, and local governments, and stakeholders use the Assessment to
design monitoring programs, use data in environmental reporting, and to design their own water quality
improvement projects.

One of the new features of the online Assessmenttool is the ability to add a layer of demographicinformation
from the U.S. Census. This means that you can not only look at the water quality data for a specificlocation or
watershed, but also learn more about the people livinginthat area. The Census has statistics on language,
income, and education for populationsin the area, which Ecology and otherorganizations can use to prioritize
work in overburdened communities.

Next Steps

We are currently accepting data through September 30, 2022 to update our next statewide Assessment. The
nextassessmentwill analyze water quality data collected from 2012 through 2021. We expectthe nextdraft
Assessment will be available for publicreview in early 2024.

Related Information

e Water Quality Assessment

e Water Quality assessment Policy 1-11
e 2018 WQA Supporting Information

4 | ‘ To request an ADA accommodation, contact Ecology
2 by phone at 360-407-6600 or email the Assessment
Assessment Team Team at 303d@ecy.wa.gov, or visit

303d@ecy.wa.gov https://ecology.wa.gov/accessibility.
360-407-6600

For Relay Service or TTY call 711 or 877-833-6341
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