
Hi Everyone!  I am Jenny Paquet, an environmental planner with DEM in the Office of 
Water Resources.  I work for the Nonpoint Source Pollution Management Program.  

NPS pollution means pollution that comes from many diffuse sources vs. pollution that 
discharges out the end of a pipe.  

I am working on watershed plans for various watersheds in Rhode Island.   These plans are 
for both the protection and the restoration of clean water and healthy aquatic habitats
within an entire watershed.  

This map on the lower left shows an aerial image of the Buckeye Brook Watershed as an 
example of a watershed in Rhode Island.  

The figure on top represents a watershed. I like this figure because it shows land uses in the 
watershed, and land use management has a lot to do with the resulting quality of the water 
resources in a watershed.  
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This is some context to explain Why we are doing watershed plans.

Watershed Planning is based on a Framework that recognizes the Watershed as the 
appropriate unit for managing our water resources.

What happens upstream affects downstream, (which could be in a different town or State) 
and what happens on the land can affect the water, the groundwater, and the aquatic 
habitats in that watershed.  
And watershed planning is a way to look at all these connections.

In Rhode Island, land use is managed on the municipal level, however, watershed 
boundaries transcend political boundaries so watershed management involves 
coordinating across these areas of shared water resources—not just with municipalities, 
but with all the stakeholders in a watershed who have a role in providing information or 
taking actions in a watershed, including watershed organizations, etc.

This Management Principle is supported in our State Guide Plans for Land Use and Water 
Quality, and the Water Quality 2035 Plan has a goal to develop these Watershed Plans.

And we are Prioritizing: Our NPS Program Management Plan includes a list of priorities, 
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but this is not stopping anyone interested from developing a watershed plan for their area of 
interest.  There just is no money available to develop these plans.  

Besides being a good idea for management purposes, a Watershed Plan is now required for 
projects to be eligible for Federal 319 grants.  This is the program I work for.
This is federal funding provided by the USEPA under Section 319 of the Clean Water Act,
which RIDEM administers for grants for nonpoint source water pollution projects and aquatic 
habitat restoration projects.  

These  watershed plans take a holistic approach, and attempt to address all sources and 
potential sources of pollution and threats to aquatic habitat, and then they also integrate the 
full range of actions—from regulatory to voluntary— to protect and restore water 
resources.  And they include all sources of water pollution, not just nonpoint pollution.

These plans are not required to be adopted by any of the municipalities.  It is simply meant 
to be a resource for prioritizing issues and actions; and to be used as a supporting document 
when applying for grants; but it should also be valuable for anyone wanting to know what 
has been done or ideas for what you might want to consider for what could be done.  So it is 
meant to be a resource.
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Like I mentioned, a watershed plan is required for a potential project to be eligible for NPS 
319 grant funds.

This is the origin of that requirement, written into the 319 Grant Guidance document 
effective 2014.

Appendix C of this document goes into depth on the requirements for what a watershed 
plan is to include.

You’ll see item b. is to estimate pollutant loading amounts and load reductions needed.  For 
this item, we rely on TMDLs, which are studies that measure and calculate these quantities.  
I’ll talk about TMDLs more later.
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For anyone interested in learning more or for information on how to develop a watershed 
plan, here are some guidance documents from EPA and a link to where you can find them.  

https://www.epa.gov/nps/resources-watershed-planning 
(copy and paste into address bar)

You can also contact me or Ernie and we can set you up with an outline and point you to 
some resources specific for your watershed that would be useful to incorporate into your 
planning.

The Handbook on the left can be overwhelming, so I would direct you to the Quick Guide 
that was developed.  
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This is how RI’s watershed plans differ from the 319 guidance:
• we intend them to be more encompassing than just nonpoint source pollution
• EPA’s requirements emphasize pollutant loading reductions, which are for Impaired 

Waters, however, DEM envisions watershed plans to ‘also identify protection actions 
needed to prevent degradation of water quality and aquatic habitats.  So, protection is 
equally important as restoration.  This is a primary goal of State Guide Plan for Water 
Quality 2035.

Watershed Planning is a key component of the State’s Water Quality Management 
Framework, which involves monitoring water quality and aquatic habitat conditions, 
assessing those conditions, planning strategies to protect or restore conditions, 
implementing those strategies, and evaluating the results of the strategies.  The State’s 
Framework and the EPA requirements both rely on science (this is where the data from 
your volunteer water quality monitoring programs can come into play) and a classic 
planning methodology. 

As you can see from the diagram taken from SGP Water Quality 2035, Watershed Planning 
is meant to incorporate various sources of available information in order to inform these 
plans, and then to take the information and share it with others and figure out priorities
and what else is needed to either protect or restore the water resources in that watershed.
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What goes into the Watershed Plans?  Other than if a TMDL is in the works, we are not 
doing any new research.

We’ve been compiling the relevant information from all the various existing plans and 
studies that pertain to a particular watershed, and attempting to document some of the 
major work that has already been done.  This helps us identify gaps and prioritize actions 
for moving forward. 

We also check with key stakeholders to find out what they think the issues and priorities 
are, and what they think needs to be done.  Then we suggest supplemental 
recommendations to help fill in any gaps.

This slide shows some examples of the sources of information that are pulled together for 
watershed plans.  
So documents like the State’s List of Impaired Waters, the Department of Health’s Beach 
closure data, Total Maximum Daily Load Studies, local MS4 Stormwater Management 
Program Plans, Community Comprehensive Plans, State plans for Invasive Species, Habitat 
restoration, etc.

The idea is to take a step back and look at the big picture to prioritize issues and actions for 
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moving forward with the limited financial resources available. 

It helps to have a grasp on the big picture.  And they are a way to integrate information from 
the various plans into one plan for a unified view. 
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These are the plans that have been completed and approved by EPA.  We have one draft 
plan currently under EPA review, and a few more are being developed now.
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As an example of what you can find in all watershed plans-the current status of all the 
waterbodies.

This is a map showing the waterbodies on Aquidneck Island that are currently listed as 
impaired for certain uses on our official List of Impaired Waters- (or called the ‘303d list,’ 
ref. Clean Water Act)

Red are impaired, and the waterbodies in orange have not been assessed.  

You’ll see that this map includes freshwater and coastal waters.  

Watershed plans give a status on each of the waterbodies within that watershed, and notes 
whether they have been assessed or not, and if so, what do we know.

“Impaired” means it doesn’t meet the water quality standard for one or more of its 
intended, or ‘designated,’ uses.

Once a waterbody is put on this list, DEM is required to create a specific plan to restore 
that water quality.  This is called a ‘Water Quality Restoration Plan’ which includes that 
Total Maximum Daily Load calculation/ analysis (TMDL).
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And those TMDL’s involve some regulatory and some voluntary means for reducing the 
pollution to that waterbody, depending on what’s applicable.

So now I am going to talk a bit about TMDL’s, but first….
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What do I mean when I say, “Designated Uses?”

The State Water Quality Regulations has assigned designated uses to every waterbody in 
the State through the use of a classification system.  

So, for a waterbody classified ‘AA,’ it has a designated use of ‘drinking water supply.’  The 
water quality should be such that it can be safe to drink using conventional treatment.

In Rhode Island, all surface waters should have water quality that can support primary and 
secondary contact recreation, fish and wildlife habitat, and fish consumption.  

So these designated uses then dictate the water quality standard that the waterbody 
should be meeting.
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Ok, so I’ve talked a little bit about Watershed Planning.  I’m going to talk a little bit about 
this other type of plan called a ‘Water Quality Restoration Plan’  which is also referred to as 
a ‘TMDL.’  

TMDL stands for Total Maximum Daily Load.  Which is “the amount of a pollutant a 
waterbody can take in and still meet its water quality standards.”

• It is a Federally Mandated study (and it is rather technical)
• The Study Determines that Total Maximum Daily Load- the amount of a specific 

pollutant that can be discharged into a specific waterbody and still maintain the water 
quality standard for that waterbody.

• and this ‘limit’ or “allowable amount” forms the basis for Regulatory Action.  This 
regulatory action is limited to the relevant RIPDES permits in the watershed.  I am not 
going to go over that in this presentation.

• The Goal is to Restore the waterbody’s designated use that is currently impaired, hence, 
‘restoration plan.’  It is different than a Watershed Plan, but can be confusing because it 
kind of sounds the same.

• The contributing sources of that pollutant need to be reduced by some amount—this is 
the other number that is calculated, usually a percent of the load reduction needed 
(remember item b from the requirements for a watershed plan- if a TMDL exists, this is a 
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handy way to fulfil that requirement).

But, why is it called a Water Quality Restoration Plan?
• In Rhode Island, usually the TMDL calculation study also includes action items and 

recommendations that are needed to be implemented to work towards the goal to 
achieve acceptable levels for the water quality to improve. So this is the Water Quality
Restoration Plan.
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What are some differences between a Water Quality Restoration Plan (or, TMDL) and a 
Watershed Plan?

A TMDL is created for an impaired waterbody that is on the State’s List of Impaired Waters.  
So it has to be on that list.  This is for surface water only, not groundwater.

Watershed Plans can include protecting clean water, including groundwater, there is no 
need to have a polluted waterbody to do a watershed plan.

And Watershed Plans can address Aquatic Habitat, which I will talk about shortly.

TMDL’s address a specific pollutant(s), not necessarily all the pollutants, or all the water 
related issues in the watershed (i.e., flooding, or aquatic habitat).  

Whereas Watershed Plans address all the known and potential sources of water pollution 
and stressors on aquatic habitat in the watershed, including wetlands and buffer loss, and 
some other types of things I will introduce later.

So, a TMDL can form a key part of a Watershed Plan.
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A little bit more about nonpoint source pollution:

Pollution that comes from many diffuse sources.  It is from our everyday activities.  This is 
hard to regulate.  It is easy to regulate pollution coming out of a pipe because you know 
what it is from and you know who is responsible.  

For nonpoint source pollution, because it is so hard to regulate, we rely on other methods 
to combat it.  One example is public education—spreading awareness– is really important, 
because this is stuff individual people have personal control over.  So public education is an 
important action item included in watershed plans.  Another strategy for addressing 
nonpoint source pollution is providing 319 grants to eligible entities- who then voluntarily 
apply for the funding to do a nice project that tackles this problem.  Of course you need to 
have a watershed plan first.

Watershed plans also talk about point sources.  As an example, Aquidneck Island has had 
wastewater discharges from combined sewer overflows into coastal waters.  So things that 
are going on with sewer and wastewater management as relevant to a watershed, are 
discussed in the plan for that watershed.  
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This slide is to segue for talking about the MS4 Stormwater Program.

So, here are some points I want to make about NPS pollution:

• It is a Major source of water quality problems in Rhode Island.  Nutrients and pathogens, 
but also sediment, are the most prevalent problems in RI.

• A little bit here from a failed septic system and a little bit there from someone’s dog 
really adds up.  It is a cumulative impact that results in noticeable degradation of water 
quality conditions in our waterbodies and aquatic habitats.  

• It is mostly carried in stormwater runoff to our waterbodies. 

• Not to be confusing,  but once that polluted runoff goes into a storm drainage system in 
an urbanized area which has to do with census population—it then becomes a point 
source and is regulated through the RIPDES MS4 Stormwater program.

• RIPDES is Rhode Island Pollutant Discharge Elimination System
• MS4 stands for ‘Municipal Separate Storm Sewer System.’  I will talk about this next.
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Most areas of most municipalities are required to comply with this General Permit.  They 
are required to have a Stormwater Management Program Plan (SWMPP) and run a local 
program for this and report to DEM on their progress and compliance every year in March.  

The local Stormwater Management Program is required to include these 6 ‘minimum 
measures’ and also address any Special Resource Protection Waters (SRPW, as specified in 
the State Water Quality Regulations) that may be in the MS4 regardless of whether it is in 
the ‘urbanized’ area, and also they are required to address TMDLs that have identified 
stormwater as the cause of an impairment.  
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So by now, you’ve heard about a bit about watershed planning, TMDLs and the MS4 
Stormwater Program, now I’m going to talk about some other stuff that Watershed Plans 
include:

Watershed plans also discuss factors and conditions that can negatively affect the quality of 
the aquatic habitats in a watershed.  And a lot of times things that affect habitat also affect 
water quality and/or flooding.  So it is all related, and watershed plans look at these 
connections and interrelated issues, depending on what is applicable for that watershed. 

Watershed plans go over how to prevent these things from happening, and also actions to 
take to undo some of these existing problems.  
And measures that address these stressors will help restore and protect aquatic habitats, 
and can have a lot of other co-benefits, including building resiliency to climate change. This 
concept is not lost on a watershed plan– it is integrated within a watershed plan.

So the take-away here is that watershed plans cover protection and restoration for both 
water quality and aquatic habitats, and they take into consideration climate change and 
resiliency, and look at these interrelated issues more holistically than just a TMDL or just an 
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MS4 program.  It is all connected. 
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