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Outline

• Background – nutrient criteria 101

• Program Updates – resources / recent releases

• N-STEPS – current projects
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Background – Clean Water Act

Congressional 
Act or Statute

• U.S. Code (U.S.C.)

• Clean Water Act,
33 U.S.C. § 1251 
et seq.

EPA 
Regulations

• Code of Federal 
Regulations (CFR)

• 30 CFR 131

State, 
Territorial, or 
Tribal Law

• Water Quality 
Standards

CWA Objective: “restore and maintain the chemical, physical and biological integrity of 
the Nation’s waters”

https://www.govinfo.gov/app/collection/uscode
https://www.govinfo.gov/app/collection/cfr
https://www.govinfo.gov/app/collection/cfr
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Background – Water Quality Standards

• Water Quality Standards define goals for surface waters and 
criteria to support those goals

Water Quality Standards

303(d) Listing (“impaired waters”)

Restoration Planning (e.g., TMDL)

Permitting (e.g., NPDES)

Other Non-CWA Management Actions
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Background – Nutrient Criteria

• Nutrients 
affect 
waterbody 
function and 
use via many 
pathways
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Background – Criteria Development

Mechanistic 
Modeling

• Mathematical 
model of 
environmental 
processes used 
to estimate 
system 
response to 
change

Stressor-
Response

• Relationship 
between 
nutrients and 
response 
measure(s), also 
called empirical 
modeling

Reference 
Condition

• Based on data 
from sites or 
time periods 
that are 
protective of 
designated uses

Other Approach

• Scientific 
literature

• Expert 
judgment

• Weight of 
evidence

• Other 
defensible 
approach

Multiple approaches can be used to analyze data and derive 
numeric nutrient criteria



77

Resources – Criteria Development
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Resources – Criteria Development

• N-STEPS Online

– https://nsteps.epa.gov/

https://nsteps.epa.gov/
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Resources – Criteria Development

• User Perception White Paper
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Resources – Advisory Groups
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Additional Programming 

• Lake Criteria Support

– Pilots underway

• Nutrient Criteria Technical Webinar Series

– Upcoming schedule TBD

• National HAB Program

– Newly formed in 2023
– www.epa.gov/habs

http://www.epa.gov/habs
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N-STEPS

Nutrient Scientific Technical Exchange Partnership and 
Support
• EPA’s technical support and outreach program for 

nutrient criteria development
• Projects range from planning to threshold 

development
• State and Tribal water quality agencies are 

encouraged to submit proposals
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N-STEPS

FY24/25 Projects

• 12 projects across 7 regions and 15 states
i. Lakes – MA, NJ, SC, WI, IN, NM, WY, ND
ii. Rivers/Stream – DC, MD, VA, PA, WV, WI
iii. Estuarine and Coastal – MA, FL
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Questions?

• Consider N-STEPS proposals!

– https://www.epa.gov/nutrie

ntpollution/n-steps-

program

• Contact info

– walsh.brannon@epa.gov

• Questions/Comments?

No matter how politely we say it, 
we owe our existence to the 
farts of blue-green algae
  -Diane Ackerman 

https://www.epa.gov/nutrientpollution/n-steps-program
https://www.epa.gov/nutrientpollution/n-steps-program
https://www.epa.gov/nutrientpollution/n-steps-program
mailto:walsh.brannon@epa.gov
mailto:walsh.brannon@epa.gov
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