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EPA’s 2013 NPS Program Guidance
“…a strong emphasis on taking a watershed-
based approach to restore impaired waters”

In early 2016, with direction from U.S. EPA Region 5, Ohio moved beyond 
the Watershed Action Planning (WAP) framework—that had stagnated. 
These new strategic plans are now focused on the water quality problems:

• What’s impaired; What needs to be done; and What can be done at the 
HUC-12 scale

• Required for funding — §319 & Great Lakes Restoration Initiative (GLRI)



EPA’s 2013 NPS Program Guidance
Watershed-based Planning

“…planning at the watershed (HUC-12) scale is needed to 
provide a comprehensive analysis and approach to…” 

• Identify causes and sources of pollution; 

• Develop critical areas; 

• Establish water quality goals; and

• Establish strategic quantitative objectives



What are the 9-Elements

*



Develop Projects 
(9-Elements)

Summarize Watershed 
Characteristics

Establish Strategic 
Objectives

Establish Strategic 
Goals

List Causes and 
Sources of 

Impairment

Develop and 
Describe Critical 

Areas



• Introduction
– Report Background

– Watershed Profile 
and History

– Public Participation 
and Involvement

***Who was involved, describe public meetings, 
and outreach efforts. This is especially important for 

project development and buy-in***

9-Element Plan
Chapter 1



9-Element Plan
Chapter 2• Watershed 

Characterization 

• Monitoring/Modeling 
Assessment Summary 
(HUC-12-scale)

• Biological Trends

• *Loading Assessment*→

• Causes and Sources of 
Impairment
– Near-field and far-field

– Aquatic life use, 
recreational use, drinking 
water use
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Agricultural Load (NPS) — #/year

Urban (NPS) — #/year

Natural (NPS) — #/year

Home Sewage Treatment 
Systems/Unsewered (NPS) — #/year

Treatment Plants 
(Point Source) — #/year

Total Baseline P-Load (#/year)



9-Element Plan
Chapter 3-Critical Areas

Provides maps and 
overviews of Critical 

Areas addressing both 
near-field and far-field 

WQ impairment

Example HUC-12 critical 
area map for Lower 

Blue Creek →



Near-Field Impairment
• Near Field: localized impairment at HUC-12 watershed scale 

is related to:

—Aquatic Biometric Assessments that don’t meat water 
quality threshold metrics: 

oaltered hydrology (NPS), channelization, absence of riparian 
habitat (NPS), sedimentation (NPS and PS); or

—Chemical Loading: 
oLow-flow (i.e., non-runoff) Point Source-related loading and is 

addressed through NPDES permitting



Far-Field impaired waters
• Far Field

—Impairment that is downstream from multiple*
HUC-12 scale watershed units; and

—Usually involves important water resources 
including: 

• Lake Erie, 

• Gulf of Mexico, and 

• other inland reservoirs and lakes 



Far Field Impairment: 

Almost always related to annual and/or seasonal nutrient 
loading from both Nonpoint and Point sources:

• Point Sources: 

– Involves regulatory permitting of dischargers (NPDES) 

• Nonpoint Sources: 

– Involves strategic implementation of voluntary measures to 
address land-use related impairment: 

–Examples include: Strategies for row crop agriculture, urban 
impervious surfaces, AFOs, and unsewered homes/communities



9-Element Plan

• Outline of Measurable Goals

– Usually to attain or maintain aquatic life use (ALU) designation 
by meeting threshold water quality index values

– Also should focus on attaining or maintaining Public Drinking 
Water and/or Recreational use designations in far field 
locations 

• Especially in downstream lakes and reservoirs that are 
impaired by algae and where nutrient (e.g., phosphorus) 
load reductions are needed to remove impairment.

Chapter 3-Goals



• Outline of Quantifiable Objectives

–What are the technical solutions?

–What are the activities, management practices, 
administrative measures?; and

–How many of each can be reasonably accomplished in 
the near term?

*Using an adaptive management approach*

9-Element Plan
Chapter 3-Objectives



Quantifiable —What can be accomplished in near term so that 
incremental progress toward water quality goal(s) will occur.

Examples:
• Restore at least 500 feet of severely eroded streambank near RM 1.5

• Develop conservation plans for all (12,000 acres) cropland and farmstead *

• Install drainage water controls and implement drainage water 
management on at least 500 acres of subsurface drainage

• Install practices that impound or retain surface drainage water from at 
least 500 acres cropland including: wetlands, conservation basins, 
WASCOBs, infiltration areas, saturated buffers, others 

*ADAPTIVE*

Objectives:



• Install or rehabilitate 5000 linear feet of grassed waterways

• Plant 100 acres of wooded riparian buffer between river mile 1.0 and 5.0 
of Shadeless Creek

• Enroll at least 200 new acres into the USDA-Conservation Reserve Program 
prioritizing outreach toward lands containing critical areas where water 
quality BMPs (e.g., effective hydraulic buffers) can be installed.

• Eliminate discharges of manure or runoff-containing manure from at least 
five (5) Animal Feeding Operations as identified in the Conservation 
Planning process.

• 1000 new acres adopting long term conservation crop rotation that 
includes cover crops

*ADAPTIVE*

More Example Objectives-Agricultural:



The Nonpoint Source Implementation Strategy 
Template

https://www.epa.state.oh.us/dsw/nps/index

Ohio’s NPS program 9-Element Planning assistance page
Template is available as a pdf or Word (docx) file

https://www.epa.state.oh.us/dsw/nps/index


Project Overview Table Example



Example: Potential Project Location map



A Project 
Summary Sheet 
(PSS) must be 

provided 
for each short-
term project

Medium and Long-term 
projects are not 
presented in PSSs since 
they are not yet ready 
for implementation

Progress: 
Estimated 

Load reduction



Where are US EPA’s Nine Elements found 
in Ohio’s NPS-IS? 

...and Biological Metrics
Critical Areas
Goals 
Objectives

Projects & 
Project 
Bookshelf



9-Element Plan review
• All plans (new and updated) go to Ohio 

EPA for State review—OEPA, ODA-DSWC 
and sometimes Lake Erie Commission.

• When determined to be complete, the 
plans are currently sent to U.S. EPA 
Region 5 for final approval.*

• The 9-Element Plan’s cover is marked 
with Approval Date, and the plan is  
posted on Ohio EPA’s Nonpoint Source 
Program website. 
– A clickable map of approved 9-Element 

plans is in the works



9-Element Planning Status
Approved 9-Element Plans 62

Equivalent Plans (w/ Indiana) 25

Acid Mine Drainage (AMDAT) plans 62

Plans-in-Progress 17

As of December 11, 2018

WLEB

* Note: there are already some 
Approved or Equivalent plans in the 

Western Lake Erie Basin (WLEB)*
• There are a lot more 9-element plans 

that need to be developed; and
• Those already-approved and 

equivalent plans need to be updated 
consistent with new far-field targets



Ohio’s 9-Element NPS Implementation plan…
• is an effective, integrated approach to 

address the diverse realities and 
needs of each watershed – HUC-12 
scale;

• allows for project eligibility and 
funding; 

• establishes goals, objectives, projects, 
and timelines; and 

• is the tool Ohio EPA is relying upon to 
implement nonpoint source strategies 
in the Western Lake Erie Basin 
– *A project that will create a process to allow 

for better tracking and reporting of NPS-IS 
project implementation is in the works*


