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would otherwise be required. It is the permit writer’s responsibility to ensure that any EPA-approved
modification of water quality standards is properly reflected in an affected NPDES permit.

6.1.3 Water Quality Standards Implementation

As previously noted, CWA section 301(b)(1)(C) requires NPDES permits to establish effluent limitations
as necessary to meet water quality standards. Effluent limitations and other conditions in NPDES permits
may be based on a parameter-specific approach or a WET testing approach to implementing water quality
standards. A third approach to implementing water quality standards, using biocriteria or bioassessment,
is not directly accomplished through NPDES permit effluent limitations but can lead to effluent
limitations for specific parameters or for WET. Each of those approaches to implementing water quality
standards is discussed briefly below.

What procedures should permit writers use to implement water quality standards?

The terminology used and procedures described in this manual when discussing both assessing the
need for and calculating WQBELSs are based on the procedures in EPA’s Technical Support Document
for Water Quality-Based Toxics Control* <www.epa.gov/npdes/pubs/owm0264.pdf> (hereafter TSD). Those
procedures were developed specifically to address toxic pollutants but have been appropriately used
to address a number of conventional and nonconventional pollutants as well. Permit writers should be
aware that most permitting authorities have developed their own terminology and procedures for water
quality-based permitting, often derived from, but with variations on, EPA’s guidance. For example,
EPA itself promulgated Final Water Quality Guidance for the Great Lakes System (60 FR 15387,
March 23, 1995) with minimum water quality criteria, antidegradation policies, and implementation
procedures, including permitting procedures based on the TSD. Under the CWA, lllinois, Indiana,
Michigan, Minnesota, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin were required to adopt
procedures for the Great Lakes system that are consistent with that guidance. Permit writers should
always consult the applicable permitting regulations, policy, and guidance for the approved water
quality-based permitting procedures in their state.

6.1.3.1  Parameter-Specific Approach

The parameter-specific approach uses parameter-specific criteria for protection of aquatic life, human
health, wildlife, and sediments, as well as any other parameter-specific criteria adopted into a state’s
water quality standards. The criteria are the basis for analyzing an effluent, deciding which parameters
need controls, and deriving effluent limitations that will control those parameters to the extent necessary
to achieve water quality standards in the receiving water. Parameter-specific WQBELs in NPDES permits
involve a site-specific evaluation of the discharge (or proposed discharge) and its potential effect on the
receiving water or an evaluation of the effects of multiple sources of a pollutant on the receiving water
(e.g., through a total maximum daily load [TMDL] analysis). The parameter-specific approach allows for
controlling individual parameters, (e.g., copper, BOD, total phosphorus) before a water quality impact has
occurred or for helping return water quality to a level that will meet designated uses.

6.1.3.2  Whole Effluent Toxicity (WET) Approach

WET requirements in NPDES permits protect aquatic life from the aggregate toxic effect of' a mixture of
pollutants in the effluent. WET tests measure the degree of response of exposed aquatic test organisms to
an effluent. The WET approach is useful for complex effluents where it might be infeasible to identify
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