Total Maximum Daily Loads
(TMDL) Q U E S T I O N S & A N S W E R S
Q: What is a TMDL?
A: A TMDL is a written plan that describes how an impaired
water body will meet water quality standards, it contains:
– a measurable feature to describe attainment
of the water quality standard(s)
– a description of required actions to remove the impairment
– an allocation of responsibility among dischargers to act
in the form of actions or water quality conditions for
which each discharger is responsible.

Q: What steps are involved in producing a TMDL?
A: There are five steps in producing a TMDL:
1)

Stakeholder involvement: Stakeholders are
people (e.g., general public, business interests,
government entities, local agencies, citizens, etc.)
concerned about a particular water body. They
become involved in TMDL development through
local groups working with Regional Water Quality
Control Board staff. Their interests range from
pursuing the science to support TMDLs to figuring
out how to implement new management approaches.

2)

Water body assessment: Pollution sources and
loads are determined, and their overall effect
on the water body is assessed.

3)

Develop allocations: Based on the assessment,
pollutant loads are allocated for each source.
A TMDL may address a single pollutant or many
pollutants. The allocations must be designed so
that the water body will attain the applicable
water quality standards.

4)

Develop an implementation plan: The plan
describes the approach and activities required
to ensure that the allocations are met.

5)

Amend the Basin Plan: Before a TMDL is
enforceable it must be incorporated into the
appropriate Basin Plan by amending the Basin
Plan in accordance with state law. If TMDLs are
not incorporated into Basin Plans, they have no
legal standing under state law and cannot be
enforced by Regional Boards. A Basin Plan
amendment requires approval by the appropriate
Regional Board, the State Water Resources
Control Board (State Board), the Office of
Administrative Law, and the U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency Region 9. A public hearing
process is used for the Regional Board and State
Board steps in the process.

Section 303(d) of the federal Clean Water Act requires states to
develop TMDLs for impaired waterbodies.
Q: How does a TMDL differ from other pollution
management efforts?
A: A TMDL requires that loads from all pollution sources within
an impaired watershed be allocated. Other efforts focus on
loads from a few, identifiable sources. TMDLs also generally
require that a number of programs and agencies work together
to achieve the desired level of pollution control. Other efforts
are often limited to a single program or entity.
Q: What is the difference between point and nonpoint
sources of pollution and how does
this relate to TMDLs?
A: Point sources release pollutants from discrete conveyances,
such as a discharge pipe from a factory and are defined in
statute. Nonpoint sources release pollutants from landscape
scale features and include such features as parking lot runoff,
agricultural field runoff, and dust and air pollution from human
activities (considered everything that is not covered under the
point source definition). TMDLs must allocate loads for both
point and nonpoint sources.
Q: What is an “impaired water body” and how many
are there in California?
A: Informally, an impaired water body is any water that is not
meeting the water quality standards that have been established
for that water. Formally, an Impaired water body is one that is
not attaining water quality standards after technology based
discharge limits on point sources are implemented. Section
303(d) of the federal Clean Water Act requires each state to
maintain a list of impaired waterbodies and revise the list from
time to time (currently in even numbered years) California has
509 water bodies listed.
Q: What are the costs of preparing a TMDL?
A: Cost vary depending on the complexity of the TMDL. Estimates
range to over $1 million for a complex TMDL that includes the
implementation plan.
Q: How do you know which TMDL to do first?
A: The Clean Water Act requires the states to develop rankings
for TMDLs. California, ranks TMDLs as high, medium or low
priority based on a number of factors including the severity of
the impairments and the importance of the specific beneficial
uses. Regional Boards develop schedules that set the order for
TMDL completion. These schedules are contained in the Regional
Boards Watershed Management Initiative work plans.

Q: If TMDLs have been required since 1972, why
don’t all of California’s impaired waterbodies
have completed and approved TMDLs?
A: The federal Clean Water Act was established in 1972. In the
early stages of implementing the Act, attention was placed on
getting technology based controls in place. Technology controls
are equipment and facilities that produce a minimum uniform level
of pollution control. A great deal of attention was placed on
getting sewage treatment plants built and operating at the
minimum desired levels. Only after the technology controls
were largely in place did attention begin to focus on other
requirements of the Act, including TMDLs. Today, California
maintains an extensive program to manage sewage treatment
and other point sources and has begun to address the TMDL
requirements.
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