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Introduction

To enhance water quality protection and restoration, as well as better ensure that desired
environmental outcomes are achieved, Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) priorities must be clearly
defined and aligned with other state program priorities. In December 2013, the United States
Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA) announced the “Long-Term Vision for Assessment,
Restoration, and Protection under the Clean Water Act (CWA) Section 303(d) Program” (Vision 1.0).
The Vision included six goals: Engagement, Prioritization, Protection, Integration, Alteratives, and
Assessment.

The USEPA, in collaboration with the States, updated the original Vision (Vision 2.0) for 2022-2032.
Vision 2.0 includes a renewal of the goals articulated in Vision 1.0 as well as introducing new Focus
Areas for the CWA Section 303(d) program. Per the USEPA TMDL Web page (The Vision for the
Clean Water Act Section 303(d) Program | US EPA):

“The Goals outline aspirations and highlight opportunities to implement

CWA Section 303(d) program activities in the following categories — Planning and
Prioritization, Restoration, Protection, Data and Analysis, and Partnerships. Focus
Areas provide four cross-cutting themes of national, regional and local importance,
consistent with broad USEPA priorities, to consider in CWA Section 303(d) program
implementation — Environmental Justice, Climate Change, Tribal Water Quality and
Program Development, and Program Capacity Building. This Vision outlines a
framework to organize program activities; it does not constitute regulation, policy or
new mandates.”

“Prioritization” is defined by the Vision as a systematic approach developed by individual states to
prioritize watersheds or waters for TMDL development, restoration, and protection for incorporation into
the Integrated Report (IR). Once a state identifies its priorities, it will be expected to address all of them
between 2022 and 2032 through a combination of TMDLSs, alternative approaches, program integration,
public engagement improvements, and protection activities. Per the Vision 2.0 requirements, in 2022
the Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy (EGLE), Water Resources Division
(WRD), provided the USEPA with a two-year Bridge Document with our TMDL priorities for fiscal years
(FY) 2023 and 2024. These included:

o EGLE-WRD listed the inner Saginaw Bay as Category 5 for the Other Indigenous Aquatic Life
and Wildlife designated use in the 2022 IR. EGLE partnered with multiple federal, state, local,
academic, and non-government organizations to conduct the first two of three years (2023-
2025) of monitoring in the Saginaw Bay and in several tributaries. In addition, an EGLE-WRD
environmental engineer has leamed about the model(s) necessary to generate loading
estimates and reduction targets.

e Consistent with USEPA priorities, EGLE-WRD has placed an emphasis on better assessment
and reduction of nutrient levels in Michigan lakes, rivers, streams, and wetlands. This nutrient
focus is being extended to the TMDL program as reflected in the Vision 2.0 plan. To help
prioritize nutrient-impaired waters, we used the Recovery Potential Screening (RPS) tool to
provide additional data and analysis to identify waters for which TMDLs are most likely to be
implemented and make a meaningful improvement to water quality.

This document identifies EGLE’s TMDL commitment through the next two-year period (FYs 2025-2026)
specifically, and our priorities through 2032.


https://www.epa.gov/tmdl/Vision
https://www.epa.gov/tmdl/Vision

FYs 2025-2026 Commitments

As described above, in 2024 EGLE-WRD is completing the second year of a three-year monitoring
project on Saginaw Bay and various tributaries in cooperation with numerous partners. The third year
of monitoring will occur in 2025. This data effort involves sampling 18 stream/river sites as well as 10
locations in Saginaw Bay. Parameters include flow/discharge; nitrogen series; phosphorus (total and
dissolved reactive); total suspended solids; dissolved oxygen; turbidity; and chlorophyll a (Saginaw
Bay locations). Project details can be found at (The link provided was broken and has been removed).

During FY 2026, EGLE-WRD and its partners will analyze the data; model phosphorus and nitrogen
loadings; identify significant point and nonpoint sources of nutrients; conduct outreach and solicit public
opinion; and begin writing the TMDL.

FYs 2027-2032 Priorities

In recent years, EGLE-WRD has worked to improve our monitoring guidance and procedures to assess
water bodies that may be impacted by elevated nutrient levels as well as to update our assessment
methodology to evaluate whether nutrients may be affecting support of designated uses. Specifically,
EGLE-WRD is refining a Nutrient Expression Guidance (Guidance) document for rivers and streams
that was recently developed using Section 106 Monitoring Initiative grant funds. The Guidance uses
aquatic plant and algae extent, algal mat height, riparian canopy cover, water clarity, and dissolved
oxygen flux at potential nutrient expression sites to identify those that should be listed on the

Section 303(d) impaired water body list. Once completed, the Guidance will be incorporated into our
Assessment Methodology for use in the 2026 IR.

EGLE-WRD also has placed more focus on monitoring and assessing inland lakes that were potentially
impacted by nutrient enrichment. High nutrients levels in combination with elevated temperatures due
to climate change increase the frequency and intensity of algae blooms. We have worked through a
backlog of lakes that exhibited nutrient enrichment signs based on previous data but were classified as
Category 3 (Insufficient Information for Assessment) in past IRs. For each lake, EGLE evaluates
available information related to Trophic State Index (based on phosphorus, Secchi depth, and
chlorophyll a); frequency and extent of algae blooms (green algae and cyanobacteria); the presence of
cyanobacteria toxins; aerial imagery showing signs of algae blooms or low transparency; and Aquatic
Nuisance Control permits (extent and frequency of plant/algae treatment). Based on these efforts,
several of these lakes have been reassessed in recent IRs as Category 5 for not supporting the

Other Indigenous Aquatic Life and Wildlife designated use and therefore requiring a TMDL.
EGLE-WRD also updated the inland lake coldwater fishery assessment methodology to include the
dissolved oxygen water quality standard and began identifying coldwater lakes that are not supporting
the coldwater fishery designated use. A subset of those lakes that have higher nutrient levels or
complaints of algae blooms were identified to have a nutrient-related cause.

In the 2024 IR, more than 87 water bodies are listed as Category 5 for causes related to nutrient
expression. Specific causes of impairment include:

Phosphorus.

Eutrophication/nutrients.

Algae.

Other biological indicators associated with nutrients/eutrophication.
Dissolved Oxygen.



To help identify which of these water bodies would most benefit in the near-term from TMDL
development and implementation, EGLE-WRD used the RPS tool. As described on the USEPA’s RPS
Web site (Overview of Recovery Potential Screening (RPS) | US EPA):

“The concept of recovery potential - the relative restorability of a water body and its
watershed - is one important consideration for water quality programs whose main goal
is to bring about recovery. Recovery Potential Screening (RPS) provides an approach
for comparing watersheds, their condition and how well they may respond to
management efforts. RPS is a systematic, comparative method for identifying
differences among watersheds (or watershed-based, hydrologic units such as HUC12s)
that may influence their relative likelihood to be successfully restored, protected or
managed in other ways. It was developed by the EPA Office of Water as a flexible,
user-driven approach to help states and others generally compare impaired waters and
their watersheds more quickly and efficiently while setting priorities for investing limited
restoration resources.”

The RPS tool includes a suite of potential indicators for users to consider, divided into three broad
categories: ecological, stressor, and social. The selected indicators included within each category are
combined into an overall score for the category; the overall scores from each category are then
combined into one overall Index Score for each watershed. Watershed scores can then be compared
to see which have more “recovery potential.” The RPS tool was initially developed specifically for the
TMDL program but has since been used by many other programs.

The initial RPS runs focused on selected Ecological and Stressor indicators (Table 1). After running
the RPS tool on our list of the HUC12s with nutrient-impaired water bodies, the % Nitrogen-Index 1 in
HUC12 indicator was removed because it was found to be highly correlated with the PHWA Landscape
Sub-Index, State indicator. This effort resulted in a water body ranking based on overall RPS scores.

Table 1. RPS tool indicators used to prioritize nutrient-impaired water bodies.

Indicator Type
% Nitrogen-Index 1 in HUC12 Ecological
PHWA Landscape Sub-Index, State Ecological
PHWA Hydrology Sub-Index, State Ecological
PHWA Geomorphology Sub-Index, State Ecological
%Protected Land Ecological Ecological
% Agriculture in HUC12 Stressor
% Impervious Cover in HUC12 Stressor
Synthetic Fertilizer Phosphorus Application in HUC12 Stressor
Livestock Density in HUC12 Stressor
Septic System Count in HUC12 Stressor
NPDES Permit Count in HUC12 Stressor
% High Runoff Potential Soils in HUC12 Stressor

The initial rankings from the RPS tool are based on HUC12 watersheds. To get at the specific

water bodies, EGLE-WRD used some additional variables deemed programmatically important to help
with the prioritization. These included geography (northern Michigan vs. southemn Michigan);

water body type (lake vs. river/stream); temperature classification (coldwater vs. warmwater); and those
lakes considered Michigan Department of Natural Resources priority walleye lakes. During this
process we decided to emphasize lakes over rivers/streams. The incorporation of these variables led



https://www.epa.gov/rps/overview-recovery-potential-screening-rps

to a list of 13 water bodies, which was whittled down to 6 water bodies to reflect what is achievable
during this prioritization period. Finally, we applied an important Social indicator (Environmental
Justice, using the MIEJScreen: Environmental Justice Screening Tool) to rank the top 6 water bodies
based on environmental, health, and socioeconomic indictors impacting communities adjacent to these
water bodies (Table 2, Figure 1). TMDL development for 6 water bodies is a reasonable goal for the
period FYs 2027-2032, after the completion of the Saginaw Bay TMDL.

Table 2. Priority water bodies (in order) for TMDL development from FYs 2027-2032.
CW = Coldwater; WW = Warmwater.

Type Water Body(ies) AUID(s)
LakeSouthCW Paw Paw River Lake Group MI040601010104-02,
MI1040601010102-03
LakeSouthWw Pontiac Lake MI040900050101-04
LakeNorthCW Van Etten Lake MI1040700070609-04
LakeNorthWww Hess Lake MI1040601020904-05
LakeSouthCW Hamlin/Big Sable Lake/River MI1040601010104-02,
MI1040601010102-03
LakeNorthCW Long Lake MI1040601040201-01

EGLE-WRD will continue to update the statewide mercury, PCB, and E. coli TMDLs every other year in
conjunction with IR production.

Flexibility

Because Division and Departmental priorities sometimes change rapidly, EGLE-WRD reserves the right
to substitute projects of similar size and scope to those listed in this document as well as to modify
approaches presented in the priorities listed in this document as additional information is learned
throughout the implementation process. For example, EGLE recently listed the Michigan portion of
Lake Erie as Category 5 for the Other Indigenous Aquatic Life and Wildlife designated use due to
excessive nutrient levels and associated algae blooms. Annex 4 of the Great Lakes Water Quality
Agreement calls for a 40 percent reduction in phosphorus loadings to Lake Erie from all jurisdictions.
EGLE-WRD uses an adaptive management approach and is working with numerous partners, including
the Michigan Department of Agriculture and Rural Development, to achieve the necessary reductions
from point and nonpoint sources. Our intention is to get these reductions through a Michigan-specific
Domestic Action Plan that identifies specific nutrient reduction activities. However, we recognize that if
we are not able to achieve the needed reductions over the next few years, a TMDL may become
necessary during the 2024-2032 period covered by this document. If so, then Lake Erie will likely
become a high priority for TMDL development, superseding some or all of the water bodies identified in
Table 2.

EGLE-WRD has identified numerous water bodies impaired by excessive chloride levels. We expect
the number of chloride-impacted water bodies identified as impaired to increase in future years as our
monitoring approaches evolve. Therefore, we may consider the development of one or more chloride
TMDLs during this period.

Conclusion

EGLE-WRD is developing a phosphorus TMDL for Saginaw Bay, having partnered with several
stakeholders to monitor Saginaw Bay and its tributaries since 2023. Monitoring will continue through


https://www.michigan.gov/egle/maps-data/miejscreen

2025 after which EGLE-WRD will analyze data, generate loading estimates, and write the TMDL in
2026 and possibly 2027.

The RPS tool and other important considerations (water body type, temperature, geography,
environmental justice) were used to prioritize other nutrient-impacted water bodies. This process

resulted in the identification of 6 lakes or lake/river systems for which TMDLs will be developed from
2027-2032.

EGLE-WRD recognizes the possibility that a TMDL for the Michigan portion of Lake Erie may become
necessary over the next eight years. If so, then that TMDL would likely become a very high priority.
We also expect additional water bodies to be listed as impaired due to elevated chloride levels, so we
may include one or more chloride TMDLs on our priority list in the next several years. Finally,
EGLE-WRD will continue to update the statewide mercury, PCB, and E. coli TMDLs every other year in
conjunction with IR production.



Figure 1. Location of priority water bodies for TMDL development from FYs 2027-2032.
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EGLE does not discriminate on the basis of race, sex, religion, age, national origin,
color, marital status, disability, political beliefs, height, weight, genetic information, or
sexual orientation in the administration of any of its programs or activities, and prohibits
intimidation and retaliation, as required by applicable laws and regulations.

People with disabilities may request this material in an alternative format by emailing
EGLE-Accessibility@Michigan.gov or calling 800-662-9278.
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