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1  Introduction 

1.1 Purpose 

 
Brief discussion of the importance of wetlands 

 

Discuss the need for this report -  

- Only have general narrative criteria to assess condition of wetlands 

- Need quantitative criteria to determine whether or not wetlands are meeting state standards (and thus 

adequately protected)  

- EPA Priority  

 

The purpose of this report is to provide a plan to improve New Hampshire's existing wetland water quality 

standards.  This project was funded by a 2011 EPA 104b3 Wetlands Grant and was developed with the 

assistance of the Wetlands Water Quality Standards Advisory Subcommittee (elaborate) 

...   
 

1.2 Report Organization 

 
This report is organized as follows: 

 

• Section 2 includes a general overview water quality standards, followed by a review of current wetland 

water quality standards in NH and a review of current wetlands mapping or coverage in NH. 

 

• Etc. 

2 Current NH Wetland Water Quality Standards (WQS) and 
Coverage 

2.1  General Overview of Surface Water Quality Standards 

 
States are required to have surface water quality standards per 40 CFR 131.4  (section 303c of the CWA)  

§      131.4  

(a) States (as defined in § 131.3) are responsible for reviewing, establishing, and revising water 

quality standards. As recognized by section 510 of the Clean Water Act, States may develop 

water quality standards more stringent than required by this regulation. Consistent with section 

101(g) and 518(a) of the Clean Water Act, water quality standards shall not be construed to 

supersede or abrogate rights to quantities of water.  (www.law.cornell.edu/cfr/text/40/131.4) 

 
 NH surface water quality standards are included in RSA 485 and Env-Wq 1700 

 

Surface water quality standards consist of 3 components; designated uses, narrative and /or numeric 

criteria to protect the uses and antidegradation. 

  

 List the designated uses from the Consolidated Assessment and Listing Methodology (CALM) 
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2.2 Current NH Wetland Water Quality Standards 
 

 

NH Surface Water Quality Regulations apply to Wetlands: 

 
RSA 485-A-2, XIV. "Surface waters of the state'' means perennial and seasonal streams, lakes, ponds, 

and tidal waters within the jurisdiction of the state, including all streams, lakes, or ponds bordering on 

the state, marshes, water courses, and other bodies of water, natural or artificial.  

 

Env-Wq 1702.46 “Surface waters” means “surface waters of the state” as defined in RSA 485-A:2, 

XIV and waters of the United States as defined in 40 CFR 122.2. 

 

Env-Wq 1701.02 Applicability. (a) These rules shall apply to all surface waters. 

 

Env-Wq 1702.53 “Wetland” means “wetland” as defined in RSA 482-A:2, X, namely “an area that is 

inundated or saturated by surface or groundwater at a frequency and duration sufficient to support, and 

that under normal conditions does support, a prevalence of vegetation typically adapted for life in 

saturated soil conditions.” Wetlands include, but are not limited to, swamps, marshes, bogs and similar  

areas as delineated in accordance with Env-Wt 100 et seq 

 

Current standards only include narrative criteria: 

 

Env-Wq 1703.02 Wetlands Criteria. 

(a) Subject to (b), below, wetlands shall be subject to the criteria listed in this part. 

(b) Wherever the naturally occurring conditions of the wetlands are different from the criteria listed in 

these rules, the naturally occurring conditions shall be the applicable water quality criteria. 

 

Env-Wq 1703.19 Biological and Aquatic Community Integrity. 

(a) The surface waters shall support and maintain a balanced, integrated, and adaptive community of 

organisms having a species composition, diversity, and functional organization comparable to that of 

similar natural habitats of a region. 

(b) Differences from naturally occurring conditions shall be limited to non-detrimental differences in 

community structure and function. 

 

2.3 Current Wetland Mapping / Coverage in NH 

In order to assess wetlands, the universe of wetlands needs to be defined.  The most complete 

universe of mapped wetlands in New Hampshire is the National Wetlands Inventory.  Although 

the maps were created based on aerial photography in the 1990s, they provide the best consistent 

coverage across the state at this time.  The NWI maps also do not provide comprehensive 

coverage of all wetlands, especially smaller wetlands (less than 2 acres).  Thus, for regulatory 

(permitting) purposes, field delineation of wetlands is required 

 

A number of communities and organizations have sought to improve their wetlands mapping for 

land use planning and wetlands protection purposes.  The level of effort to improve wetlands 

coverage ranges from one community that has had the entire town’s wetlands (field) delineated , 

while other communities have conducted photo interpretation of more recent aerial imagery, thus 

representing a more accurate picture of the resource today. 
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DES has undertaken a survey of other communities and organizations in the state to identify the 

“new and improved” mapping data that have been generated, especially in terms of  spatial coverage 

for use in a GIS.  DES is reviewing the diversity of updated spatial coverage, as available, and 

develop protocols for its use.  Goals are 

� Improved base wetlands GIS coverage. 

� More accurate wetland assessment. 

� More defensible permitting decisions. 

� Better land use planning. 

 

3 Review of Literature and Other State Approaches  

3.1 EPA  
 

EPA Guidance (1994) recommends the following: 

“Include wetlands in the definition of “State waters.” 

• Designate(d) uses for all wetlands. 

• Adopt aesthetic narrative criteria (the “free froms”) and appropriate numeric criteria for wetlands. 

• Adopt narrative biological criteria for wetlands. 

• Apply the State’s antidegradation policy and implementation methods to wetlands.” 

3.2 Association of State Wetland Managers 

In 2012, ASWM completed a report on Wetland Water Quality for States “as part of a broader project 

to help states adopt water quality standards for wetland ecosystems.” 

3.3 Other Wetland Assessment Methods  
Although New Hampshire has had a wetland assessment method since 1991, it focuses on wetland functions and 

values.  To assess wetlands for condition, other approaches need to be developed/adopted/adapted. 

Discuss methods evaluated by DES and NHB in 2012.   

Could they be used for determining if a wetland is impaired or not? 

Discuss pros and cons. 

3.4 Other State Approaches  
ME 

MN 

Other 

4 Plan to Improve NH Wetland Water Quality Standards 

4.1 Inclusion of Wetlands in Definition of Surface Waters of the State 
 

 Issue: Should wetlands be added to the statutory definition of surface waters of the state?  

 Discussion:  Review research done on this issue several years ago.  Adding wetlands to the definition of 

 surface waters could affect other statutes. 

 Recommendation:  
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4.2 Designated Uses for Wetlands 
 Issue: Are statutory/regulatory changes needed to address designated uses for wetlands? 

 Discussion:  

  Discuss the current designated uses that apply to wetlands.  

  Discuss the recommendations of the 2011 subcommittee memo “attached”. 

 Recommendation: 

4.3 Narrative Criteria for Wetlands 
 

 Issue: Do the existing narrative criteria for wetlands need to be revised? 

 Discussion:   
Example: Maine’s tiered biological condition gradient: 

Tier 1: Native or natural condition 

Tier 2: Minimal changes in biotic community structure and ecosystem function 

Tier 3: Evident changes in community structure; minimal changes in ecosystem function 

Tier 4: Moderate changes in community structure; minimal changes in ecosystem function 

Tier 5: Major changes in community structure; moderate changes in ecosystem function 

 Tier 6: Severe alteration 

 Recommendation: 

4.4 Numeric WQS for Wetlands 

4.4.1 Factors to Consider 

 

Components of a good indicator 

 Discuss the components of a good indicator (detects change, feasible to collect, applicability to 

 multiple wetland types ) 

CORE indicators  

 
Need core indicators to assess wetlands (for example for rivers and lakes, core indicators for aquatic life 

include biology, pH, DO ) 

 

Need reference sites to identify the characteristics of an “undisturbed” wetland, as well as a range of 

sites subject to varying levels of disturbance. 

 

EPA recommends two assemblages. Assemblage(s) depend(s) on wetlands universe/stratum being 

monitored, because one size doesn’t fit all. Per previous discussions, if DES begins monitoring the 

wetter wetlands such as the fringing wetlands (lake and riverine edges – PEM, PAB), 

macroinvertebrates are appropriate, and vegetation would be a good second assemblage, as it would 

provide a good transition to non open-water wetland systems.  The two assemblages are the most 

“popular” pairing used for wetland biomonitoring by other states. 

 

Wetland Types and Sample Size  

 

 Discuss how much sampling is typically needed to develop indicator  

 

Discuss the different types of wetlands and how the number of strata can significantly increase 

the amount of sampling needed and thus cost and schedule  
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4.4.2 Proposed Approach 

 

General:   
 

Identify biomonitoring approach to apply initially. Apply/test protocols (first choice is to use protocols 

currently in use by NH or others’), as appropriate.  Collect additional assessment data, if needed.  

Establish criteria /thresholds 

 

Examples of states’ criteria for wetlands identified as impaired/ not meeting designated uses: 

 

 MN:   

Designated use:  

Stratum: Emergent depressional wetlands 

 Indicators: Two criteria: (1) biologically impaired as determined by plant and 

 macroinvertebrate indices of biological integrity (IBIs), and (2) hydrologically connected to 

 downstream impaired waters currently on the TMDL list.  

 

ME:  

Designated use: Aquatic life 

2010 305(b)/303(d) report, DEP made provisional water quality attainment determinations for 

91 wetland assessment units based on narrative aquatic life use criteria. 

Stratum: Fringing palustrine and lacustrine freshwater wetlands 

Indicators: macroinvertebrates 

 

NH Proposal: 
   

 Strata: 

   

 Indicators: 

   

 Schedule for developing criteria and including in WQSs (pending funding).   

  Collect and analyze data to develop indicator thresholds. 

Include (and test) in Consolidated Listing and Assessment Methodology (CALM) for use in 

Assessments 

  Rulemaking  

   . 

 Funding – program development activities can seek competitive grants;   Maintenance of such 

 programs cannot be funded by WPDGs 

 

4.5 Summary of Recommended Plan and Schedule 

TBD 

5 References 
 

NHDES Administrative Rules - Env-Wq 1703 Water Quality Standards 

RSA: 485-A:6,I, RSA 485-A:8 

 

Environmental Law Institute -  state write-ups 
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State websites 

Maine, Minnesota 

 

305b reports:  Minnesota: 2008 Wetland Assessment Documentation  

www.pca.state.mn.us/index.php/view-document.html?gid=6108 

 

NH-WQSAC. Working Proposal for Designated Uses for New Hampshire Water Quality Standards (2011) 

 

EPA. 2003. Elements of a State Water Monitoring and Assessment Program 

 

EPA 1994. National Guidance Water Quality Standards for Wetlands 
Appendix D of the Water Quality Standard Handbook: Second Edition, August 1994 

http://water.epa.gov/lawsregs/guidance/wetlands/quality.cfm 

 

Kusler. 2011. How Wetlands Differ from Traditional Waters: What this means to Wetland water Quality 

Standards. ASWM. 

 

Kusler and Christie. 2012. Wetland Water Quality Standards for States. ASWM. document:  

http://aswm.org/pdf_lib/wwq_standards_for_states.pdf 

http://aswm.org/wetland-programs/water-quality-standards-for-wetlands 

 

ASWM. 2010.  A Discussion Paper on Developing State Water Quality Standards for Wetlands  

http://aswm.org/pdf_lib/state_water_quality_standards_for_wetlands_061410.pdf 

 

6 Appendices 
 

� Summarized state approaches to assessment 

� Wetland mapping /GIS coverage survey and results  

� Recent Level 1 analysis results 

 

 
 

 .   

Note: Text in red indicates corrections or additions following 3/14/2012 webinar meeting. 


