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Executive Summary 

What is a Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL)?  

Under the Clean Water Act, each state is required to have its own water quality standards 

designed to protect beneficial uses.  Every two years, states are required to prepare a list of water 

bodies (lakes, rivers, streams, or marine waters) that do not meet water quality standards.  This 

list is called the 303(d) list.  The Clean Water Act requires that a water quality improvement 

report or Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) be developed for each of the water bodies on the 

303(d) list.  The TMDL identifies pollution problems in the watershed and then specifies how 

much pollution needs to be reduced or eliminated to achieve clean water.  

 

Why is a TMDL project being done in this watershed? 

Ecology began a TMDL in this watershed because the Walla Walla River and several tributaries 

did not meet water quality standards.  Several streams were on the 303(d) list in 1996 and 2004 

for not meeting temperature, pH, dissolved oxygen, PCBs, chlorinated pesticides and fecal 

coliform standards.  

 

Why does this matter? 

The pollutants this plan targets impact everyone.  Chlorinated pesticides and PCBs can make fish 

unhealthy to eat and can build up in our bodies and lead to health problems.  Bacteria can make 

us sick.  Temperature, pH and dissolved oxygen can create a difficult or impossible environment 

for fish to live in, which can reduce recreational fishing opportunities and further harm 

endangered or threatened fish. 

 

Watershed description 

The Walla Walla River is located in the southeast corner of Washington State.  The river extends 

61 miles from the headwaters in Oregon to its confluence with the Columbia River in 

Washington (Figure ES-1).  Two-thirds of the Walla Walla drainage basin lies within 

Washington.  

 

Elevation controls the climate in the Walla Walla basin.  Air temperatures and the amount of 

precipitation vary from west to east with the rise in elevation toward the Blue Mountains.  The 

western lowlands are warm and semiarid (less than 10 inches of annual precipitation), while 

higher elevations in the Blue Mountains are cool and relatively wet (up to 60 inches of annual 

precipitation) (HDR/EES Inc., 2005).  Most of the precipitation falls as snow in the winter 

months, causing a significant accumulation of snowpack in the mountains.  Spring thaw, 

compounded with rain showers, is the source of flooding for the basin.  Significant flood events 

occurred in 1933, 1964, and 1996. 

 

The Walla Walla basin contains bull trout and steelhead, both of which are listed as threatened 

species under the Endangered Species Act (USFWS, 2005). 

 

Forest-based land uses are present in the upper watersheds, but commercial agriculture is the 

dominant land use in the basin.  Some small farms can be found in the vicinity of urban areas. 
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Figure ES-1. The Walla Walla River watershed (U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, 1997). 

 

What will be done? 

The Walla Walla Watershed Planning Unitôs Water Quality Subcommittee prioritized areas in 

the watershed for work to begin (Figure ES-2).  Stream reaches that do not meet several water 

quality standards and have severe problems (such as highly erodible land) are priority 

restoration zones.  Stream reaches that only have one water quality problem are secondary 

restoration zones.  Some reaches are primary protection zones because they are in relatively 

good condition and should be protected.  The stretch of Mill Creek from east of the city of Walla 

Walla to its confluence with the Walla Walla River is a secondary restoration reach because the 

restoration challenges are so complex and unique that the solutions will probably be unlike any 

others in the watershed.  Work is also important in upland areas.  Much of the work in upland 

areas will center on reducing erosion and nutrients through changes in farm management. 

 

Best management practices (BMPs) watershed residents can take to improve water quality are 

included in Appendix B of this plan.  The Water Quality Subcommittee recommended several 

practices for urban and rural areas.  Some of the actions include correct application of lawn 

fertilizers; composting; planting trees and shrubs along streams; and limiting pet and livestock 

access to streams. 
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The cities of Dayton, College Place, and Walla Walla have permits to release treated wastewater 

from their wastewater treatment facilities.  Some changes to the citiesô permits may be necessary.  

The cities will have ten years to complete the new permit requirements. 

 

The city of Walla Walla and Walla Walla County are required to have municipal stormwater 

permits.  Also, construction sites one acre or greater and industrial sites that discharge 

stormwater must have stormwater permits.  This plan also includes recommendations to reduce 

fecal coliform bacteria in stormwater throughout the watershed. 

 

Who will help? 

Over fourteen organizations committed to help improve water quality in the Walla Walla 

watershed.  Table 8 of this plan includes actions these groups will use, such as educating the 

public; restoring native plants along streams; following a stormwater management plan; 

identifying stormwater discharges to streams; obtaining conservation easements; and installing 

off-site water systems and fencing.  

 

 

Figure ES- 2.  Priority areas for improving or protecting water quality. 

 

Measuring progress 

Each year, Ecology will track the organizationsô progress toward completing the actions they 

agreed to take.  Ecology will then review the information in a meeting with the Water Quality 

Subcommittee and residents each year in January or February. 
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Water quality monitoring is expected to be performed by Ecology five years after completion of this 

plan.  The results will be compared to the targets to identify if water quality goals have been 

reached.  If watershed streams do not meet the targets, adaptive management will be applied. 

 

Reasonable assurance 

This plan provides over 20 examples of actions and commitments organizations have already 

completed to improve water quality and fish habitat.  For example, since 2001 Ecology has 

invested over seven million dollars to improve water resources in the Walla Walla watershed. 

Nearly 20 other organizations have made similar commitments. 

 

Funding 

Landowners in the watershed are using their own money to install BMPs or convert to minimum 

tillage practices, etc.  However, a wide variety of funding sources exist for projects that improve 

water quality in the watershed.  The Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), 

Washington State Conservation Commission, Salmon Recovery Funding Board, Bonneville 

Power Foundation, and Ecology have funding programs for a variety of projects aimed at 

reducing pollution from sources that are not easily identified.  This plan includes several other 

sources of funding that are available to cities to help improve infrastructure and wastewater 

treatment plants. 

 

Public involvement 

The Water Quality Subcommittee helped develop this plan.  Ecology held meetings to begin 

working on this plan in September 2007 and continued periodically through September 2008.  A 

total of six meetings were held.  Ecology sent meeting announcements and notes to a mailing list 

of approximately seventy people.  Ecology also maintains a website on the TMDL at 

http://www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/wq/tmdl/wallawalla/index.html. 

 

Next steps 

Once the comment period for this plan is complete, Ecology will respond to the comments and 

make all necessary changes.  Ecology will then send the plan to the Environmental Protection 

Agency. 

 

Implementing this plan will be the focus for the months and years to come.  Ecology will hold 

annual meetings to track organizationsô progress on completing the activities listed in this plan 

and toward meeting the water quality standards. 

http://www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/wq/tmdl/wallawalla/index.html
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What is a Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL)? 

Federal Clean Water Act requirements 
 

The Clean Water Act established a process to identify and clean up polluted waters.  Under the 

Clean Water Act, each state is required to have its own water quality standards designed to 

protect, restore, and preserve water quality.  Water quality standards consist of designated uses 

for protection, such as cold water biota and drinking water supply, as well as criteria, usually 

numeric criteria, to achieve those uses. 

 

Every two years, states are required to prepare a list of water bodies ï lakes, rivers, streams, or 

marine waters ï that do not meet water quality standards.  This list is called the 303(d) list.  To 

develop the list, Ecology compiles its own water quality data along with data submitted by local 

state and federal governments, tribes, industries, and citizen monitoring groups.  All data are 

reviewed to ensure that they were collected using appropriate scientific methods before the data 

are used to develop the 303(d) list.  The 303(d) list is part of the larger Water Quality 

Assessment.    

 

The Water Quality Assessment is a list that tells a more complete story about the condition of 

Washingtonôs water.  This list divides water bodies into one of five categories: 

 

Category 1 ï  Meets standards for parameter(s) for which it has been tested 

Category 2 ï  Waters of concern 

Category 3 ï  Waters with no data available 

Category 4 ï  Polluted waters that do not require a TMDL because: 

4a. ï Has a TMDL approved and its being implemented 

4b. ï Has a pollution control plan in place that should solve the problem 

4c. ï Impaired by a non-pollutant such as low water flow, dams, culverts 

Category 5 ï  Polluted waters that require a TMDL ï the 303d list. 

TMDL process overview 
 

The Clean Water Act requires that a total maximum daily load (TMDL) be developed for each of 

the water bodies on the 303(d) list.  The TMDL identifies pollution problems in the watershed 

and then specifies how much pollution needs to be reduced or eliminated to achieve clean water.  

Then Ecology works with the local community to develop an overall approach to control the 

pollution, called the Implementation Strategy, and a monitoring plan to assess effectiveness of 

the water quality improvement activities.  Once the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 

approves the TMDL, a water quality implementation plan must be developed within one year.  

This plan identifies specific tasks, responsible parties and timelines for achieving clean water. 

 

 



Walla Walla Water Quality Implementation Plan 

Page 2  

Elements required in a TMDL 
 

The goal of a TMDL is to ensure the impaired water will attain water quality standards.  A 

TMDL includes a written, quantitative assessment of water quality problems and of the pollutant 

sources that cause the problem.  The TMDL determines the amount of a given pollutant that can 

be discharged to the water body and still meet standards (the loading capacity) and allocates that 

load among the various sources. 

 

If the pollutant comes from a discrete source (referred to as a point source) such as a municipal 

or industrial facilityôs discharge pipe, that facilityôs share of the loading capacity is called a 

wasteload allocation.  If it comes from a set of diffuse sources (referred to as a nonpoint source) 

such as general urban, residential, or farm runoff, the cumulative share is called a load allocation. 

 

The TMDL must also consider seasonal variations and include a margin of safety that takes into 

account any lack of knowledge about the causes of the water quality problem or its loading 

capacity.  A reserve capacity for future loads from growth pressures is sometimes included as 

well.  The sum of the wasteload and load allocations, the margin of safety and any reserve 

capacity must be equal to or less than the loading capacity. 

 

Identification of the contaminant loading capacity for a water body is an important step in 

developing a TMDL.  EPA defines the loading capacity as ñthe greatest amount of loading that a 

water body can receive without violating water quality standardsò (EPA, 2001).  The loading 

capacity provides a reference for calculating the amount of pollution reduction needed to bring a 

water body into compliance with standards.  The portion of the receiving waterôs loading 

capacity assigned to a particular source is a load or wasteload allocation.  By definition, a TMDL 

is the sum of the allocations, which must not exceed the loading capacity. 

 

TMDL = Loading Capacity = sum of all Wasteload Allocations + sum of all Load Allocations + 

Margin of Safety 

What part of the process are we in? 
 

EPA approved all four TMDLs for the Walla Walla watershed: 

 Chlorinated Pesticides and PCBs TMDL (approved May 9, 2006) 

 Fecal Coliform (approved January 24, 2007) 

 Temperature (approved August 9, 2007) 

 Dissolved Oxygen and pH (approved August 9, 2007)   

 

This document is the Water Quality Implementation Plan (WQIP) for all the TMDLs in the 

watershed.  It was developed in 2008.  This plan describes and prioritizes specific actions 

planned to improve water quality.  Ecology will continue to work with the Water Quality 

Subcommittee and other residents to implement the WQIP. 
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Why is Ecology conducting a TMDL  
in this watershed? 

Overview 
 

Ecology conducted TMDLs in this watershed because the Walla Walla River and several 

tributaries were on Washington Stateôs list of impaired waters [the 303(d) list] in 1996 and 2004 

for not meeting temperature, pH, dissolved oxygen, PCBs, chlorinated pesticides, and fecal 

coliform standards (Table 1).  The watershed contains important bull trout and salmon 

populations, so there is further potential for habitat restoration.  The federal Clean Water Act of 

1972 requires the state to develop a cleanup plan (a TMDL) and to implement activities in the 

plan to bring these water bodies back into compliance with standards. 

 
Table 1.  Walla Walla watershed water bodies on the 2004 303(d) list for temperature, fecal 

coliform, pH, dissolved oxygen, chlorinated pesticides and PCBs. 

Water Body Parameter Medium 
Township, Range, 

Section 

2004 

Listing ID  

Blue Creek Temperature Water 07N, 37E, 26 24240 

Caldwell Creek Temperature Water 06N, 36E, 37 24242 

Cold Creek Temperature Water 07N, 35E, 32 24244 

Coppei Creek Temperature Water 09N, 37E, 36 24245 

Coppei Creek, N.F. 
Temperature Water 08N, 38E, 08 24247 

  08N, 38E, 07 24246 

Coppei Creek, S.F. 
Temperature Water 08N, 38E, 20 24248 

  08N, 38E, 33 23674 

Cottonwood Creek 
Temperature Water 06N,36E, 11 23676 

  06N, 36E, 05 23675 

Doan Creek Temperature Water 07N, 35E, 38 23677 

Dry Creek Fecal coliform water 7N, 34E, 29 41636 

 Dissolved Oxygen Water 07N, 34E, 29 41337 

Dry Creek, N.F Temperature Water 07N, 38E, 08 23679 

Dry Creek, S.F. Temperature Water 07N, 38E, 17 23678 

East Little Walla Walla 

River 

Temperature Water 06N, 35E, 38 23680 

  06N, 35E, 11 23682 

Garrison Creek 

Fecal coliform water 6N, 35E, 39 12381 

  6N, 35E, 03 12382 

Temperature Water 
06N, 35E, 39 14176 

06N, 35E, 03 14177 

Dissolved Oxygen Water 06N, 35E, 03 41338 

4,4ô-DDT Water 06N, 35E, 3 14386 

4,4ô-DDE Water 06N, 35E, 3 40969 

4,4ô-DDD Water 06, 35E, 3 40968 

Hexachloro-benzene Water 06N, 35E, 3 14389 

Jim Creek Temperature Water 09N, 40E, 30 23685 

Lewis Creek Temperature Water 08N, 40E, 09 23686 

Mill Creek Fecal coliform Water 7N, 36E, 19 41638 
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Water Body Parameter Medium 
Township, Range, 

Section 

2004 

Listing ID  

Fecal coliform 

(continued) 
Water 

7N, 36E, 20 41641 

Mill Creek  

(continued) 

7N, 36E, 21 41645 

7N, 35E, 38 41710 

7N, 36E, 23 16783 (category 2) 

Temperature Water 

07N, 36E, 23 23690 

07N, 37E, 37 23764 

07N, 36E, 21 23688 

07N, 36E,37 23689 

07N, 35E, 23 23765 

07N, 36E, 19 23766 

06N, 37E, 02 23768 

07N, 35E, 38 23761 

07N, 36E, 22 23762 

pH Water 

07N, 36E, 23 11119 

07N, 36E, 19 41164 

07N, 35E, 24 41329 

Dissolved Oxygen Water 
07N, 36E, 23 41441 

07N, 35E, 38 41469 

Mud Creek Fecal coliform water 7N, 34E, 31 41646 

Pine Creek 
Temperature Water 06N, 33E, 01 23769 

  06N, 34E, 07 23770 

Robinson Creek 
Temperature Water 08N, 39E, 15 23772 

  09N, 39E, 35 23771 

Russell Creek 
Fecal coliform water 6N, 36E, 37 41671 

Temperature Water 06N, 36E, 37 23773 

Touchet River 

Fecal coliform Water 9N, 37E, 08 16784 

  7N, 33E, 33 16787 

  9N, 36E, 05 41245 

  9N, 36E, 03 41246 

  7N, 33E, 27 41652 

Temperature Water 

07N, 33E, 33 11098 

09N, 34E, 02 23777 

09N, 38E, 05 23778 

07N, 33E, 27 23775 

09N, 37E, 08 23776 

09N, 38E, 04 40510 

10N, 39E, 30 11105 (category 2) 

pH 

Water 

07N, 33E, 33 11096 

07N, 33E, 27 41177 

07N, 33E, 02 41178 

08N, 33E, 02 41179 

09N, 34E, 32 41180 

09N, 34E, 02 41181 

09N, 36E, 05 41183 

09N, 37E, 07 41185 

Water 

09N, 37E, 11 41186 

09N, 38E, 07 41187 

09N, 38E, 04 41188 

10N, 38E, 35 41189 

Dissolved Oxygen Water 
07N, 33E, 33 11099 

07N, 33E, 27 41352 

Touchet River, N.F. 

(E.F.) 

Temperature Water 09N, 39E, 04 23779 
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Water Body Parameter Medium 
Township, Range, 

Section 

2004 

Listing ID  

Touchet River, N.F. 

(E.F.) 

(continued) 

Temperature 

(continued) 
Water 

08N, 40E, 28 23780 

09N, 40E, 30 23781 

Dissolved Oxygen Water 10N, 39E, 32 41444 

Touchet River, S.F. 
Temperature Water 07N, 39E, 06 23782 

  10N, 39E, 32 23783 

Walla Walla River 

Fecal coliform Water 7N, 32E, 35 16789 

  7N, 35E, 31 41666 

  6N, 35E, 05 41668 

  6N, 33E, 03 41713 

Temperature Water 

07N, 32E, 35 6589 

07N, 34E, 34 23785 

06N, 35E, 04 23784 

06N, 35E, 39 23786 

06N, 33E, 03 23788 

06N, 35E, 13 23787 

pH Water 07N, 32E, 21 41191 

Dissolved Oxygen Water 
07N, 32E, 35 11113 

06N, 35E, 11 41374 

4,4ô-DDT Tissue 07N, 31E, 25 40970 

4,4ô-DDE Tissue 
07N, 31E, 25 8806 

07N, 32E, 35 14178 

Chlordane Tissue 07N, 31E, 25 8804 

Dieldrin Tissue 07N, 31E, 25 8805 

Heptachlor epoxide Tissue 07N, 31E, 25 8808 

Hexachloro-benzene Tissue 07N, 31E, 26 8809 

Total PCBs Tissue 07N, 31E, 26 8810 

West Little Walla 

Walla River 

Temperature Water 06N, 35E, 09 23789 

  06N, 35E, 05 23790 

Whiskey Creek Temperature Water 09N, 38E, 07 23792 

Wolf Creek (Fork) Temperature Water 09N, 39E, 36 23794 

Yellowhawk Creek 

Fecal coliform water 6N, 36E, 37 41649 

Temperature Water 
07N, 36E, 23 23797 

06N, 35E, 38 23798 

 

 

Ecology sampled the water quality of the watershed streams in 2002 and 2003.  To analyze 

whether water quality standards were being met, Ecology scientists reviewed the data and 

developed water quality models.  In December 2004 Ecology staff began meeting with local 

residents and organizations to review technical information and develop general strategies to 

improve water quality.  The chlorinated pesticide and PCB TMDL was the first water quality 

improvement report submitted to and approved by EPA on May 9, 2006.  On June 12, 2006 the 

advisory group merged into the Walla Walla Watershed Planning Unitôs Water Quality 

Subcommittee.  Ecology continued working with the Water Quality Subcommittee to develop 

the remaining three TMDLs: fecal coliform bacteria (approved Jan. 24, 2007), temperature 

(approved Aug. 9, 2007), and pH and dissolved oxygen (approved Aug. 9, 2007).  

Approximately thirteen meetings were held to develop all four TMDLs.  More information on 

the history of the Walla Walla watershed TMDLs can be found on the Internet at: 

http://www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/wq/tmdl/wallawalla/index.html. 

 

http://www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/wq/tmdl/wallawalla/index.html
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The following bullets contain information on how the pollutants impact beneficial uses and water 

quality and internet links for all the TMDLs: 

 

 Chlorinated Pesticides and PCBs (http://www.ecy.wa.gov/biblio/0510079.html) 

Chlorinated pesticides are considered probable human carcinogens by the EPA and 

have a range of possible negative human health effects including nervous, digestive, 

immune and reproductive system effects. 

 

PCBs (polychlorinated biphenyls) were widely used as coolants, lubricants, and as 

insulators in electrical transformers.  PCBs can cause stomach, liver and kidney 

damage, skin irritation, and thyroid gland injuries, and are suspected to be probable 

human carcinogens. 

 

Both chlorinated pesticides and PCBs can build up in fish tissue and reach levels 

much higher than in water.  They then can accumulate further in humans through 

consuming fish.  Chlorinated pesticides and PCBs were banned in the 1970s and 

1980s due to environmental concerns. 

 

 Fecal Coliform Bacteria (http://www.ecy.wa.gov/biblio/0610074.html) 

These bacteria are found in the intestinal tracts of humans and other warm-blooded 

animals.  When fecal coliform bacteria are found, they indicate that pathogens, or 

disease-causing bacteria, may be present.  When fecal coliform are found in water 

above the state standard, it means that fecal wastes are entering waterways and 

creating a greater potential for infection from pathogens when people come in contact 

with the water. 

 

 Temperature (http://www.ecy.wa.gov/biblio/0710030.html) 

Temperature controls the rate of many chemical reactions, and affects the amount of 

dissolved oxygen in water, as well as aquatic organismsô metabolic function and life 

cycles. 

 

 pH and Dissolved Oxygen (http://www.ecy.wa.gov/biblio/0703010.html) 

pH levels beyond the neutral range (6.5 to 8.5) increase the solubility of some 

contaminants such as nutrients and heavy metals, which can become toxic for humans 

and aquatic organisms.  High pH levels can impair aquatic organismsô ability to 

maintain their body fluids. 

 

Dissolved oxygen is important for aquatic organisms to breathe.  In addition, aquatic 

lifeôs growth rates, swimming ability, susceptibility to disease, and the ability to 

endure other environmental stressors and pollutants are all affected by oxygen levels. 

 

In summary, these pollutants impact everyone.  Chlorinated pesticides and PCBs can make fish 

unhealthy to eat and can build up in our bodies and lead to health problems.  Bacteria can make 

us sick.  Temperature, pH and dissolved oxygen can create a difficult or impossible environment 

for fish to live in, which can reduce recreational fishing opportunities and further harm 

endangered or threatened fish. 

http://www.ecy.wa.gov/biblio/0510079.html
http://www.ecy.wa.gov/biblio/0610074.html
http://www.ecy.wa.gov/biblio/0710030.html
http://www.ecy.wa.gov/biblio/0703010.html
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Watershed Description 

The Walla Walla River is located in the southeast corner of Washington State (Figure 1).  The 

river extends 61 river miles (RM) from the headwaters of its north fork in Oregon to its 

confluence with the Columbia River in Washington.  The drainage basin covers approximately 

1,760 square miles and flows through four counties:  Umatilla and Wallowa counties in Oregon, 

and Columbia and Walla Walla counties in Washington.  Two-thirds of the Walla Walla 

drainage basin lies within Washington. 

 

The Walla Walla River headwaters are in Oregon and the last 40 miles are in Washington.  In 

Washington, the river has a low gradient with a wide floodplain.  Agriculture is the dominant 

land use along the Walla Walla River.  Major tributaries to the Walla Walla River include the 

Touchet River, Mill Creek, Dry Creek, and Pine Creek. 

 

 
Figure 1.  The Walla Walla River watershed (U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, 1997). 

The four primary forks of the Touchet River (South Fork Touchet, North Fork Touchet, Wolf 

Fork, and Robinson Fork) originate deep in the Blue Mountains at an elevation of 6,074 feet.  

The four forks are mainly forested with only small farms in the valleys.  The forks converge just 


