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Today I’ll cover the 
SPW program’s:

• WQ Objective

• History

• Mechanics

• Performance and 

Significance

DRBC’s Special Protection Waters Program



Water Quality Objective

In a word, “antidegradation”:

“It is the policy of the 
Commission that there be no 
measurable change in 
existing water quality except 
toward natural conditions in 
waters considered by the 
Commission to have 
exceptionally high scenic, 
recreational, ecological 
and/or water supply values.  

“Waters with exceptional values may be classified by the 
Commission as either Outstanding Basin Waters 
or Significant Resource Waters.”



Two Classes

“Outstanding Basin Waters” are interstate and 
contiguous intrastate waters that are contained 
within the established boundaries of national parks; 
national wild and scenic rivers systems; and/or 
national wildlife refuges that are classified by the 
Commission . . . as having exceptionally high scenic, 
recreational, and ecological values that require 
special protection.”

“Significant Resource Waters” are interstate 
waters classified . . . as having exceptionally high 
scenic, recreational, ecological and/or water supply 
uses that require special protection.”



Classified Waters

Outstanding Basin Waters
 NPS Upper Delaware Scenic 

and Recreational River
 Main stem and portions of 

trib’s within Delaware Water 
Gap National Recreation Area

Significant Resource Waters
 Eight-mile reach between Port 

Jervis and a point just above Montague, NJ
 Lower Delaware Scenic and 

Recreational River



Key Historical Events Preceding SPW

 Enactment of the DRB 
Compact in 1961 
Article 5 - Pollution Control

§ 5.2.  “The commission may 
assume jurisdiction to control 
future pollution and abate existing pollution in the waters of the basin, whenever 
it determines after investigation and public hearing . . . that the effectuation of 
the comprehensive plan so requires. . . . [T] he commission may adopt and from 
time to time amend repeal rules, regulations and standards to 
control such future pollution and abate existing pollution . . . .” 

http://yp-usa.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/new-york-Port_Jervis.jpg



Key Historical Events Preceding SPW

* Enactment of the Clean Water Act in 1972
Three Tiers of Protection 40 CFR 131.12(a)(1), (2) and (3)

“Tier 1”: protects existing uses – minimum level of protection for all waters

“Tier 2”: protects high quality water (water that is of better qual. than req’d 

for fishable/swimmable uses and other existing uses); allows 

degradation only upon demonstration that impt. economic or social 

development cannot otherwise occur.

“Tier 3”:  applies to “Outstanding National Resource Waters 

(ONRW) – no alteration of essential character or special 

use that makes it an ONRW



Key Historical Events

* Demise of Tocks Island Dam (DRBC 3:1 opposed in 1975, 
Congr. de-auth. in 1992)

− in part due to concerns about its impact on water 
quality, including by NYS, which feared the cost of 
controlling phosphorus discharges.  

− Also due to escalating dam cost and federal deficits 
(Vietnam)

* National Wild and Scenic Rivers Act of 1968

* National Wild and Scenic Rivers Designations

− Upper and Middle Delaware River in 1978 (Pres. Carter) 

− Lower Delaware in 2002  (Pres. Clinton) 



Phased Adoption
* 1992 – Classification of OBW and SRW Reaches in 

the Upper and Middle Delaware + Point Source 
Regulations

* 1994 – Non-Point Source Regulations

* 2008 – Classification of Lower Delaware as SRW



Program Elements –
Point Sources

▪ Provide emergency power, alarms, and 
emergency management plan

▪ For new WWTPs and substantial alterations or 
additions to existing: 

o Identify and employ non-discharge/load 
reduction alternatives for proposed 
discharges directly to SPW

o Identify natural treatment alternatives

o Provide Best Demonstrable Technology 
(BDT) or better 

o Ensure No Measurable Change (NMC) at 
water quality control points (BCPs and ICPs)



Program Elements –
Point Sources

Definition of “Substantial Alterations or Additions” 

excludes:

▪ modifications solely to address wet weather flows; 

and 

▪ alterations limited to changes in the 

method of disinfection and/or the addition of 

treatment works for nutrient removal.

Dynamik DF continuous backwash filter



 Existing Water Quality for SPW
control points is established by the 
Water Quality Regulations and most
recent data (DRBC’s Water Quality 

Atlas)

 Asterisked para-
meters are used in 
No Measurable 
Change analysis

Implementation –
Point Sources



No Measurable Change Analysis

* Like a TMDL, entails analysis of 

cumulative effect, but manages water 

quality before exceedances occur

* Establishes wasteload allocations 

and effluent limitations for docket or 

permit holder

* Relies on instream monitoring for 

model calibration as well as for 

program evaluation
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Water Quality Models

* Neversink River (NY)

* Brodhead Creek (PA)

* Lehigh River (PA)

* Lower Delaware River 
(PA/NJ) – Multiple  
Control Points



SPW Sampling
Upper and Middle Delaware

EWQ Based on
Data through 
1992



Program Elements –
Non-Point Sources

Non-Point Source Pollution 
Control Plan (NPSPCP) 
required for new 
wastewater discharge and 
water withdrawal service 
areas.

https://blog.kalaharimeetings.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/groundbreaking.jpg



SPW No Measurable Change Analysis

NMC
Evaluation

New Docket 
or Renewal

Substantial Alterations 
or Additions 

Cumulative 
Impact 

Assessment

Model 
Calibration
Validation

Non-point 
Source Load

Point 
Source
Load

Ambient 
WQ

Water Quality

Model 
(QUAL2K)

Effluent 
Limitation



11 ICPs
15 BCPs
10 MSPs

EWQ Based on
2000 – 2004 Data

SPW 
Sampling

Lower 
Delaware



Implementation –
Non-Point Sources

Non-Point Source Pollution Control 
Plan (NPSPCP) required for new 
wastewater discharge and water 
withdrawal service areas.



Water Quality 
Outcomes

2016 Evaluation of the Lower Delaware
• 440 Comparisons between EWQ and post-EWQ
• 88% showed no degradation; most showed 

improvement
• USGS performed an assessment using different 

data and different methods – corroborated 
improvement in nutrients

http://www.scenicbuckscounty.com/MorrisvilleTides/FallsOfTheDelaware.html



Water Quality Outcomes

Pre- and post-SPW data show 
nutrient reductions in the 
Delaware River at Trenton.

Ammonia

http://www.scenicbuckscounty.com/MorrisvilleTides/FallsOfTheDelaware.html



Water Quality Outcomes

Total Phosphorus –
Mouth of the 
Lehigh



Water Quality Outcomes – Delaware 
River at the Musconetcong

Total Kjeldahl Nitrogen Orthophosphate



Flows to the Estuary
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