
Collaborative Water Quality Solutions:
Exploring Use Attainability Analyses
I n f o rmation and science in the area of

use attainability analyses (UAAs) hav e
advanced considerably since the mid-

1 9 9 0 s , when WERF last released guid-
ance on the subject. Recently, WERF and
the National Association of Clean Wa t e r
Agencies (NAC WA) recognized the need
for better guidance on the UAA process
and both were planning similar UAA pro-
jects. This situation presented a unique
o p p o rtunity for the two organizations to
collaboratively produce a handbook to
guide users through the UAA process to
help them determine if it is the right tool
for their situation.

UAAs can often help water quality
i m p r ovements proceed more quickly and
e c o n o m i c a l l y, and with the right scientific
foundation. The handbook was designed
to help the user better understand the
UAA process, including the natural and
human factors inv o l v e d , how to conduct a
U A A , and the applicable restoration
p o t e n t i a l .

A UAA, simply defined, is a process
outlined in the Clean Water Act to help
better understand water quality opport u n i-
ties and constraints for a specific wa t e r-
body or wa t e rshed. The regulatory defini-
tion of a UAA is a structured scientific
assessment of the factors and economic
use removal criteria described in the
Clean Water Act that affect attainment of
“fishable” or  “swimmable” uses. 

The definition of a UAA drives sev e r a l
of the questions examined in this hand-
b o o k , i n c l u d i n g :
 How much information is required to

s u p p o rt a scientific assessment?
 What does it really mean to be

f i s h a b l e / s w i m m a b l e ?
 How are the six use removal criteria in

131.10(g) applied? 
UAAs and associated use change

analyses can be completed by states,
t r i b e s , the U.S. Environmental Protection
A g e n c y, or other stake h o l d e rs. If wa rr a n t-
e d , a state then adopts changes to wa t e r
quality standards using the UAA as justifi-
cation. Fi n a l l y, U.S. EPA (usually on a
regional level) rev i ews and approves or
rejects the change in standards.

Actions can be driven by water quality
standards and use designations that may
not accurately reflect existing or attain-
able conditions in a wa t e r b o d y, c o m p l i c a t-
ing advancement toward water quality
i m p r ovements and sound wa t e rshed man-
agement. The UAA process is intended to
remedy that situation and has been used
successfully on numerous occasions by
r e g u l a t o rs and the regulated community.
H o wev e r, it is a process that has been
historically prone to becoming entangled
in regulatory resistance and misconcep-
t i o n s , which has driven the need for
this guidance.

I d e a l l y, the UAA process can provide a
f o rum to bring together stake h o l d e rs who
h ave sophisticated and broad-based
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UAAs can often help water quality impro v e-
ments proceed more quickly and economically,
and with the right scientific foundation.



strategies to solve wa t e rshed problems,
using solutions that meet appropriate
uses. This approach instills public confi-
dence and ensures that public resources
are invested to achieve real benefits for
the human community and aquatic
r e s o u r c e s .

U n d e rstanding the science and tech-
n o l o gy behind water quality standards can
result in compliance strategies that allow
wa s t ewater utilities to continue operating.
This handbook focuses on helping utilities
w o rk with stake h o l d e rs to understand and
e n d o rse a more holistic, s c i e n t i f i c a l l y
based strategy. It allows utility managers
to target their public investments and
optimize restoration and protection of
water resources. 

Designated uses and the water quality
criteria that protect those uses should be
associated with community goals for
wa t e rshed stewa r d s h i p , which translates
into customer services from the wa s t e-
water utility. This wa t e rshed stewa r d s h i p
value chain ultimately influences and
shapes the utility’s asset investment and
management process. The UAA process
can be an integral part of this endeav o r.
In some cases, a UAA will lead to the
need to refine uses, c r i t e r i a , or both.
While in other cases it may lead to a
more complete understanding of the
needs of the wa t e rshed to support appro-
priate attainable uses so that public
expenditures can be clearly art i c u l a t e d
and justified.

The handbook is intended to be a
practical roadmap for stake h o l d e rs who
are trying to determine whether a UAA is
the right tool for them. The roadmap is
based on past experience and case stud-
ies and is intended to help answer the fol-
lowing questions:
 How did UAAs ev o l v e , and why is this 

i m p o rt a n t ?
 When is a UAA required?
 Is a UAA the appropriate alternative for

my situation?
 What is the UAA process and what

should be done throughout the process 
to increase its chance of success?

 What are some of the roadblocks to a
successful UAA, and what are some

practical strategies to address or avoid 
these roadblocks?

 What does a UAA cost?
The handbook also directs those con-

templating a UAA to consider other alter-
natives that might help resolve Clean
Water Act regulatory problems. Such
a l t e rnatives may become part of a UAA

process or they may evolve logically
from one.

In addition, the handbook contains a
discussion of the history of and future
prospects for use attainability analyses
and includes a complimentary CD-ROM of
the original WERF guidance document, A
C o m p rehensive UAA Technical Refere n c e.
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The UAA process can bring together stake h o l d e rs who
h ave sophisticated and broad-based strategies to solve

wa t e rshed problems. This approach instills public
confidence and ensures that public resources are
i nvested to achieve real benefits for the human

community and aquatic resources.


