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~ July 1, 2009
The Honorable Mike Crapo The Honorable James Risch
United States Senator ' United States Senator
251 East Front Street, Suite 205 483 Russell Senate Office Building
Boise, Idaho 83702 Boise, Idaho 83702

The Honorable Walt Minnick
House of Representatives

33 Broadway St., Ste. 251
Meridian, Idaho 83642

Dear Gentlemen;

Thank you for your letter of June 4, 2009, which clearly explains some of the concerns your
Kootenai County constituents have about the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System
(NPDES) permits for discharges to the Spokane River in Idaho. As you know, EPA is providing
technical support to the Washington Department of Ecology (Ecology) as it develops a plan (i.e.,
Total Maximum Daily Load, or TMDL) to improve water quality in the Spokane River, The water
quality problems in the Spokane River are serious and complex, and EPA places a high priority on
the development of a legally and scientifically defensible solution that will improve water quality in a
way that is equitable for Idaho, Washington, and the Spokane Tribe.

Although developing a solution to the water quality problems is a complex undertaking, we
do know what is causing the problem: The growing communities in the Spokane River watershed
are discharging too much phosphorus and other oxygen demanding pollution into the river. These
pollutants create nuisance algae growth and deplete the oxygen level in the Spokane River and Lake
Spokane. Lake Spokane has a very limited capacity to absorb nutrient poliution and that very limited
capacity must be shared by all sources in both Washington and Idaho. The limited loading capacity
means that meeting water quality standards for dissolved oxygen in Lake Spokane will likely require

- phosphorus limits for point sources near the lowest levels in the Country.

You raise a number of concerns specifically related to Washington’s water quality standards.
The Clean Water Act authorizes states to adopt state-specific water quality standards that protect the
state’s beneficial uses (e.g., aquatic life, swimming, fishing), which EPA is then required to review
and approve if they are determined to be protective. The beneficial uses for Lake Spokane were
established by Ecology through their water quality standards adoption process, which included -
opportunities for public review and input. While these beneficial uses have not been revisited
recently, EPA has reviewed information from Washington Department of Fisheries indicating that
trout are an existing beneficial use in this waterbody. There is a very direct relationship between
dissolved oxygen levels and the health of trout, therefore, we support Ecology’s assertion that
dissolved oxygen criteria are needed to protect beneficial uses in the Spokane River and Lake

Spokane.
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