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1.1 IMPORTANT DEFINITIONS 

For those outside the regulatory world, the distinction between terms like “criteria,” “standards”, 

“objectives,” and “endpoints” can be confusing. The purpose of this section is to provide definitions of the 

terms that are linked closely to how the assessment framework could be in used water quality regulation.  

 

Eutrophication: Eutrophication is defined as the acceleration of the delivery, in situ production of organic 

matter, and accumulation of organic matter (Nixon 1995). One main cause of eutrophication in estuaries is 

nutrient over-enrichment (nitrogen, phosphorus and silica). However, other factors influence primary 

producer growth and the build-up of nutrient concentrations, and hence modify (or buffer) the response of 

a system to increased nutrient loads (hereto referred to as co-factors). These co-factors can include 

hydrologic residence times, mixing characteristics, water temperature, light climate, grazing pressure and, 

in some cases, coastal upwelling.  

 

Indicator: A characteristic of an ecosystem that is related to, or derived from, a measure of biotic or abiotic 

variable, that can provide quantitative information on ecological condition, structure and/or function. With 

respect to the water quality objectives, indicators are the ecological parameters for which narrative or 

numeric objectives are developed.  

 

Water Quality Standards: Water quality standards are the foundation of the water quality-based control 

program mandated by the Clean Water Act. Water Quality Standards define the goals for a waterbody by 

designating its uses, setting criteria to protect those uses, and establishing provisions to protect water quality 

from pollutants. A water quality standard consists of three basic elements: 

 Designated uses of the water body (e.g., recreation, water supply, aquatic life, agriculture; Table 

1.1),  

 Water quality criteria to protect designated uses (numeric pollutant concentrations and narrative 

requirements), and 

 Antidegradation policy to maintain and protect existing uses and high quality waters.  

 

Water Quality Criteria: Section 303 of the Clean Water Act gives the States and authorized Tribes power 

to adopt water quality criteria with sufficient coverage of parameters and of adequate stringency to protect 

designated uses. In adopting criteria, States and Tribes may: 

 Adopt the criteria that US EPA publishes under §304(a) of the Clean Water Act;  

 Modify the §304(a) criteria to reflect site-specific conditions; or  

 Adopt criteria based on other scientifically-defensible methods.  

 

The State of California’s water criteria are implemented as “water quality objectives,” as defined in the 

Water Code (of the Porter Cologne Act; for further explanation, see below).  

States and Tribes typically adopt both numeric and narrative criteria. Numeric criteria are quantitative. 

Narrative criteria lack specific numeric targets but define a targeted condition that must be achieved. 

 

Section 303(c)(2)(B) of the Clean Water Act requires States and authorized Tribes to adopt numeric criteria 

for priority toxic pollutants for which the Agency has published §304(a) criteria. In addition to narrative 

and numeric (chemical-specific) criteria, other types of water quality criteria include biological, nutrient 

and sediment criteria.  
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Water Quality Objectives: The Water Code (Porter-Cologne Act) provides that each Regional Water 

Quality Control Board shall establish water quality objectives for the waters of the state i.e., (ground and 

surface waters) which, in the Regional Board's judgment, are necessary for the reasonable protection of 

beneficial uses and for the prevention of nuisance. The State of California typically adopts both numeric 

and narrative objectives. Numeric objectives are quantitative. Narrative objectives present general 

descriptions of water quality that must be attained through pollutant control measures. Narrative objectives 

are also often a basis for the development of numerical objectives.  

 

Numeric Endpoint: Within the context of the ecological risk assessment framework, numeric endpoints 

are thresholds that define the magnitude of an indicator that is considered protective of ecological health. 

These numeric endpoints serve as guidance to Regional Boards in translating narrative nutrient or 

biostimulatory substance water quality objectives. They are called “numeric endpoints” rather than 

“numeric objectives” to distinguish the difference with respect to State and Regional Water Board policy. 

Objectives are promulgated through a public process and incorporated into basin plans. Numeric endpoints 

are guidance that presumably can evolve over time without the need to go through a formal standards 

development process.  
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1.2 BENEFICIAL USE DEFINITIONS 

 

TABLE A1.1 DEFINITION OF ESTUARINE BENEFICIAL USES APPLICABLE TO 

SELECTION OF NUTRIENT ASSESSMENT FRAMEWORK ENDPOINTS IN SF BAY. 

 

Marine Habitat (MAR) - Uses of water that support marine ecosystems including, but not limited to, 

preservation or enhancement of marine habitats, vegetation such as kelp, fish, shellfish, or wildlife (e.g., 

marine mammals, shorebirds). 

Estuarine Habitat (EST) - Uses of water that support estuarine ecosystems including, but not limited to, 

preservation or enhancement of estuarine habitats, vegetation, fish, shellfish, or wildlife (e.g., estuarine 

mammals, waterfowl, shorebirds) and the propagation, sustenance and migration of estuarine organisms. 

Cold Freshwater Habitat (COLD) - Uses of water that support cold water ecosystems including, but not 

limited to, preservation or enhancement of aquatic habitats, vegetation, fish or wildlife, including 

invertebrates. 

Warm Freshwater Habitat (WARM) - Uses of water that support warm water ecosystems including, but 

not limited to, preservation or enhancement of aquatic habitats, vegetation, fish or wildlife, including 

invertebrates. 

Wildlife Habitat (WILD) - Uses of water that support wildlife habitats including, but not limited to, 

preservation and enhancement of vegetation and prey species used by wildlife, such as waterfowl.  

Rare, Threatened, or Endangered Species (RARE) - Uses of water that support habitats necessary for 

the survival and successful maintenance of plant or animal species established under state or federal law 

as rare, threatened or endangered. 

Spawning, Reproduction, and/or Early Development (SPWN) - Uses of water that support high quality 

aquatic habitats suitable for reproduction and early development of fish. Migration of Aquatic Organisms 

(MIGR) - Uses of water that support habitats necessary for migration, acclimatization between fresh and 

salt water, and protection of aquatic organisms that are temporary inhabitants of water in the region. 

Commercial and Sport Fishing (COMM) - Uses of water for commercial or recreational collection of 

fish, shellfish, or other organisms including, but not limited to, uses involving organisms intended for 

human consumption or bait purposes. 

Shellfish Harvesting (SHELL) - Uses of water that support habitats suitable for the collection of 

crustaceans and filter-feeding shellfish (e.g., clams, oysters and mussels) for human consumption, 

commercial, or sport purposes. 

Contact Water Recreation (REC-1) - Uses of water for recreational activities involving body contact 

with water, where ingestion of water is reasonably possible. These uses include, but are not limited to, 

swimming, wading, water-skiing, skin and SCUBA diving, surfing, white water activities, fishing, or use 

of natural hot springs. 

Non-contact Water Recreation (REC-2) – Uses of water for recreational activities involving proximity 

to water, but not normally involving body contact with water, where ingestion of water is reasonably 

possible. These uses include, but are not limited to, picnicking, sunbathing, hiking, beachcombing, 

camping, boating, tidepool and marine life study, hunting, sightseeing, or aesthetic enjoyment in 

conjunction with the above activities. 
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