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EPA Issues Final Water Temperature Guidance - April 2003 

Water temperature is a critical aspect of the freshwater habitat of Pacific Northwest salmon and trout. 
These fish, including those listed as threatened or endangered under the Endangered Species Act 
(ESA), need cold water to survive. Human-caused increases in river water temperatures have been 
identified as a factor in the decline of ESA-listed fish in the Pacific Northwest.  State and Tribal 
temperature water quality standards can play an important role in helping to maintain and restore water 
temperatures to protect these salmon and trout and aid in their recovery. 

The guidance is intended to assist States and Tribes to adopt temperature water quality standards that 
EPA can approve consistent with its obligations under the Clean Water Act (CWA) and the ESA. The 
CWA requires States and authorized Tribes to adopt water quality standards and requires the EPA to 
approve or disapprove those standards. The ESA requires EPA, in consultation with the federal 
fisheries agencies, to insure its approval of a State or Tribes’s water quality standards does not 
jeopardize the continued existence of endangered or threatened species. 

The guidance represents one approach for water temperature standards that a State or Tribe could 
adopt that would likely pass the complex approval process.  The guidance, however, is optional and 
States and Tribes can adopt alternative standards as long as EPA determines they meet CWA and ESA 
requirements. 

The guidance is a product of a three year collaborative effort involving the Idaho Department of 
Environmental Quality, Oregon Department of Environmental Quality, Washington Department of 
Ecology, NOAA Fisheries (formerly the National Marine Fisheries Service), U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, Nez Perce Tribe, and the Columbia River Inter-Tribal Fish Commission.  EPA issued two 
public review drafts, the first in October, 2001 and the second in October, 2002, and received valuable 
comment from the public. 

Recommended Temperature Criteria to Protect Salmon and Trout 

Applies to the Summer Maximum Temperature 
�12°C (55°F) for Bull Trout Rearing - generally in the upper portion of river basins 

�16°C (61°F) for Salmon and Trout “Core” Juvenile Rearing - generally in the mid to upper part of 

river basins 

�18°C (64°) for Salmon and Trout Migration plus Non-Core Juvenile Rearing - generally in the 

lower part of river basins 

�20°C (68°F) plus cold water refugia protection for Salmon and Trout Migration - generally in 

the lower part of a few river basins that likely reach this temperature naturally 

Applies Where and When Fish Use a River (generally during the fall-winter-spring period) 
�9°C (48°F) for Bull Trout Spawning 
�13°C (55°F) for Salmon and Trout Spawning, Egg Incubation, and Fry Emergence 
�14°C (57°F) for Steelhead Smoltification 

Note: the above criteria are based on the 7 day average of the daily maximum values 



 

  
 

Recommendations to Protect Existing Cold Waters 

Keeping cold waters cold is important to protect the last remaining high quality fish habitat and help 
cool downstream river reaches. The guidance, therefore, recommends that State and Tribes adopt 
mechanisms in their standards that protect waters that are currently colder than the summer maximum 
numeric criteria. 

Recommendations to Protect Fish in the Vicinity of Point-Source Discharges 

In some situations, water temperatures in the immediate vicinity of an industrial or municipal 
discharge may exceed the recommended temperature criteria as long as fish are not harmed from short-
term exposure. The guidance recommends that States and Tribes adopt measures to protect fish from 
temperatures that would be lethal, cause thermal shock, block migration, or harm fish eggs. 

What if the Temperature Criteria are Unattainable or Inappropriate? 

EPA recognizes that because of the inherent variability of Pacific Northwest rivers and streams there 
are likely to be situations where the recommended temperature criteria will be unattainable or 
inappropriate.  The guidance offers several approaches a State or Tribe can take to address these 
situations. For example, where the natural background temperature (i.e., the temperature absent 
human impacts) is estimated to be higher than the recommended criteria, the natural background 
temperature can be adopted as criteria.  Further, if human impacts cannot be remedied, alternative 
criteria can be established based on the water temperature that is attainable. 

What Are Water Temperature Criteria Used For? 

Water temperature criteria serve as goals in order to protect salmon and trout and other uses.  Criteria 
are used for determining what waters do not attain water quality standards (CWA 303(d) list) and 
require the development of a Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL), which calculates the temperature 
reductions needed from contributing sources to meet the criteria.  Criteria are also used to set effluent 
limits for NPDES sources and used by States for non-point control programs. 

For More Information 

For a copy of the guidance go to EPA’s website: www.epa.gov/r10earth/temperature.htm. or call 1
800-424-4372. 

Contacts:	 John Palmer at 206-553-6521, palmer.john@epa.gov 
Dru Keenan at 206-553-1219, keenan.dru@epa.gov 
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