
Developing a More Holistic Approach to Water Management
in the United States

by William L. Andreen

Editors’Summary: Unlike many other parts of the world, the United States en-
joys abundant freshwater resources. And while efforts to protect these valuable
resources have experienced some success, these efforts are not enough. One of
the reasons for this deficiency in U.S. water management policy is the existence
of various jurisdictional barriers. EPA, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, the
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, the states, and local governments all have differ-
ent roles to play in relation to water rights, the protection of water-based eco-
systems, and land use in the United States. In this Article, Prof. William
Andreen argues that a better understanding of the relationship between land
use and water, and an improved institutional ability to act on that understand-
ing, is needed in order to truly improve our aquatic resources. He also presents
several reforms that could be made within the existing legal structure to better
integrate U.S. land and water policy.

I. Introduction

The freshwater resources in the United States are truly im-
mense. They include 3.5 million miles of rivers and
streams—enough to extend from the earth to the moon over
12 times. The Great Lakes occupy 94,000 square miles, and
there are another 100,000 lakes of over 100 acres in size
throughout the continental United States. And in Alaska
alone there are several million such lakes. In addition, be-
tween these open waters and dry land lie some 278 million
acres of wetlands.1 This abundant national resource has
been a significant factor in building and sustaining a healthy
economy. Surface waters in the United States provide drink-
ing water to approximately one-half of the population, and
more than 13 trillion gallons of water are used every year to
manufacture goods and process food.2 These waters also

generate electricity, help grow many of our crops, transport
goods and raw materials, and provide recreation. Over most
of our history, however, Americans have largely ignored the
value of the ecological services that these waters provide,3

and we have all too often failed to fully appreciate the im-
portance and inherent beauty of well-functioning freshwa-
ter systems.4

For the most part, Americans have treated water, just like
land and our forests, as a commodity for human use, manip-
ulation, and degradation. Little thought or attention was
paid to the adverse environmental effect of reduced stream
flows, the destruction of wetlands, the damage caused by
hydrologic modifications such as dams and channelization
projects, and the degraded conditions produced by the pol-
lution discharged by American industry, our cities, and agri-
culture.5 Today, approximately 40% of American rivers and
streams are impaired in terms of water quality—in other
words, they are unable to support one or more of their desig-
nated uses due to some form of pollution, habitat modifica-
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tion, or flow alteration.6 Wetlands have been drained, filled,
and dredged in such remorseless fashion that less than
one-half of the 221 million acres of wetlands that greeted the
original English settlers remains intact today in the lower 48
states.7 In addition, over 600,000 miles of river have been
flooded by thousands of dams, while thousands of addi-
tional miles have been “channelized, dewatered, rip-rapped,
and otherwise altered in ways that impair or destroy impor-
tant habitat.”8

As a result, the four groups of species most at risk of ex-
tinction in the United States are all groups that depend upon
rivers, streams, and lakes: freshwater fish, crayfish, am-
phibians, and freshwater mussels. Thirty-seven percent of
U.S. freshwater fish species—some 303 different kinds of
fish fauna—are at risk of extinction.9 Fifty-one percent of
crayfish and 40% of amphibians are either imperiled or
vulnerable to extinction,10 while more than 70% of the
freshwater mussel species in the United States are cur-
rently endangered, threatened, or at risk.11 The problem,
moreover, is not limited to specific species. So many aquatic
species are in trouble and so few U.S. freshwater ecosys-
tems remain intact12 that entire “faunal assemblages are in a
precarious state.”13

Progress, however, has been made. Due to point source
regulation and the construction of municipal wastewater fa-
cilities under the Clean Water Act (CWA), the amount of or-
ganic waste discharged from publicly owned waste treat-
ment plants has fallen 45% and the amount discharged from
industry has dropped a whopping 93%.14 Dissolved oxygen
levels have increased downstream from point source dis-
charges all over the country, and the improvements are so
substantial that they can often be discerned throughout en-

tire river basins.15 The progress is not limited to conven-
tional pollutants, but includes heavy metals and toxic pollut-
ants as well.16 As the result of the CWA17 and several conser-
vation programs primarily administered by the U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture,18 annual wetlands losses in the coter-
minous United States have fallen from an average of
550,000 acres in the mid-1970s to approximately 58,500
acres by the mid-1990s.19 The Endangered Species Act
(ESA),20 furthermore, technically limits, in some cases,
both the kind of infrastructure that can be placed in the na-
tion’s waters as well as the operation of existing infrastruc-
ture. The ESA may also limit the amount of water that cities
and irrigation projects can remove from streams. Many
states have also taken steps to establish minimum stream
flows, which are generally aimed at protecting specific spe-
cies of fish.21 In addition, a significant number of communi-
ties have taken steps to control nonpoint source pollution by
creating buffer zones along streams, by limiting certain
kinds of development in riparian areas, and by promulgat-
ing detention requirements, sedimentation controls, and
other land use restrictions. Many cities and towns also
mandate water conservation and the use of more efficient
irrigation methods.22

These efforts, however, have been too limited in scope.
The pollution control program found in the CWA was not
designed to address nonpoint source pollution in a straight-
forward comprehensive manner.23 Consequently, it should
come as no surprise that nonpoint source pollution has
evolved into the primary obstacle to improving water qual-
ity. For example, approximately 82% of the rivers and
streams that fail to meet water quality standards and 77% of
such lakes are impaired due to agricultural runoff and hy-
drological modifications.24 The CWA program designed to
protect wetlands, moreover, has not been as aggressively
administered by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (the
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Corps) as it could have been.25 The ESA only applies when
an endangered or threatened species is involved and only to
the extent that a project would either jeopardize or harm the
species. Many states still lack instream flow protections,26

and those that have done so have simply set minimum flow
requirements that continue to allow damage to occur by
dampening natural flow variability.27 And too few commu-
nities have adequately contained the rising demand for wa-
ter or adequately controlled nonpoint source pollution. In
fact, large traditional water projects are still the preferred
way of doing things in many places. The Texas State Water
Plan, for instance, envisions the expenditure of $17 billion
to construct new dams and water pipelines to serve the
state’s growing population.28

One of the primary reasons that we have been unable to
effectively balance human needs with those of the aquatic
environment is the existence of so many jurisdictional barri-
ers. While most of the ingredients of the point source pollu-
tion program are federal in origin, and its implementation is
overseen by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA), the responsibility for regulating nonpoint pollution
lies in state hands. Wetlands regulation is the province pri-
marily of the Corps (although there are a number of overlap-
ping state programs), whereas the enforcement of the ESA
in inland waters belongs to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice (FWS). While pollution law and the protection of
biodiversity reside largely in federal hands, water law, by
contrast, is a product of state law. And to add yet another
layer of complexity, land use management is largely the do-
main of local government, although federal and state regula-
tion may have some impact in particular cases.29

These barriers or boundaries make it difficult to deal
effectively with the protection of such complex ecosys-
tems, where whatever happens in one part of a water-
shed—whether on land, in the water, or at the water’s
edge—may have a real detrimental impact on the health of
the aquatic resource. As Prof. Holly Doremus recently
wrote: “The core of the current problem is . . . our failure to
bridge the land-water interface and other artificial bound-
aries we have created.”30 This kind of regulatory fragmenta-
tion is tailor-made for those who oppose comprehensive wa-
tershed regulation. Regulators have little incentive to step
forward as leaders since none are perceived as leaders. No
single regulator, therefore, is likely to be blamed for the fail-

ure to develop an integrated approach.31 Those who oppose
regulation can also exploit the complexity of this multi-lay-
ered jurisdictional puzzle, while those who desire effective,
comprehensive regulation are unsure about where to look
for help.32

Perhaps the most promising way to bridge these “artifi-
cial boundaries” is through the creation of watershed insti-
tutions across the entire nation—institutions that would
help coordinate in a knowledgeable and environmentally
sensitive fashion the water quantity, water quality, and land
use decisionmaking authority possessed by these diverse
agencies and political entities. However, as Professor
Doremus has pointed out, a requisite condition precedent to
effective action in this area must be education and the provi-
sion of information about cross-boundary impacts and the
shortcomings of our current regulators.33 We have spent de-
cades creating specialized disciplines and separate legal
systems to govern land use, water use, and water pollution,
and it will take considerable effort to demonstrate to voters,
economic interests, and decisionmakers at all levels of gov-
ernment precisely how land use and water are inextricably
connected throughout the whole of a watershed.

Before discussing these two proposals, however, this Ar-
ticle will first address the separate legal regimes governing
water rights, the protection of water-based ecosystems, and
land use in the United States. The Article will then address
both the need for more information and the creation of an in-
stitutional mechanism at the watershed level that will facili-
tate the kind of broad action and cooperation necessary to
abate the degradation of the nation’s aquatic resources.
Finally, the Article will set forth a number of more focused
reforms within the existing legal structure dealing with en-
vironmental protection, water use, and land management.
These reforms would produce some improvement even in
the absence of a new watershed management approach.
However, if these reforms are enacted within the context of
a better understanding of the relationship between land use
and water and an improved institutional ability to act on that
understanding, then perhaps we will have created a firm
foundation upon which not just to slow, but to reverse, the
relentless tide of aquatic decline.

II. Water Law

Water law in the United States largely depends on geogra-
phy. In the East, where water tends to be abundant, a doc-
trine known as riparian rights developed. Under this doc-
trine, water is treated as a kind of common property, which
all riparian owners share. Since all riparian owners have a
right to reasonable use of the resource, the amount of water
they use and how they use it is, in the absence of an adjudica-
tion, a matter for their own judgment.34 In the arid West,
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however, the riparian doctrine was rejected in favor of a sys-
tem that treats water as a kind of private property—permit-
ting people to appropriate water and even ship it far from the
stream from which it was taken. This right to appropriate
water is acquired on a first come, first served basis under a
doctrine commonly referred to as prior appropriation.35

There is yet a third system of water law in the United States
today. It is found in about one-half of the eastern states
where, due to increasing demands and competition for wa-
ter, the state legislatures have supplemented the riparian
rights system with permit schemes governing large water
withdrawals. However, few of these regulatory systems are
comprehensive in nature.36

For the most part, water law in the United States reflects
its 19th century origins. At that time, water was viewed as a
commodity to be manipulated and exploited for human pur-
poses, and that growth-oriented bias is still found in the
law today.

A. The Development of Riparian Rights

Following the Revolutionary War, the states along the
eastern seaboard began to develop their own approaches
to water law. The dominant approach of that early com-
mon law followed the natural flow rule under which each
riparian landowner had a right to use a stream in its natu-
ral condition without artificial inference.37 Thus, any di-
version or impoundment that lessened the amount of water
flowing to lower riparian owners was impermissible, al-
though one had a right to use water for domestic purposes
and to water stock.38

Tension soon arose between legal doctrine and economic
reality, however, as the nation began to use flowing water to
power the early stages of the industrial revolution. The natu-
ral flow regime was simply incompatible with the construc-
tion of dams to run new enterprises such as large integrated
cotton mills—the productive capacity of which increased
six-fold in the years between 1820 and 1831.39 Although
some courts were nudging the law in the direction of
change, other courts and writers were adamant in support
of the rule against all uncompensated diversions or ob-
structions.40 Then, in 1827, Justice Joseph Story wrote
what would become an extremely influential opinion in the
case of Tyler v. Wilkinson.41 He declared that water law did
not prohibit all interference with natural flows, just those
that were “positively . . . injurious.”42 Each riparian owner,
therefore, was permitted to make reasonable use of the wa-
ter, and this meant, according to Justice Story, that one’s use
could not interfere with reasonable use by downstream ri-
parian owners.43

Within a year, Chancellor James Kent, citing Story’s
opinion, wrote approvingly of the reasonable use doctrine in
his treatise. Relying upon the treatise, a number of courts in
both England and the United States soon discarded the natu-
ral use doctrine, and by 1850 the transition to the reasonable
use doctrine of riparian rights was complete.44 Today, how-
ever, no state relies entirely upon pure riparian rights law.
All eastern states have at least some legislation that deals
with water quantity issues. Nonetheless, about one-half of
the eastern states continue to use common-law riparian
rights as the basis for deciding water allocation disputes.45

Riparian rights are limited to property owners whose land
is adjacent to a stream. Under the traditional, common-law
approach, therefore, it was difficult to use water on land
that either failed to abut a stream or was not within the
stream’s basin.46 This limitation would, at least in theory,
make life extremely difficult for many municipal water
suppliers, most of whose customers are not riparian own-
ers and many of whom often reside in other watersheds.
The common law, however, has adjusted to this reality, and
today it allows non-riparian use and, in some instances,
even non-watershed use at least where there is no substantial
harm to other riparians.47

As Prof. Joseph Dellapenna has pointed out, the riparian
rights approach suffers from the lack of any system to deal
with water shortages, other than litigation, and litigation
over water rights suffers from the unpredictability and vague-
ness of the criteria for resolving such conflicts. According to
the Restatement (Second) of Torts, the factors that should
influence a decision about reasonable use include: (1) the
purpose of the use; (2) the suitability of the use to the water
in question; (3) the economic value of the use; (4) the so-
cial value of the use; (5) the harm that it causes; (6) the
practicality of avoiding or minimizing the harm by adjust-
ing the use; (7) the practicality of adjusting the amount of
water used by each riparian; (8) the protection of existing
values of water uses and investments; and (9) the justice of
requiring the user causing the harm to bear the loss.48 Since
the test is a relative one, factors (1) through (4) as well as
(7) must be applied to the use of water by both the plaintiff
and defendant.49

B. Prior Appropriation

The first American settlers of the arid lands west of the
100th meridian (the area west of a line running from North
Dakota south into Texas) believed that their demands for
water for mining, ranching, and farming could not be met by
the application of riparian rights. After all, mines were often
located far from any stream, and many mines, especially
placer mines, needed water to operate. Many dry land farms
were also far from any available surface water.50 So west-
erners developed their own approach that detached water
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rights from riparian ownership. Water could be diverted by
anyone, and their right to use the water perfected so long as
the diverted water was used beneficially for mining, irriga-
tion, municipal water supply, or hydropower.51 The system
is based upon a simple concept: “first in time, first in
right.”52 One’s water right is based upon seniority—not
need, utility, or reasonableness.

In times of shortage, there is no pro rata curtailment. Ju-
nior rights must cut back so that senior right holders will
obtain the full amount of their rights. Holders of senior
rights are entitled to take the full amount of their rights
regardless of the comparative efficiencies of junior and
senior uses.53

The doctrine of prior appropriation may well have been
“the greatest innovation in the history of the arid West.”54 It
made water into a commodity, which could be owned and
sold or leased just like land, minerals, timber, or live-
stock55—like “so many ‘acre-feet’ banked in an account.”56

While the concept of beneficial use included a rule against
waste, the rule has only been enforced sporadically since it
is “difficult to police . . . and in some cases to define.”57 And
although the constitutions in the western states all declare
water to be a public resource, water was generally appropri-
ated free of charge to private parties who intended to use it
for private profit.58 The state water agencies that were estab-
lished in the western states administered this legal regime in
routine fashion, handing out permits according to the estab-
lished rules of prior appropriation and enforcing the rights
of record.59 However, state engineers would deny permits if
all of the water in a stream were already allocated.60 While
they also had statutory authority to deny permits that would
violate the public interest in some way, in most instances the
state engineers “simply rubber-stamped all appropria-
tions.”61 The public interest was apparently satisfied when-
ever water was diverted and the use was “beneficial.”

Prof. Dan Tarlock aptly described prior appropriation as
“the ultimate river and watershed engine of destruction be-
cause it allows the last drop of a stream to be diverted . . . and

allows trans-watershed diversions.”62 And, due to its “first
in time, first in right” principle, the doctrine encouraged
people to divert as much water as possible as quickly as pos-
sible, thus often fostering wasteful and inefficient practices.
Furthermore, senior users continued to have little incentive
to economize on their use of water since a senior user loses
nothing during a period of low water, at least not until all of
the more junior appropriators have lost everything.63 It was,
as Prof. Charles Wilkinson has remarked, the very embodi-
ment of social-Darwinism.64

Today, some states such as California and Washington
have started to enforce the public interest requirement. New
water permits may be denied or conditioned in some way if
the proposed withdrawal could harm recreation or the envi-
ronment.65 Many states have also modernized their pro-
cesses for buying and selling water rights, a development
that allows existing and often inefficient uses to be trans-
ferred more easily to new, more pressing needs.66 However,
while most western states have programs for recognizing
instream flows to protect recreation, fish, wildlife, or scenic
amenities like waterfalls, the instream protections are just
like regular water rights; they carry priority dates and apply
to specific locations and quantities of water. So, while the
instream protections have really helped in certain locations,
they can have no impact on most senior uses since the
instream flow rights are relatively junior.67 Thus, depending
on how much water is already allocated to existing senior
uses, the minimum flow rates may be of little or no help dur-
ing low flow conditions.

Much of the American West has been re-plumbed by an
extensive series of federal, state, and municipal water pro-
jects.68 Massive canal and pipeline systems, for example,
convey water from northern California and the Colorado
River to southern California. Virtually, the entire Columbia
River is impounded, and nine major tunnels convey water
under the continental divide from the western slope of the
Rocky Mountains to the suburbs of Denver, Colorado, on
the eastern side. Throughout the West, over 294 million
acre-feet of water is stored in over one million man-made
reservoirs and lakes.69 Much of that water simply evapo-
rates in the western heat. Some 14.6 million acre-feet are
lost to evaporation each year from the western reservoirs,
leaving a higher concentration of salt and minerals in the re-
maining water. Irrigated agriculture is responsible for using
80% to 90% of the remaining water. In most places, these
irrigators still use traditional methods—leaking earthen ca-
nals and overland flow irrigation. Forty-one percent of the
diverted water is consumed by the growing crops, 46% is re-
turned to the streams, and 13%—or approximately 24 mil-
lion acre-feet per year—is lost through leakage and evapo-
ration.70 The return flow, moreover, contains salts, silt, fer-
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tilizers, and pesticides. What may appear as a miraculous
Eden in the desert may, in fact, be nothing more than a non-
sustainable Rube Goldberg device.71

C. Regulated Riparianism

Since the 1950s, about one-half of the states east of the
100th meridian have supplemented, to one extent or an-
other, the riparian rights system with an administrative per-
mit scheme.72 Statutes in many of these states have replaced
the vague content of the common law with more precise for-
mulations. In most states, however, the new regulatory sys-
tem is far from comprehensive. The statutes commonly re-
quire: (1) the submission of information about withdrawals;
(2) the issuance of permits for large withdrawals; and (3) an
explanation of the impacts associated with any trans-water-
shed diversions.73 The permits determine the rights of the
parties, and the criterion that is used in issuing the permits is
reasonable use. The concept of reasonable use, however, is
used in a different manner than under traditional riparian
doctrine. The relevant state agency in determining whether
a use is reasonable considers social policy and the impact of
the withdrawal on other water users.74 These statutes also
often require that the agency establish some sort of mini-
mum flow.75 Moreover, in many states the permits are issued
for a set period of time (3 to 20 years), and when a permit ex-
pires, the state can decide whether the use continues to be
reasonable.76 A number of states, however, have exempted
certain classes of existing users from the permit requirement
either because of the political clout wielded by those partic-
ular users or because the legislatures feared the conse-
quences of takings litigation.77

III. Laws to Protect the Aquatic Environment

A. The CWA

The primary control strategy of the CWAis aimed at regulat-
ing discharges from point sources—pipes, conduits, and
other discernible conveyances78—through which pollutants
are added to waters of the United States.79 Such discharges
are prohibited unless the discharger complies with a number
of requirements.80 Geographically, this prohibition extends

to most streams in the nation because the U.S. Congress in-
tended jurisdiction under the Act to be given the broadest
possible application under the Commerce Clause of the
U.S. Constitution.81

Among the requirements that apply to point source dis-
charges are several that anticipate the establishment of na-
tionally uniform effluent limitations that apply to all dis-
chargers in particular industrial categories.82 These limits
are usually based upon the application of specific kinds of
control technology for particular waste streams: best con-
ventional treatment for conventional pollutants83; best
available technology for many toxics as well as non-toxic,
non-conventional pollutants like ammonia84; and best
available demonstrated technology for new facilities.85 For
sewage treatment plants, the Act calls for secondary treat-
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clared that this “new and broader” definition included “all ‘the wa-
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pass[ed] all water bodies.” 118 Cong. Rec. 33756-57 (1972). The
conference version of the bill had expanded on the earlier Senate ap-
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the source.” S. Rep. No. 92-414, at 77 (1971).
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U.S.C. §407 (prohibiting the discharge of industrial waste into any
“navigable water”). President Richard M. Nixon’s 1970 Executive
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tions extended jurisdiction to every “navigable waterway or tribu-
tary.” 36 Fed. Reg. 6565 (Apr. 7, 1971). Clearly, Congress went fur-
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potential use as a habitat for migratory waterfowl. Solid Waste
Agency of N. Cook County v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng’rs
(SWANCC), 531 U.S. 159, 161, 174, 31 ELR 20382 (2001). The
Court’s assertion that navigability must still be given some signifi-
cance in determining jurisdiction under the Act and its concern about
the outer limits of Commerce Clause jurisdiction have created more
than a little uncertainty about the scope of CWA jurisdiction. See
Robert R.M. Verchick, Toward Normative Rules for Agency Inter-
pretation: Defining Jurisdiction Under the Clean Water Act, 55
Ala. L. Rev. 845 (2004); Michael P. Healy, Law, Policy, and the
Clean Water Act: The Courts, the Bush Administration, and the Stat-
ute’s Uncertain Reach, 55 Ala. L. Rev. 695 (2004). In the spring of
2006, the Supreme Court will face the issue of CWA jurisdiction
once again in Rapanos v. United States, 376 F.3d 629, 34 ELR 20060
(6th Cir. 2004), cert. granted, 74 U.S.L.W. 3228 (U.S. Oct. 11,
2005) (No. 04-1034), and Carabell v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng’rs,
391 F.3d 704, 34 ELR 20147 (6th Cir. 2004), cert. granted, 74
U.S.L.W. 3228 (U.S. Oct. 11, 2005) (No. 04-1034).

82. A powerful motivating factor underlying Congress’ adoption of uni-
form effluent limitations was to eliminate the temptation that might
otherwise exist for states to compete with each other by setting less
stringent standards than their neighbors. Natural Resources Defense
Council v. Costle, 568 F.2d 1369, 1378, 8 ELR 20028 (D.C. Cir.
1977).

83. CWA §301(b)(2)(E), 33 U.S.C. §1311(b)(2)(E).

84. Id. §301(b)(2)(A), (C), (D), (F), 33 U.S.C. §1311(b)(2)(A), (C), (D),
(F).

85. Id. §306, 33 U.S.C. §1316.

Copyright © 2006 Environmental Law Institute®, Washington, DC. reprinted with permission from ELR®, http://www.eli.org, 1-800-433-5120.



ment,86 a standard based on reducing the oxygen demand
from organic waste and total suspended solids by 85%.87 In-
dustrial polluters who discharge into public sewage systems
must comply with pretreatment standards for pollutants that
may either interfere with the functioning of the sewage
treatment facility or pass through with inadequate treat-
ment.88 These standards often prescribe the same limits as
would apply to a direct discharger.89

The CWAalso provides for a system of state water quality
standards.90 Unlike uniform, technology-based effluent lim-
itations, water quality standards are tailored to the uses and
values of specific waters. Under this program, all states are
required, subject to federal approval, to zone their waters for
specific uses—such as fish and wildlife protection and prop-
agation, or public water supply—and then set technical cri-
teria—maximum levels of certain chemicals, minimum lev-
els of dissolved oxygen, and perhaps a narrative description
of the desired ecosystem—that are designed to meet that
use.91 So while effluent limitations focus on the waste
stream as it flows out of a pipe, water quality standards focus
on the overall quality of the receiving water. This is a vital
aspect of the Act’s comprehensive regulatory strategy be-
cause compliance with effluent limitations does not neces-
sarily result in good or adequate stream quality. This is not
an unlikely scenario for streams receiving heavy discharges
from many sources, for streams with relatively low flows or
high use classifications, or for streams that suffer from a sig-
nificant diversion or interruption of flow. For such wa-
ters—waters that are unable to meet water quality standards
after the application of effluent limitations—the states are to
establish total maximum daily loads (TMDLs) and allocate
those pollutant loadings among the responsible sources.92

To implement and monitor compliance with the technol-
ogy-based limitations and any more stringent limits that
may be needed to satisfy water quality standards, every
point source discharger must obtain a permit and comply
with its terms.93 These national pollutant discharge elimina-
tion system (NPDES) permits serve as a means for trans-
forming general regulatory requirements into enforceable
obligations of the individual discharger. Although 45 state
programs have been granted authority to issue NPDES per-
mits,94 states must apply federal requirements and are sub-
ject to an EPA veto should they fail to do so.95 However,
states may require compliance with permit conditions that
are more stringent than federal law would require.96

In addition to the NPDES program, the CWA contains
four other important programs, two of which are relevant to
this discussion.97 First, the Act prohibits the discharge of

dredged or fill material into waters of the United States, in-
cluding most wetlands, without first obtaining a §404 per-
mit from the Corps.98 This program is not exclusively ad-
ministered by the Corps. Dredge and fill permits are crafted
pursuant to guidelines promulgated by EPA, and the per-
mits are subject to EPA review and a possible veto.99 While
the dredging of navigable channels and the disposal of that
dredged material is often contentious, the most controver-
sial aspect of the program arises from the program’s regu-
lation of the use and development of wetland areas, the
vast majority of which remain in private hands in the lower
48 states.100

Not all sources of water pollution involve point source
discharges. Most water pollution in the United States today,
in fact, is caused by generalized runoff from fields and for-
ests, construction sites, parking lots, and even from air pol-
lution.101 Recognizing this problem, Congress has twice at-
tempted, albeit in half-hearted fashion, to craft programs to
control the most severe nonpoint source problems. The cur-
rent approach requires the states to identify those waters
that, without some action to control nonpoint source pollu-
tion, will not meet water quality standards. The states are
then called upon to develop management plans to reduce
that nonpoint source pollution.102 Unfortunately, Congress
permitted the states to use exclusively nonregulatory ave-
nues—such as technical assistance, education, training, and
demonstration projects—to implement these management
plans.103 As a result of that decision, plus inadequate fund-
ing and the fact that EPA has no authority to implement a
federal plan in instances where state plans are inadequate,
the CWA’s approach to nonpoint source pollution has failed
to make much progress.104

In short, Congress left the problem in the hands of the
states, and most states have proven unequal to the task. The
states have also been reluctant to use the water quality stan-
dards program in the fight against nonpoint source pollu-
tion. EPA has defined TMDLs as the sum total of point
source and nonpoint source wasteloads; as a result, states
could take action against nonpoint sources whenever
TMDLs were set for water quality impaired waters. How-
ever, states have tended to shy away from doing this, and
EPA has been unwilling to require states to target nonpoint
sources for specific reductions.105

The states have largely ignored another strong tool that
the CWA gives them to protect the integrity of their waters.
Section 401 of the Act provides states with the authority to
review and, if appropriate and they so wish, to condition or
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veto any federally licensed or permitted activity that may
harm water quality or the aquatic environment.106 This ap-
plies to such things as hydroelectric facilities (licensed by
the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission), nuclear
power plants (licensed by the Nuclear Regulatory Commis-
sion), dredge and fill permits issued by the Corps, and any
NPDES permits issued by EPA. The U.S. Supreme Court, in
fact, upheld a §401 water quality certification that limited
the amount of water that could be diverted from a stream for
a hydroelectric project in the state of Washington.107 This
power, however, goes largely unused.108

B. The ESA

The ESA is the primary federal statute providing for the
preservation and protection of biodiversity. Threatened and
endangered species are protected in two primary ways under
the Act. First, §7 requires all federal agencies to ensure, in
consultation with the FWS, that no action authorized,
funded, or carried out by them is likely to jeopardize the
continued existence of any such species.109 Second, §9 regu-
lates private and state conduct by making it illegal to “take”
any threatened or endangered species.110 “Take” is broadly
defined by the statute to include “harass, harm, . . . kill, [or]
capture,”111 and “harm” has been administratively defined
to include “significant habitat modification or degradation
where it actually kills or injures wildlife by significantly im-
pairing essential behavioral patterns, including breeding,
feeding, or sheltering.”112

Although the language appears draconian, few federal
projects have actually been killed by §7. The vast majority
of consultations, which involve projects that will likely af-
fect protected species, are informal proceedings that result
in no project modifications.113 Even when consultations re-
sult in jeopardy findings, the FWS allows most projects to
proceed with only minimal modifications.114 In the 1990s,
however, federal agencies began to use the consultation pro-
cess in a more creative way. For instance, the U.S. Depart-
ment of the Interior joined with the states of Colorado, Utah,
and Wyoming to create a recovery program for endangered
fish species in the upper Colorado River Basin. Rather than
just halt the decline in the health of these species, the plan is
attempting to achieve their full recovery. And in 1994, the
federal government and California agreed on a long-term
management plan to try to protect the endangered species in
the San Francisco Bay-Delta area.115 On the other hand, the
decision to halt the flow of federal irrigation water to farm-
ers in California’s Klamath River Basin to protect endan-

gered salmon was reversed by the George W. Bush Admin-
istration following strong protests from the agricultural
community and the issuance of a new controversial biologi-
cal opinion.116 Shortly thereafter, 33,000 wild salmon died
in a large fish kill that was caused, according to scientists
from the California Fish and Game Department, by the re-
sumption of the federal diversion.117

The prohibition against private takings in §9 is also not
quite as tough as might appear at first. Section 10(a) autho-
rizes the FWS to issue incidental take permits for state and
private projects as long as a habitat conservation plan is pre-
pared that will minimize the impact of the incidental takes
and there is a finding that the action will not appreciably re-
duce the likelihood of the species’ survival.118

C. The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA)

Frustrated by the insensitivity of many federal agencies to
the environmental consequences of their actions, in 1969
Congress enacted NEPA.119 NEPA represented an unprece-
dented attempt to protect the environment by broadly in-
jecting environmental concerns into the calculus of fed-
eral decisionmaking.

The Act begins with an elaborate declaration of national
policy with respect to the environment. Congress pre-
scribed, in short, that “it is the continuing policy of the Fed-
eral Government . . . to use all practicable means . . . to cre-
ate and maintain conditions under which man and nature
can exist in productive harmony.”120 Congress recognized,
however, that a lofty expression of national policy would
have little impact on the priorities of mission-oriented
agencies without additional action-forcing features. Con-
sequently, NEPA sets forth a number of instructions to fed-
eral agencies.

First, Congress directed all federal agencies to apply their
policies and the laws they administer in accordance with the
broad national policy enunciated in NEPA. Thus, the Act’s
policy is not merely hortatory; it is intended to be imple-
mented.121 In addition, the Act contains a procedural mecha-
nism designed to translate its policy into action. All federal
agencies are required to produce “a detailed statement” for
federal actions “significantly affecting the quality of the hu-
man environment.”122 Such an environmental impact state-
ment (EIS) must address the environmental ramifications,
including indirect impacts, of the proposed federal action
and all reasonable alternatives.123 EISs are first produced in
draft form, subjected to comment both from the public and
from agencies that have jurisdiction or expertise with re-
spect to any environmental impact involved, and then issued
in final form.124 Even if an agency believes that an action is
environmentally insignificant, it must first prepare an envi-
ronmental assessment (akin to a mini-EIS), and only after
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the assessment has been completed and commented upon
can the agency issue a finding of no significance.125

NEPA only applies to federal actions such as permitting,
licensing, funding, or construction. It does not apply to state
action, and only 15 states have enacted environmental im-
pact assessment (EIA) statutes of their own.126

D. The Public Trust Doctrine

The public trust doctrine asserts that some resources are so
uniquely imbued with the public interest that they are sub-
ject to a perpetual trust that excludes private ownership.127

The leading case establishing the doctrine in the United
States held that the states could not sell or otherwise alienate
public land underlying navigable waters.128 That is about as
far as the doctrine went until Prof. Joseph Sax suggested in
1970 that it could be used by the courts as an innovative way
to protect commonly held natural resources.129 A decade
later, the idea caught the eye of the most important state
court in the country. Citing Professor Sax’s article, the Cali-
fornia Supreme Court broadly applied the public trust doc-
trine when it authorized the state of California to reallocate al-
ready appropriated water rights. More specifically, the court
held that the state agency, which had issued Los Angeles a
permit in 1940 to divert water from the tributaries to Mono
Lake, had failed at that time to consider the public’s interest in
the environmental and recreational values of the lake and its
tributaries.130 The agency thus had a duty to revisit the issue
and, this time, to balance Los Angeles’ interests with those
of the public trust since no person or entity can claim “a
vested right to divert waters once it becomes clear that such
diversions harm the interests protected by the public trust.”131

After additional litigation, a settlement was eventually
reached. Los Angeles agreed to cut its diversions from the
Mono Lake tributaries from approximately 100,000 acre-
feet per year to 12,000. Instead of looking elsewhere for an-
other diversion, Los Angeles made up the difference
through water conservation.132 The doctrine has only been
used in such sweeping fashion in one other state. In 2000,
the Hawaiian Supreme Court also held that vested water
rights were subject to the public trust.133

IV. Land Use Management

Land use management is primarily a matter of local law, al-
though both state and federal law may affect land use in cer-
tain instances. Local planning law exists to protect: (1) pub-
lic health, welfare, and safety; and (2) private property from
harm that may be caused by nearby land uses.134 City and
county planning law normally consists of a comprehensive
plan, a zoning code, and a system for issuing various kinds
of discretionary permits—for example, conditional use per-
mits, variances, subdivision plats, planned unit develop-
ments, site plans, and so on.135

There are 38,971 cities, townships, and counties in the
United States, most of which have authority to regulate land
use decisions within their political boundaries and some-
times a little further.136 Land use decisions that affect water
use and water quality in a particular watershed may, there-
fore, involve dozens if not hundreds of different regulatory
actors, and there is little incentive for the coordination of
their efforts. In addition to the fragmented nature of land use
management, local land use decisions are often not very en-
vironmentally sensitive. Local planners are not generally
experts in water issues.137 Moreover, communities typically
view development as a way to enhance local revenues and
expand their employment base.138 Consequently, they are
inclined, at least in many instances, to use their zoning and
discretionary permitting authority to approve of develop-
ments that may well harm, directly or indirectly, the aquatic
resources in the area.139

V. An Agenda for Progress

The CWA, the ESA, EIAs, and the public trust doctrine are
all tools that have been used to protect our aquatic resources
in significant ways. All of them, however, can be improved
upon or given greater scope. Nevertheless, there would still
exist a problem with coordination, both vertically with re-
spect to federal environmental law, state water law, and lo-
cal land use management, and horizontally with respect to
the various agencies and political entities that have respon-
sibilities within each subject area.140 Thus, we must rethink
how we approach the protection of our freshwater systems
in order to better connect, in terms of law and institutions,
the natural and symbiotic relationship between land use
and water.

A. Education and Information

Education is a key ingredient to help society see across ar-
tificial boundaries and better understand the relationship
between land and water. Although experts have long un-
derstood the problem posed by nonpoint source pollu-
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tion,141 the average layperson has probably, until only re-
cently, focused on large point sources rather than nonpoint
sources as the primary cause of water pollution. And the av-
erage person probably understands even less about the detri-
mental impacts caused by hydrologic and habitat modifica-
tions and by the long-range problems posed by poor deci-
sions involving land use and water allocations. Improving
their understanding of these relationships and the possible
detrimental impacts upon their local waters may help to cre-
ate the kind of political momentum and motivation neces-
sary to improve the environmental performance of many of
the governmental entities involved in making land and wa-
ter use decisions.142 An improved level of public awareness
about the wide-ranging, but interrelated problems facing
our aquatic systems might also induce many of these gov-
ernmental bodies to sit down together and work more coop-
eratively in an effort to protect and maintain the sustain-
ability of this vital resource.

We also need more and better monitoring information.
Under §305(b) of the CWA, states are required to prepare a
report on the condition of their water quality every two
years. EPA, in turn, is directed to transmit these reports to
Congress along with the Agency’s analysis of the state re-
sults.143 However, financial and other resource constraints
preclude a thorough evaluation.144 The 2000 report, for ex-
ample, covered less than 20% of the nation’s rivers and
streams.145 Moreover, the surveys overstate our actual
knowledge about water quality. While some of the state esti-
mates are based upon actual monitoring data, other esti-
mates are subjective and predicated upon best professional
judgment.146 This must end. EPA and the states must devote
adequate resources to conducting baseline monitoring and
assessment activities. If necessary, the federal government
could link annual CWAgrants for state administration of the
NPDES program to the development and implementation of
better state monitoring programs.147

B. New Watershed Institutions

The concept of watershed management is not a new idea.
During the New Deal era, a progressive senator from Con-
necticut, Augustine Lonergan (D-Conn.), introduced a bill
that would have largely implemented a federal water pollu-
tion control program through administrative units organized
at the watershed level.148 Although Lonergan’s bill received

widespread support, it was never enacted into law.149 Then,
during the Great Society, President Lyndon Johnson pro-
posed the establishment of permanent river basin organiza-
tions that would coordinate action to carry out new water-
shed-level pollution control plans, as well as help to admin-
ister and enforce water quality standards.150 Johnson’s ini-
tiative, however, also failed to be enacted into law.151

More recently, there have been a number of efforts to cre-
ate watershed institutions. In 1980, the Columbia River
states of Idaho, Montana, Oregon, and Washington formed
the Northwest Power Planning Council to try to balance fish
and wildlife protection with hydroelectric generation.152

While the effort has suffered from the lack of actual man-
agement authority—the Corps and the U.S. Bureau of Rec-
lamation actually run the dams and irrigation projects along
the river153—the Council has funneled federal funds to sub-
basin groups where federal, state, local, and tribal organiza-
tions have been working together on management plans.154

Unfortunately, when the Columbia River Forum was pro-
posed to bring the federal agencies, tribes, and states into a
more comprehensive coordinating entity for the entire ba-
sin, Idaho decided not to participate due to concerns that a
regional organization might dilute its control over the state’s
water resources.155

Perhaps more promising is the example set by a number
of state and federal agencies that have been trying to deal
with the water quantity, endangered species, and pollu-
tion problems in the San Francisco Bay-Delta area, the
CALFED/Bay Delta Program.156 Another good example
has been set by the Great Lakes Water Quality Board (an ad-
visory body to the International Joint Commission) in which
the federal governments of Canada and the United States
and all five states and the two provinces that border the lakes
have striven to develop a comprehensive approach to pro-
tect the environmental and hydrological integrity of the ba-
sin.157 Finally, the Delaware River Basin Compact Commis-
sion—which consists of the federal government as well as
the four states in the watershed—is regarded as having done
a good job in protecting water quality, allocating water, and
managing river flows.158

Creating successful watershed bodies, however, is not
easy. How do you balance farming and fishing, urban
growth, and the preservation of nature? As Professors
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Doremus and Tarlock have observed: “Science alone cannot
determine how water should be allocated among . . . compet-
ing demands.”159 Instead, hard policy choices will have to be
made among competing interests in order to accommodate,
in sustainable fashion, both nature and the economy.160 In
the past, train wrecks have occurred where one interest or
another have refused to compromise. For instance, the
Apalachicola-Chattahoochee-Flint River Basin Compact161

between Alabama, Florida, and Georgia recently collapsed
for lack of agreement over how to allocate water in a way
that would protect the unique ecosystem of Florida’s
Apalachicola Bay while satisfying the ever-increasing de-
mands of a growing Atlanta.162

Despite the difficulties, decisions on water allocations
must be integrated with watershed protection, and decisions
on land use must be integrated with both. It is, after all, fun-
damental that activities that occur in one place in a water-
shed will have an inevitable impact on water quality and
quantity elsewhere in that watershed. That simple, funda-
mental fact must eventually be recognized by government
decisionmakers. So far, there has been a good deal of rheto-
ric about the need for watershed planning. Lip-service, how-
ever, is not enough. Action, real action, is needed.

Institutional structures, therefore, must be planned and
constructed to facilitate the coordinated management of
land use, water use, and water quality. The ideal structure
would be a regional body that, in the words of Prof. Janet
Neuman, had “some amount of real integrated management
authority.”163 Her model would be the Delaware River Basin
Compact Commission, an entity that has comprehensive
planning authority as well as power over many aspects of
managing the Delaware watershed.164 It would likely take
one of several things to occur for many of these state and lo-
cal entities to overcome their parochial approach to these is-
sues and to assent to such an arrangement: a resource crisis
in that particular area; an especially strong emotional bond
to a particular river or stream; or federal legislation, coupled
with grant money. Such an arrangement need not necessar-
ily be an institution with some degree of real management
authority—although that might be the ideal—since a new
institution or council for regional planning and coordination
would still be a significant step forward.

What is clear is that the most direct route for comprehen-
sive action would be federal legislation, and the most logical
place to locate it would be in the CWA. The Act contains a
provision calling for the preparation of areawide waste
treatment plans,165 a program that was abandoned in the
1980s.166 The program could be reinstituted, as Rob Adler,
Diane Cameron, and Jessica Landman have advocated, and

recast as a national watershed planning and protection pro-
gram.167 In doing so, the legislation should certainly refer to
the larger policy goals of sustainable management and the
conservation of biodiversity, the use of such tools as ecosys-
tem and adaptive management, and the application of “lo-
cal, collaborative processes that tailor the larger concepts to
specific places.”168 The new program could follow the ap-
proach of the Northwest Power Planning Council169 and
nest small-scale, sub-basin planning within a large-scale
planning and management process for each of the major wa-
tersheds in the United States.170

These watershed institutions could be responsible for man-
aging or coordinating a whole range of activities that affect
the ecological sustainability of a particular watershed. These
activities could include enhanced water quality monitoring,
water quantity assessments, water allocations, waste load al-
locations, point source and nonpoint source controls, water-
shed restoration actions, and the production of a comprehen-
sive watershed protection plan.171 Such an effort would take
the inclusion of the relevant federal and state agencies, as
well as local planning authorities, and the active participation
of the public.172 The precise design for these institutions lies
well outside the scope of this Article, but it is certainly time
for a serious discussion and debate about this kind of ap-
proach.173 Of course, Congress would have to be persuaded
to act, and federal funds would have to be provided to fi-
nance this new organizational structure and its activities.
In the current political climate, that is a huge, perhaps in-
surmountable, challenge, but the time is ripe to begin to se-
riously explore ways in which to “reforge the natural con-
nections we have spent years denying and trying to break.”174

C. Other Proposals for Reform

A number of other tools could be recast in various ways to
make them better mechanisms for integrating land and
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water. A non-exhaustive list of such steps would include
the following.

1. CWA Reforms

Section 319,175 which deals with state nonpoint source man-
agement programs, can be strengthened by giving EPA a
stick as well as a carrot in dealing with state agencies. Cur-
rently, EPA has little recourse when confronted with an in-
adequate state plan for controlling nonpoint source pollu-
tion. EPA can only approve or disapprove of state plans; it
cannot promulgate a federal plan in lieu of an inadequate
state plan. If EPAdisapproves of a state plan, it will only de-
prive the state of federal funds that would otherwise enable
the state to make at least some progress.176 The provision
should be amended, therefore, to give EPA the authority to
promulgate a federal plan setting forth a management pro-
gram, including best management practices, in the event a
state agency fails to submit an acceptable plan to deal with
nonpoint source problems.

The exemption of return flows from irrigated agriculture
from the permitting requirements of the Act177 should be re-
pealed.178 These return flows, when collected in ditches or
pipes or conduits, clearly constitute point sources that dis-
charge pesticides, silt, and nutrients and should be regulated
as such.

Section 303179 should be amended to make it clear that
a water is impaired whenever it cannot meet its existing
designated use, not just when particular chemical criteria
are violated. In addition, water quality criteria should be
expanded to include biological criteria, including mini-
mum natural flows, that will protect wildlife and the
aquatic ecosystem.180

The continuing loss of wetlands must end. The enforce-
ment of §404181 by the Corps and EPAmust be strengthened,
and the shortcomings in the Corps’ program to mitigate the
authorized loss of wetlands must be addressed.182 Congress
should also act to make it clear that CWA jurisdiction ex-
tends to isolated wetlands whenever the loss of those
wetlands would have an adverse impact on interstate com-
merce or involve Congress’ authority to implement treaties
protecting migratory birds.183

Section 401184 on state water quality certifications should
be amended to make it clear that it applies not only to nu-
meric chemical criteria, but also to use impairment185 and to
biological criteria, including minimum natural flows.

Section 402,186 which establishes the NPDES permitting
system, should be amended to make it clear that §9 of the
ESA187 applies to permits issued by authorized state pro-
grams. EPA should further ensure through its regulations
and annual state agreements that authorized state programs
utilize a process that is functionally equivalent to the NEPA
process when issuing NPDES permits.

2. EIAs

Although NEPA was the first EIA statute in the world and
remains one of the most exacting, EIAs continue to lan-
guish at the state level in the United States. Only 15 states
have enacted EIA statutes, which means that a great many
actions—state-issued NPDES permits, water allocation
permits, state-funded projects, and so on—take place
without thorough environmental reviews. More states,
therefore, should enact “little NEPAs,” and all of these lit-
tle NEPAs (existing statutes, as well as new ones) should
apply to major land use approvals that take place at the lo-
cal level.

3. Public Trust Doctrine

More state courts should consider using the public trust doc-
trine to require state water agencies to consider the impact of
water diversions on the public’s interest in the environmen-
tal and recreational values of the surface waters that are be-
ing affected.

4. Pricing

Cities should at least meter their water—a reform that has
often lowered water consumption by one-third.188 Cities,
moreover, should consider moving to a tiered pricing sys-
tem under which customers pay more per gallon as they con-
sume more water.189

5. Land Use Planning

Local officials should require the use of appropriate actions
to protect the aquatic environment including: adequate ri-
parian buffer zones; restrictions on land uses in sensitive ar-
eas; vegetation and slope stabilization; runoff retention bas-
ins; natural filtration; limits on impervious cover; porous
paving material; more efficient irrigation practices; and
more effective conservation measures.
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VI. Conclusion

Freshwater is a gift. It is a product of nature and does not
conform to the artificial boundaries created by law or politi-
cal institutions. If we want to preserve this resource for fu-
ture generations, then our laws and institutional structures
must better reflect the realities of nature. This will not be an
easy task. There are numerous historical, constitutional, po-
litical, and economic hurdles to overcome, and difficult pol-
icy judgments will eventually have to be made about the bal-
ance we want and need to strike between nature and human
exploitation. We have, however, come a long way. There is
growing recognition about the relationship of water quantity

to water quality; more understanding about the sources and
magnitude of nonpoint source pollution; and increasing
awareness about the linkage between land use and water.
With more public awareness and better data, we may be able
to move forward and expand some of our existing legal tools
to better protect water quality and biodiversity. And perhaps
we may even be able to overcome our fragmented regulation
of the activities that harm watershed integrity by creating in-
stitutional structures that will encourage coordinated action
to manage land use, water quality, and water consumption in
a way that would help ensure that we leave sufficient room
for nature.
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