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2Meeting Agenda

• Introductions

• RWQMP History

• Brief Review of Prospectus Scope

• TAC Water Quality Survey Results

• Prospectus Content Discussion

• Next Steps
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•  Official areawide planning 
agency for the southeastern 
region of the State

•  State-designated and federally 
recognized areawide water 
quality management planning 
agency for southeastern 
Wisconsin

About the Commission



Regional 
Water Quality 
Management 
Plan History

1964 - 2025



55About the RWQMP
 SEWRPC is the State designed 

Areawide Water Quality Management 
Planning Agency

 The RWQMP 
• Foundation for all of the Commission’s 

environmental, water quality, sewage 
treatment, and sanitary sewer planning 
work

• Summarizes essential data and 
information about the health of our 
Region’s waters 

• Provides data-informed 
recommendations with the goal of 
achieving fishable and swimmable waters

• In accordance with WI Administrative 
Code NR-121
• Policies, procedures, and requirements for 

areawide water quality management 
planning under WDNR

Image Credit: SEWRPC



6Water Quality Management Timeline

1960

1964

1966

1968

1971

1972

1974

1975

1978

1979

Commission 
conducts extensive 
“benchmark” water 

quality study Cooperative 
continued water 

quality monitoring 
agreement formed 
(SEWRPC & WDNR)

Federal Clean 
Water 

Amendments 
enacted Technical Report No. 

21, Sources of Water 
Pollution in 

Southeastern Wisconsin

Commission adopts 
Regional Water 

Quality Management 
Plan (Planning Report 

No. 30)

Commission 
begins Regional 

Planning 
Program

Technical Report No. 4, 
Water Quality and Flow 

of Streams in 
Southeastern Wisconsin

Monitoring efforts 
expanded to 
include lakes

Commission 
designated as the 

Region’s Water Quality 
Management Planning 

Agency

Technical Report 
No. 17, Water 

Quality of Lakes and 
Streams in 

Southeastern 
Wisconsin 



7RWQMP (PR-30)
 Designed to meet the Congressional 

mandate of “fishable and 
swimmable” waters

 Assessed current and historical 
(benchmark study) water quality 
conditions

• 1964-1975
• Entire seven-county Region
• Watershed approach

 Addressed pollution from:

• WWTPs
• Separate and combined sewer 

overflows
• Industrial waste outfalls
• Urban and rural stormwater runoff



8RWQMP (PR-30)
 River and Stream Water Quality 

• 87 sampling locations

• Temperature, DO, pH, specific conductance, total phosphorus, 
nitrite, nitrate, chloride, and total and fecal coliform counts

• To a lesser extent, toxic and hazardous substances (heavy metals, 
pesticides and polychlorinated biphenyls)

 Lake Water Quality

• Trophic Status Index (TSI) Classification

 Plan Outcomes

• Land Use Plan

• Point and Nonpoint Source Pollution Abatement Plans

• Sludge Management Plan

• Water Quality Monitoring Plan



9RWQMP (PR-30) Recommendations
 Land Use Plan

• Support compact urban growth with public services
• Limit development to suitable, hazard-free areas
• Focus growth near existing or expandable infrastructure
• Protect environmental corridors and prime farmland

 Point Source Pollution Abatement Plan
• Align sewer service with land use plan
• Modernize and consolidate wastewater treatment systems (close 21, connect 

tributary service areas to large areawide systems, add 8)
• Reduce pollutants using best available technologies
• Enhance system maintenance and public water conservation

 Nonpoint Source Pollution Abatement Plan
• Urban practices: septic system management, erosion control, street sweeping 

programs
• Rural practices: livestock waste control, improved fertilizer/pesticide use, contour 

plowing, conservation tillage



10RWQMP (PR-30) Recommendations

 Sludge Management Plan
• Develop sludge management methods for each major treatment facility
• Ensure landfill backup options for sludge disposal during severe weather or new 

regulatory requirements that prohibit spreading
• Develop contaminant control programs with local industries to limit heavy metals 

and toxins
• Maintain detailed records of sludge application (location, timing, quantity, 

composition)
• Expand facilities expansion to receive and manage waste

 Water Quality Monitoring Plan
• Establish a long-term regional water quality monitoring program
• Track progress toward meeting water use goals and standards
• Develop a comprehensive monitoring plan between SEWRPC and WDNR



11Water Quality Management Timeline

1987

1995

2002

2007
2008

2013

2025

Memorandum Report No. 93, A 
Regional Water Quality Management 
Plan for Southeastern Wisconsin: An 

Update and Status Report
Technical Report No. 39, 

Water Quality and Sources of 
Pollution in the Greater 
Milwaukee Watersheds

Sweet Water Trust 
created to assist 

with plan 
implementation

Prospectus for a 
RWQMP Update

Commission 
amends RWQMP to 

address water 
quality concerns in 
Milwaukee Estuary

Regional Water Quality 
Initiative formed 

(SEWRPC, MMSD & 
WDNR)

PR-50 amended to 
update changes to 
watershed water 
quality models

RWQMP Update for the 
Greater Milwaukee 

Watersheds (Planning 
Report No. 50)
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 1995 update and status report to the RWQMP
• Assessed only 9% of stream miles in the Region between 1976-1993

• Fecal coliform counts, pH, dissolved oxygen, chloride, nitrate-nitrogen, and total phosphorus

• Included additional assessments of biological and sediment conditions 
• Hilsenhoff Biotic Index (HBI) and Index of Biotic Integrity (IBI)

• Pre- and post-RWQMP comparison of 44 major lakes

Water quality progress
• Most reviewed streams showed improved water quality conditions or no significant 

change 
• Conditions deteriorated in some reviewed stream reaches
• 10 lakes showed water quality improvement
• No lakes indicated declining water quality

Water use objectives progress
• 12% of reviewed streams fully met, 63% partially met, 4% did not meet water use 

objectives, and no data were available for 21% of streams
• Over half of the 44 lakes did not fully meet water use objectives

RWQMP Status Report (MR 93)
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Land use plan progress
• Commercial, industrial, and recreational land use development conformed with RWQMP
• Residential development occurred at higher rate and lower density than recommended
• Significant efforts to protect primary environmental corridors and preserve prime 

agricultural lands
• Plan update included recommendations from 1992 Regional Land Use Plan (PR-40)

  Pollution abatement progress
• 70 sanitary sewer service areas refined
• Nine public sewage treatment plants abandoned and six built
• 35 private sewage treatment plants abandoned and recommended facilities built
• Some progress made toward sewer system pollution abatement efforts
• Effectiveness of nonpoint pollution control measured varied by watershed and pollutant
• Plan update included additional recommendations to reduce point and nonpoint 

pollution

RWQMP Status Report (MR 93)
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Water Quality Monitoring Plan 
• Additional steps recommended to establish a water quality monitoring program

• Reassessment every five to ten years

• Lake monitoring program development

 Lake Management Plan Recommendation
• Preparation of lake management plans for 101 major lakes

Milwaukee Harbor Estuary Plan Recommendations
• Management recommendations developed in 1987 Milwaukee Harbor Estuary Study (PR-

37)

Groundwater Management Plan Progress 
• Technicial Report and Plan in development in 1995 with protection and management 

recommendations (TR-37 & PR-52 Water Supply Plan)
• Comprehensive inventory and analysis of groundwater resources and sources of pollution

RWQMP Status Report (MR 93)
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 Combined effort resulting in partial 
RWQMP update and MMSD 2020 
Facilities Plan

 RWQMP Update (PR-50)
• Five watersheds within the Milwaukee area
• Watercourse modeling and Milwaukee Harbor 

estuary and nearshore Lake Michigan water 
quality modeling

• State-of-the-art evaluation and report on 
pollution abatement practices

• Identified changes in water quality and toxicity 
since 1975 (RWQMP)

• Assessed fishery conditions
• Determined if water use objectives and water 

quality standards were being met
• Identified sources of water pollution

RWQMP Update (PR-50)
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 River and Stream parameters
• Fecal coliform and E. coli bacteria, chlorophyll-a, alkalinity, biochemical oxygen 

demand, chloride, dissolved oxygen, hardness, pH, specific conductance, 
temperature, total suspended sediment, total suspended solids, ammonia, 
Kjeldahl nitrogen, nitrate, nitrite, organic nitrogen, total nitrogen, dissolved 
phosphorus, total phosphorus

• Arsenic, cadmium, chromium, copper, lead, mercury, nickel and zinc
• To a lesser extent, organic compounds, pharmaceuticals and personal care 

products
 Lake parameters

• WI Trophic State Index based on transparency, total phosphorus and 
chlorophyll-a concentrations

• Temperature, DO, chloride concentrations (when available)

RWQMP Update (PR-50)
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 Sources of Pollution Evaluated 
• Point and nonpoint sources
• Urban and nonurban pollution loads

 Plan Outcomes
• Five screening alternatives designed to address

• Upgrades to the MMSD sewage conveyance, storage, and treatment system to 
eliminate overflows

• Widespread implementation of best management practices for treatment of 
nonpoint source pollution 

• Recommended Plan

• Land use plan
• Surface water quality management plan
• Groundwater management plan
• Plan implementation strategies (such as the establishment of Southeastern 

Wisconsin Watersheds Trust Inc.)

RWQMP Update (PR-50)
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 Land Use Plan
• Preserve primary environmental corridors and natural areas
• Preserve most productive agricultural land

 Surface Water Quality Plan
• Plan public WWTP facilities and refine sewer service areas
• Rural controls: reduce erosion, manage nutrients, limit runoff, inspect POWTS, 

enforce regulations
• Urban controls: limit erosion & stormwater pollution, detect illicit discharges, 

reduce chlorides, manage fertilizers
• Improve stream and lake fisheries abundance and diversity and habitat quality 

and connectivity
• Establish long-term lake monitoring program

Groundwater Management Plan
• Implement stormwater management and address unregulated contaminants
• Map groundwater contamination risks
• Promote groundwater recharge, sustainability, and conservation

RWQMP Update Recommendations



20RWQMP Update Prospectus - 2025

 Prospectus Goal
To identify a workplan for a RWQMP update to support the goal of 
fishable and swimmable waters for the entire seven county Region. 

 The Prospectus will
• Establish the need for and purpose of a RWQMP update
• Identify the scope and content of the update
• Describe the efforts needed to evaluate historical and current 

regional water quality conditions
• Recommend the most feasible means for organizing and 

accomplishing the required work
• Determine a work schedule 
• Recommend a budget and identify potential sources of funding



21Southeastern Wisconsin Region

RWQMP Update Area Includes 
7 Counties:

• Washington
• Milwaukee
• Waukesha
• Walworth
• Racine
• Kenosha
• Ozaukee



22County & Local Units of Government

 RWQMP update would 
incorporate all 
municipalities in the 
Southeastern Wisconsin 
Region

 This effort would include:
• 29 cities
• 67 villages
• 51 towns 
• 2.05 million population

• 35 percent of the 
State of Wisconsin 
population 

• Provides 35 percent 
of the State’s jobs.



23Watersheds in SE Wisconsin Region

RWQMPU Area Includes 
12 Major Watersheds 

• Des Plaines River
• Kinnickinnic River
• Menomonee River
• Milwaukee River
• Oak Creek
• Fox River
• Pike River
• Rock River
• Root River
• Sauk Creek
• Sheboygan River
• Direct Lake Michigan 

Drainage Area



24Sanitary Sewer Service Areas

 RWQMPU Area contains 
57 refined sanitary 
sewer service areas



TAC Water 
Quality 
Survey 
Results

Initial Impressions, Emerging 
Priorities, and Research Needs 
to guide Prospectus effort



26Water Quality Survey Results

 Primary Threats to Water Quality

1. Agriculture

2. Development

3. Stormwater

4. Flooding

5. Aging Infrastructure

6. Drought

7. Industry

8. WWTP

9. Other: Legacy Pollutants, 

 Emerging Contaminants, Climate Warming

57%29%

14%

Water Quality Has
Improved

Water Quality Has Held
Steady

Water Quality Has
Declined
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 Primary Surface Water Quality Constituents of Concern

1. Phosphorus (70%)

2. Total Suspended Solids/Sediment (60%)

3. Chlorides (55%)

4. Nitrogen/Nitrates (40%)

5. Temperature (30%)

6. Fecal Coliform and E. coli Bacteria (20%)

7. Dissolved Oxygen (15%)

8. Other: Chemicals Present in Runoff and Emerging 

Contaminants (10%)
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90%

10%

Is the water quality of Lake Michigan a concern?

Yes

Unsure

75%

12%

13%

Is groundwater quality a concern?

Yes

No

Unsure



30Water Quality Survey Results

 Are current regulations protective of 
biota, human health, and recreational 
use?

1. Unsure (50%)

2. Yes (30%)

3. No (20%)

Microsoft Stock Image



Prospectus 
Scope 
Discussion

Water Quality Concerns & 
Priorities
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 What water quality issues does the 
Region currently face?
• Which specific pollutants are most 

problematic in the Region’s 
surface and groundwater?

• Are there particular areas within 
the Region that experience more 
severe water quality degradation?



33Prospectus Scope Discussion

 Which water quality constituents should be included in the RWQMP 
update?
• Which constituents have the greatest impact on aquatic ecosystems 

and public health in the Region?
• How should priorities be set among constituents given the scale of 

the RWQMP? 
• Should the update include constituents related to emerging 

contaminants like microplastics and PFAS?
• Should the RWQMPU include biological assessment parameters?
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 Prospectus finished December 2026

 Four additional meetings in 2026
• Tentatively January, April, July, October

 Next meeting 
• Continue scope discussion
• Identify major sources of pollution

Meeting agendas, presentations, and summary notes along with draft 
prospectus text will be posted on our website

www.sewrpc.org/Regional-Planning/Water-Quality

Next Steps
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/SEWRPCSEWRPC.org @SEW_RPC

Thank You
Laura Herrick ǀ Chief Environmental Engineer

lherrick@sewrpc.org  ǀ  262.953.3224

www.sewrpc.org/Regional-Planning/Water-Quality
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