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What is Recovery Potential Screening? 

 

A method to help 

 states and restoration planners  

compare restorability across watersheds 
 
• Science-based, indicator-driven (GIS and field monitoring data) 

• Scores and compares watersheds relative to their: 
 

   ecological condition,  

   exposure to stressors, and  

   social context affecting restoration efforts 
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• impaired waters prioritization: which watersheds (in a river basin 
or statewide) are more restorable and might recover quickly? 
 
• revealing level of difficulty: how do waters differ in recovery 
potential, and what factors are responsible?  What am I up against? 
 
• TMDL implementation: how do waters with TMDLs appear to 
differ in restorability?  which TMDLs are good prospects? 
 
• nonpoint source program strategies: how can considering 
restorability factors help watershed plans or statewide strategies? 

 

• scenario-specific projects:  e.g., how does restorability differ across 
all nutrient impaired waters?  across all urban waters?  for fish 
restoration?  among healthy but threatened watersheds? 

How Recovery Potential Screening Is Used to Prioritize  
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Assumptions for Developing an Approach 

• Numerous ecological and social factors are associated 

with the relative ability to recover from impairment 

• Data are available for measuring many factors (monitoring, 

GIS data) 

• Analyzing multiple lines of evidence from these metrics 

reveals differences in restorability 

• A systematic, repeatable comparison process is feasible 

• Rapid, flexible methods for screening scenarios are needed 

(vs. a single output that rigidly assigns priority) 

• Systematic comparisons can be merged with expert 

judgment in informing restoration planning 

Recovery Literature Review 

• Over 1700 published papers 

• Identification of factors influencing or 

associated with impaired waters recovery 

• In literature 

• In practice 

 

 

 

  Where it started (2004)… 
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  www.epa.gov/recoverypotential/ 
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How does it work? 
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Recovery Potential Screening - Basic Concept 

Ecological Index            Stressor Index               Social Index                

Ecological metrics 

Indicator 1 

Indicator 2 

Indicator 3 

Indicator 4 

Indicator 5…. 

Stressor metrics 

Indicator 1 

Indicator 2 

Indicator 3 

Indicator 4 

Indicator 5…. 

Social context metrics 

Indicator 1 

Indicator 2 

Indicator 3 

Indicator 4                                         

Indicator 5…. 

Ecological + Social + (100 – Stressor) 
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Recovery Potential Screening:  Example Indicator Selections 

 
 

RPS Indicator selection for screening based on development risks to watersheds 

ECOLOGICAL STRESSOR SOCIAL 

Percent_NaturalCover Percent_Sewered Percent_Stressors_Known 

Percent_Forest_In_Corridor Percent_Impervious Percent_Length_Assessed 

Percent_Wetlands Percent_Impervious_>5_In Corridor Percent_Watershed_Protected_Lands 

Topo_Complexity Percent_Length_Impaired Low_Jurisdictional_Complexity 

NFHAP_HCI_Condition Road_Density Low_Landuse_Complexity 

Combined_Natural_Habitat_Index Percent_Septic_In_Corridor Active_Volunteers_Count 

Percent_Change_Natural_Cover Population_In_Corridor_With_Septic Percent_Source_Water_Protection_Area 

Percent_Natl_Eco_Framework Population Other_Priority_Recognition 

Stressor_Count 

RPS Indicator selection for screening based on prioritizing pathogen TMDLs 

ECOLOGICAL STRESSOR SOCIAL 

Percent natural cover Percent pasture in watershed Jurisdictional complexity 

Percent forest in corridor Percent impervious in watershed  TMDL count 

Stream density Percent septic in  stream corridor Percent protected lands 

Stream order Percent sewered Active volunteers 

Change in natural cover Impairments count 
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Three Types of Recovery Potential Screening Products 

(from the indicator scoring) 

       Rank Ordering    

  Bubble Plotting                    

Mapping 



11 

Contains all the statewide data on indicators, watersheds 

Creates rank-ordering, maps, and bubble plots in minutes 

 

Requires only spreadsheet skills to run screenings, create RPS products 
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Applying RPS in State 
Programs  
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Nutrients RPS Two-Stage Approach 

• State defines Nutrient Scenarios  
(e.g., rural/agr watersheds, urban watersheds)  

• RPS Targeting stage: priority HUC8s in scenario 
      (moderate-high loads, good RP prospects)  

• RPS Implementing stage: HUC12s in HUC8 
      (where to take action within priority 8’s)  

(Stage 1:    targeting)  

(Stage 2:     implementing)  



Upper 50% of TN%Mean HUC8 

UT: a N-based scenario selection  

identifies 23 possible target HUC8s 

• Erosion_Resistance1 

• Percent_NaturalCoverCorridor 

• Percent_NaturalCover 

• #UPDES 

• percentUrban 

• #Diversions 

• percentCropland 

• ReNANIAB 

• # T&E spp 

• Major Fish Public Access (Km) 

• 1C KM 

• # Jurisdictions.1Inv 

• TMDLRatio 

• EducationPercent 

 

UTAH 

Nutrients RPS Stage 1:  

HUC8s statewide 

Prio based on N load & RPS 



Compare HUC12s to each other for 

specific N&P management actions  

   (e.g., importance of social metrics 

and community support) 

Muddy HUC12s by Social 

Index (darkest = highest)  

UTAH 

Nutrients RPS Stage 2:  

HUC12s in one HUC8 

Statewide fine-tuned locally 
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KENTUCKY 

   Stage 1  

   Rural Nutrients Scenario 

   (> mean load, hi agr %) 

  SPARROW N and P 

  High RPI and riparian veg 

High N or P 

loads X good 

RPI or veg  (    ) 
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• RPS at catchment scale for restoration priority setting 

• RPS at HUC12 scale for healthy watersheds protection 

  NEW HAMPSHIRE 

   Restoration and protection 

    Catchment and HUC12 scale 

   “Self-taught” from website 
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Using all four RPS Indices in three Scenarios 

Healthy Watersheds Comparison by Rank Ordering 

KENTUCKY 
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• Evaluate restorability to inform dialogue on priority setting 

• USDA, EPA, MPCA, MDNR involvement  

MINNESOTA 

    Social indicators focus      

    Partnering w/USDA 

    DNR fisheries usage 

    Seminars with CAN, ND 
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MASSACHUSETTS 

RECOVERY POTENTIAL 

SCREENING 

Draft data 

MASSACHUSETTS 

 both TMDL and NPS programs 

 319/NPS program strategy 

 multi-agency roundtables 

 nutrients demo ongoing 
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 EPA/HQ’s Recovery Potential Screening and  

EPA Region 4’s Watershed Index: Teaming Up to Create  

Watershed Index Online 
 

•  TOOLS: initially the RPS tool, others TBD 
 
•  NATIONAL DATA: HUC12 attributes library from 
WSI and others (300+ indicators) 
 
•  PRE-COMPILED SCREENINGS: examples 
showing the use of RPS on priority stressors 
 
•  PROGRAMMATIC LINKS: TMDL Vision Prio 
Support, HWI, 319 watershed prio, Measures 
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What to expect from  

Recovery Potential Screening 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Flexibility 
• Adaptable to most prioritizing situations 
• User-controlled topics, indicators, weights 
 

• Speed 
• Run numerous iterations in a few hours 
 

• Ease of Use 
• Desktop excel tool 
 

• Transparency, repeatability 
 
• Multi-format products 

• Numeric indices 
• Maps, plots provide ‘discussion support’ 
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  you DO have: 
 
      the need 
  
      the data  
 
      the tools 
  
      and the help…. 
 

Bottom line re. prioritizing 


