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Project Summary
Willamette Partnership and the National Network on Water
Quality Trading have made it faster, easier, and less expensive
to implement water quality trading programs. Water
quality trading brings new sources of funding to scale up
conservation on farms, delivering clean water and co-benefits.
We have supported new water quality trading programs
in moving confidently from conception to design, through
implementation and evaluation.
Willamette Partnership hosted a series of National Network
dialogues and conducted research to develop resources and
build a community of practice amongst trading stakeholders.
Today, those stakeholders have a shared language and
understanding of the priority actions needed to get water
quality trading on the ground in more watersheds.
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The National Network on Water Quality Trading has created:
•

Definitive and comprehensive guides to water quality trading program development;

•

A shared action agenda to remove barriers to trading, especially for credit buyers; and

•

A community of practice that fosters innovation.

We hope to continue bringing these important functions to the trading community, and to expand the scope of the
Network to cover more trading-like programs and partnerships.

States and regions Willamette
Partnership interviewed about their
trading programs:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
Colorado
•
Iowa
Wisconsin •
•
Louisiana
•
Virginia
•
Missouri
•
Arkansas
•
California
Pennsylvania

South Carolina
North Carolina
Florida
Washington D.C.
Idaho
Minnesota
Oregon
Great Lakes
region

States that reported using National
Network products to build their trading
programs or as a reference
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What is Water Quality Trading?
Water quality trading is a market-based approach for
complying with Clean Water Act requirements. Often this
is at a lower cost and with a broader suite of environmental
benefits when compared with traditional treatment
technology. For example, farmers and landowners that
reduce sediment by implementing conservation practices
(e.g., installing livestock exclusion fencing along stream
banks) can get quantified, verified credits for those water
quality benefits. A city’s waste water facility can then pay
for the water quality credits to meet their own clean water
requirements.
This is the most basic value proposition for water quality
trading: economic efficiency – cleaner water at a lower
cost.

One Tool, Multiple Benefits
Water quality trading programs provide multiple benefits.
For permittees, trading provides flexibility in how they
achieve pollution reduction targets and cost savings
for their rate payers. For landowners, trading provides
an opportunity to fund conservation measures that
go above and beyond what is required, supporting the
rural economy and stewardship of the land. Trading also
provides “co-benefits” to the environment, like habitat for
fish and wildlife and reduced streambank erosion.

Basics of water quality trading

Willamette Partnership

USDA Natural Resource Conservation Service

Willamette Partnership is a conservation
nonprofit dedicated to using nature to solve
complex problems in ways that work for
people. We are known for helping state and
federal natural resource agencies, businesses,
and conservation interests take advantage
of opportunities to achieve goals related to
environmental, economic, and community
resilience. We work throughout the American
West with a focus on the Pacific Northwest.

Willamette Partnership coordinates the National Network
through a cooperative agreement with the USDA Natural
Resource Conservation Service to support grantees in the
Conservation Innovation Grant program. CIG is a competitive
grant program that stimulates the development and adoption
of innovative approaches and technologies for conservation
on agricultural lands, including water quality trading.
Through CIG, NRCS partners with public and private entities
to accelerate technology transfer and adopt promising
technologies.
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Credible and Comprehensive Resources
The National Network has published guides and templates that provide a road map to building and operating trading
programs across the United States. These resources were developed through collaboration, and are considered highly
credible and broadly accepted as the definitive guides to water quality trading.

=

Credible guiding
resources

Shared language for technical
topics, lessons and examples
from across U.S.

=

Stakeholders start trading
programs faster with
greater confidence

Building a Water Quality Trading Program: Options and Considerations
(“Options and Considerations”)
This comprehensive guide walks through the key elements of trading program design and
provides options, considerations, and examples. It is helping new and developing trading
programs get started, and guiding existing programs through adaptive management.

“

”

The Options and Considerations guide and the templates are the resources I had
always prayed for. I wish they had been done three years earlier.
David Kuszmar, California North Coast Regional Water Quality Control Board

The Water Quality Trading Toolkit
This series of five templates for state trading policy and permits make it faster and easier
to develop transparent and accountable trading programs. The templates and companion
instructional videos are designed to complement Options and Considerations.

Breaking Down Barriers: Priority Actions for Advancing Water Quality Trading
This report investigates what’s keeping water quality trading on the sidelines and proposes a
detailed action agenda to help get water quality trading on the ground in more watersheds
across the United States. U.S. EPA has already implemented some of the priority actions
recommended in this report.

Working with the Market: Economic Instruments to Support Investment in Green
Stormwater Infrastructure
This report is designed to help stormwater program managers leverage market forces to
implement and invest in green infrastructure. It covers the motivations that drive investment
in stormwater infrastructure; program options that work with market forces; the issues that
limit these approaches; and ways to get beyond those hurdles.
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Building a Community of Practice
Through the National Network dialogues, organizations involved in water quality trading are more connected
than ever before, benefiting from the experience and wisdom of their peers, able to quickly identify and transfer
innovative policies or practices.

NETWORK FORMATION
Early dialogues focused on clarifying the
National Network’s purpose, participants, and
goals and the outline for what would become
the Options and Considerations guide.

DEVELOPING
OPTIONS AND CONSIDERATIONS
Iterative drafting, review, workshops for
discussion and revision of this comprehensive
and heavily referenced guide.

WATER QUALITY TRADING
DEMAND ASSESSMENT
The Network Steering Committee identifies
lack of demand from buyers as a major barrier
to trading. Willamette Partnership and Forest
Trends conduct thorough and multifaceted
demand analysis. The Steering Committee
gathers to identify a coordinated action agenda
to address barriers to demand.

Faster innovation and application
of trading practices

2015

2017

Outcomes
This phase formed the foundation of
strong and intentional collaboration
between National Network participants.

2014

2016
SPRING 2016
-SPRING 2017

COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE
DIALOGUE SERIES
The National Network held a series of
gatherings to build resources and exchange
ideas on how to measure program
effectiveness, work with conservation district
intermediaries, and transfer lessons to
stormwater markets.

2013

SUMMER 2014
-WINTER 2015

WATER QUALITY TRADING TEMPLATES
Willamette Partnership and ACWA draft state
policy and permit templates, with review from
11 states and the District of Columbia.

=

Events

WINTER 2013
-SPRING 2014

Activities

Deeper connection among
trading stakeholders

AUGUST 2015
-AUGUST 2016

=

MARCH 2017-JANUARY 2019

Community of practice

Common playbook, vetted with diverse
stakeholders. Users can move quickly and
confidently through program design. Five
states and programs apply the guide.
An easy starting place for state policy
development.
Trading practitioners meet peers, exchange
ideas, support one another’s work, and
collaborate to set industry standards.

“

The Network helped us interact with
people that are working on similar ideas
and supported conversations about how
you address issues around trading and
pay-for-performance. The dialogues
helped us identify areas where we needed
to provide more or different information.
That led to American Farmland Trust
partnering with National Association of
Conservation Districts to develop the
Handbook for Conservation Districts on
Environmental Markets.

”

Brian Brandt, American Farmland Trust

2018

• Clear priorities and shared agenda for
agencies, utilities, and NGOs that want to
advance trading.
• U.S. EPA takes note: U.S. EPA’s Office of
Water issued a memorandum on water
quality trading, an action that is consistent
with two of the findings of the report.

2019
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Lessons Learned and Next Steps
The National Network was founded to increase the consistency, innovation, and integrity in water quality trading.
We’ve done that. As we move into this next phase, we’ll take some key lessons with us:
NETWORKS CREATES CREDIBILITY,
SCALE UP SOLUTIONS
The National Network’s collaborative model has made
it a trusted, vetted source of information. And Network
dialogues bring together the ingredients for innovation
— a safe space to share successes and challenges, new
relationships sparking new ideas, and light-speed transfer
of information and experiences.
STATE POLICY TAKES TIME
The first round of states using National Network resources
to develop their trading policies have only recently
finalized their frameworks or are still in progress. As more
state regulatory agencies address trading, the National
Network’s resources will continue to be an important
source of information.
“TRADING-LIKE” PROGRAMS OFFER
SIGNIFICANT OPPORTUNITIES
Across the country, we’re seeing utility dollars go
into conservation for clean water through a range of
transaction models, funding or financing mechanisms,
and regulatory pathways. They include source water or
ground water protection, pay-for-success, environmental
impact bonds, and more. These programs often meet the
same challenges as trading, but they aren’t seen as related
and are missing opportunities to learn from each other.

“

As we [the state of Louisiana] began to focus on
developing a water quality trading program, we used
the National Network on Water Quality Trading report
as a guide and we used the templates…I believe we
were able to accelerate our state work on developing
a water quality trading program. To date, we have
developed draft guidance and proposed rulemaking
guided by the Willamette Partnership resources.

”

Amanda Vincent, Louisiana Department of
Environmental Quality

“

Missouri began developing its Water Quality Trading
Framework in 2015. The National Network’s Options
and Considerations guide was an integral resource
used to structure our discussions and inform our
decisions. Our Water Quality Trading Framework was
approved by the Missouri Clean Water Commission in
October 2016. We look forward to continuing to use
trading resources provided by the National Network as
we move into 2019 to finalize and implement nutrient
trading policies and procedures.

”

Angela Falls, Missouri Department of
Natural Resources

Moving forward

⇨ There is a clear value in continuing and growing the National Network on Water Quality Trading. A policy memo
released by U.S. EPA in February 2019 has led to a surge in interest in trading and a flood of questions about
how these new statements should be interpreted. The Network can be a resource for those new to trading, and
connect and inform stakeholders navigating the new policy environment.

⇨ There is also an opportunity to expand the tent to include other forms of agricultural-municipal partnership.
Mapping and connecting “trading-like” programs is the first step in growing the National Network to get more
funding to more farmers doing conservation and restoration for clean water.

“

I want to thank the Partnership and the Network for all that you folks have done over the years to continue to
move the ball forward on water quality trading…we look forward to continuing to work with the Partnership and the
Network on your efforts going forward.
Anna Wildeman, U.S. EPA Office of Water

”

Follow our journey at willamettepartnership.org
National Network on Water Quality Trading | Final Report Executive Summary | March 2019

5

