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Executive Summary 

The federal Clean Water Act (CWA) requires that states and tribes restore and maintain the 
chemical, physical, and biological integrity of the nation’s waters. States and tribes, pursuant 
to Section 303 of the CWA, are to adopt water quality standards necessary to protect fish, 
shellfish, and wildlife while providing for recreation in and on the nation’s waters whenever 
possible. Section 303(d) of the CWA establishes requirements for states and tribes to identify 
and prioritize water bodies that are water quality limited (i.e., water bodies that do not meet 
water quality standards). States and tribes must periodically publish a priority list (a “§303(d) 
list”) of impaired waters. This list must be published every two years. For waters identified 
on this list, states and tribes must develop a total maximum daily load (TMDL) for the 
pollutants, set at a level to achieve water quality standards and protect beneficial uses.  

This document addresses the water bodies in the Lower Clark Fork River Subbasin that have 
been identified as impaired in Section 5 of Idaho’s 2002 Integrated Report, commonly 
referred to as the “303(d) list”. The assessment describes the physical, biological, and 
cultural setting; water quality status; pollutant sources; and recent pollution control actions in 
the Lower Clark Fork River Subbasin, located in north Idaho. The document was prepared by 
DEQ in consultation with a local watershed advisory group representing a broad range of 
stakeholders in the subbasin.  

The first part of this document is the Subbasin Assessment (SBA). The starting point for this 
assessment was Idaho’s 2002 Integrated Report. Twenty-five assessment units in eleven 
water bodies in the Lower Clark Fork River Subbasin are listed as water quality limited in the 
Integrated Report. The SBA examines the current status of all assessed water bodies in the 
subbasin and defines the extent of impairment and causes of water quality limitation in those 
listed as water quality limited. The TMDL analysis quantifies pollutant sources and allocates 
responsibility for load reductions needed to return impaired waters to a condition of 
supporting beneficial uses. 
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Subbasin at a Glance 

 
Figure 1.  Location of the Lower Clark Fork River Subbasin. 
Primarily located in the state of Montana, the 320 mile long Clark Fork River, hydrologic 
unit code 17010213, flows from near Butte, Montana to Lake Pend Oreille in Idaho (Figure 
1). This document addresses the lower most 247 square miles of the subbasin located in north 
Idaho. The headwaters of the Clark Fork River originate in northwest Montana in the Silver 
Bow mountains, and by the time it reaches its terminus in Pend Oreille Lake, the river has 
drained over 22,000 square miles.  

The Lower Clark Fork River provides over 92% of the inflow to Lake Pend Oreille, the 
recreational and economic hub of the area. The Lightning Creek watershed, its largest 
tributary in Idaho, harbors a regionally significant bull trout population and supports many 
other native fish. With approximately 75 % of the subbasin in public ownership, there is a 
diversity of recreational opportunities, as well as substantial wildlife habitat. Both the 
mainstem Lower Clark Fork River and Lightning Creek are designated Special Resource 
Waters by the state of Idaho. Special protections of beneficial uses in these waters are given 
in recognition of their outstanding or unique characteristics. Primarily, this designation 
prohibits additional point source pollution permits to protect current beneficial uses.  

The mainstem of the Lower Clark Fork River exceeds several of the State of Idaho’s water 
quality standards, as do many of its tributaries. There are twenty-five water quality limited 
assessment units that will be addressed in this document.  These water bodies represent 
portions of the Lower Clark Fork River Subbasin in Idaho and its tributaries. 

Idaho DEQ’s annual stream monitoring data, other existing stream surveys, and water quality 
samples were used to determine whether designated and existing beneficial uses of streams 

Lower Clark Fork River Subbasin 
 
Hydrologic Unit Code: 17010213 in Idaho 
 
Water Quality Limited Streams:  Clark Fork River, 
Cascade Creek, Dry Creek, Twin Creek, East Fork 
Creek, Johnson Creek, Lightning Creek, Mosquito 
Creek, Rattle Creek, Savage Creek, and Wellington 
Creek. 
 
Beneficial Uses Affected:  Cold water aquatic life, 
salmonid spawning, primary and secondary contact 
recreation, domestic water supply, special resource 
water. 
 
Pollutants of Concern:  Sediment, temperature, metals, 
total dissolved gas. 
 
Uses:  Forestry, agriculture, rural residential, recreation. 
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are being supported. Existing beneficial uses include cold water aquatic life, salmonid 
spawning, primary contact recreation, domestic water supply, and special resource waters. 
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Figure 2. Streams in the Lower Clark Fork River Subbasin identified as impaired in 
Section 5 of the 2002 Integrated Report.  
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Total Maximum Daily Loads (TMDLs) were developed for each stream determined to not 
fully support beneficial uses in accordance with state of Idaho water quality standards.  The 
TMDLs included in this document address in-stream sediment, metal, and temperature 
reduction goals to maintain or restore cold water aquatic life and salmonid spawning in the 
tributaries.  Cadmium, zinc, copper and Total Dissolved Gas TMDLs were developed for the 
main stem Clark Fork River. Sediment and temperature TMDLs were developed in the 
Lightning Creek drainage, Twin and Johnson Creeks. The total maximum daily loads help 
quantify needed improvements and target management actions to address water quality 
improvement measures and timelines.   

Key Findings 
Pollutants of concern identified during the assessment for this process are sediment, 
temperature, metals, and total dissolved gas (Table 1). Several water bodies were found to be 
biologically impaired, though the pollutants were unknown at the time of listing. The TMDL 
process helped identify the pollutants causing impairment in these systems and suggests 
changes to the Integrated Report to reflect these determinations. Assessment outcomes are 
summarized in Table 2. 

Metals and Total Dissolved Gas pollution are the pollutants of concern in the mainstem Clark 
Fork River. Intensive mining around the headwaters of the Clark Fork River in Montana left 
residues of heavy metals behind, which still pose a risk to water quality throughout the basin. 
The Cabinet Gorge hydropower project is located in Idaho just downstream from the 
Montana/Idaho border and has been operating on the Lower Clark Fork River since 1952. 
With additional hydropower facilities upstream, the flows and habitat conditions for native 
aquatic species in the entire Clark Fork River system have been extensively altered by 
hydropower development. As a condition of obtaining a federal license to operate the 
hydropower facility in 2001, a collaborative group of stakeholders and resource agencies 
partnered with Avista, the operator of the Cabinet Gorge Dam, to direct mitigation measures 
aimed at restoring water quality and native fish populations in the entire Lower Clark Fork 
River Subbasin.  

Temperature is identified as a pollutant in the Lower Clark Fork River below the 
Idaho/Montana border. The Lower Clark Fork River on the Montana side of the border has 
not been found to violate Montana water quality standards for temperature. To better address 
this issue at a watershed level, Idaho and Montana will investigate available information 
before the five-year review of this TMDL. Temperature will remain in Section 5 of Idaho’s 
Integrated Report until this time. 

Current assessments do not show the Lower Clark Fork River to be impaired by nutrients 
below Cabinet Gorge dam. Because of the sheer volume of water entering the lake from the 
Clark Fork, there is a bi-state agreement between Idaho and Montana to limit nutrient 
contributions to Lake Pend Oreille, where there is a nutrient TMDL established to protect the 
nearshore area of the lake.  

Sediment and temperature are the pollutants of concern in the tributaries to the Lower Clark 
Fork River. In addition to flow and habitat alterations in the system, thick glacial outwash 
sediments in steep drainages combined with timber harvest and road construction have 
created potential sediment problems in several of the tributaries to the Clark Fork River. 
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Temperatures exceed water quality standards for salmonid spawning throughout the 
subbasin. Fire and historic timber harvest have created a more open canopy and related 
stream warming compared to background conditions. A model of potential natural vegetation 
was created to identify areas of concern where the current solar heating differs greatly from 
background solar heating conditions.  

Figure 2 shows Lower Clark Fork River Subbasin assessment units identified as impaired in 
the 2002 Integrated Report, and the pollutants for which TMDLs were developed. Table 2 
summarizes assessment outcomes by assessment unit and defines boundaries. The 2002 
Integrated Report identified Twin Creek, Wellington Creek, Savage Creek and Rattle Creek 
as impaired by temperature, and the subbasin assessment process identified sediment as an 
additional pollutant and TMDLs were completed.  

Table 1. Streams and pollutants for which TMDLs were developed. 

Stream Pollutant(s) 

Clark Fork River Metals (Cadmium, Copper, Zinc), TDG 
Cascade Creek Temperature 

Dry Creek Temperature  
Mosquito Creek Temperature 

Twin Creek Sediment, Temperature 
East Fork Creek Sediment, Temperature 
Johnson Creek Sediment, Temperature 

Lightning Creek  Sediment, Temperature 
Rattle Creek Sediment, Temperature 

Savage Creek Sediment, Temperature 
Wellington Creek Sediment, Temperature 
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Table 2. Summary of assessment outcomes. 

Stream Assessment Unit Pollutant TMDL(s) 
Completed 

Recommended 
Changes to the 
2002 Integrated 

Report 

Justification 

TDG 
 Yes Move to section 

4a* TMDL Completed

Metals Yes 

Identify metals as 
cadmium, copper 
and zinc; Move to 

section 4a 

TMDL Completed

Unknown No 
Remove pollutant 
from integrated 

report 

All known 
pollutants for 

these assessment 
units are 

identified; Flaws 
in the original 

analysis of data 
and information 

led to the segment 
being 

incorrectly listed 
for this pollutant 

Clark Fork 
River 

ID 170213PN005_08 
ID 170213PN003_08 
ID 170213PN001_08 

 

Temperature No None 

Inadequate 
information 

available for a 
TMDL at this 

time  

Cascade 
Creek ID170213PN012_02 Temperature Yes Move to section 4a TMDL Completed

Dry Creek ID17010213PN004_02a Temperature Yes Move to section 4a TMDL Completed

Mosquito 
Creek ID170213PN009_02 Temperature Yes Move to section 4a TMDL Completed

Lightning 
Creek  

 

ID17010213PN010_04 
ID17010213PN011_02 
ID17010213PN011_04 
ID17010213PN013_02 
ID17010213PN013_04 
ID17010213PN016_02 

Sediment 
 

Yes 
 

Remove unknown 
pollutant and move 

to section 4a 
 

Unknown 
pollutant 

identified as 
sediment and 

TMDL completed 
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Stream Assessment Unit Pollutant TMDL(s) 
Completed 

Recommended 
Changes to the 
2002 Integrated 

Report 

Justification 

Temperature Yes Move to section 4a 
 TMDL completed 

Sediment 
 Yes Move to section 4a 

Assessment units 
included in 

sediment TMDL 
and load reduction 

allocation for 
Lightning Creek 

East Fork 
Creek 

ID17010213PN014_02 
ID17010213PN014_03 

Temperature Yes Move to section 4a TMDL completed 

Sediment Yes Add pollutant to 
integrated report 

Current load 
above subbasin 
target; TMDL 

completed 
Rattle Creek ID17010213PN018_02 

Temperature Yes Move to section 4a TMDL completed 

Sediment Yes Add pollutant to 
integrated report 

Current load 
above subbasin 
target; TMDL 

completed 
Savage Creek 17010213PN015_02 

Temperature Yes Move to section 4a TMDL completed 

Sediment Yes Add pollutant to 
integrated report 

Previously 
identified as 

sediment impaired 
in 1998, error in 
2002 report did 

not reflect 
sediment 

impairment; 
Current load 

above subbasin 
target; TMDL 

completed 

Wellington 
Creek ID17010213PN020_02 

Temperature Yes Move to section 4a TMDL completed 
Sediment Yes Move to section 4a TMDL completed Johnson 

Creek 
ID17010213PN002_02 
ID17010213PN002_03 Temperature Yes Move to section 4a TMDL completed 

Sediment Yes Add pollutant to 
integrated report 

Current load 
above subbasin 
target; TMDL 

completed Twin Creek ID17010213PN004_02 
ID17010213PN004_03 

Temperature Yes Move to section 4a TMDL completed 

* Section 4a of the Integrated Report is “Impaired waters with a completed TMDL”.


	Lower Clark Fork River Subbasin Assessment and Total Maximum Daily Loads
	Acknowledgments
	Table of Contents
	List of Tables
	List of Figures
	Abbreviations, Acronyms, and Symbols
	Executive Summary




