
 
 
 
 
 
​
February 7, 2025 ​
​
To: Minnesota Pollution Control Agency (MPCA) 
Re: Proposed water quality standards work plan for 2025-2027 
 
On behalf of Friends of the Mississippi River, please accept the following comments on the 
MPCA’s draft water quality standards work plan for 2025-2027.  ​
 
We are grateful to the MPCA for its ongoing efforts to work collaboratively with water quality 
stakeholders from across the state to solicit input on the draft water quality standards work plan, 
including hosting multiple webinars and providing the opportunity to provide written comments. ​
​
We value the chance to participate in the decision-making process and appreciate the agency’s 
efforts to include multiple perspectives in moving its work plan forward. ​
​
Concerning the draft work plan itself, our primary comment relates to the establishment of 
nitrate standards for aquatic life.​
​
We are pleased to see that the MPCA’s draft water quality standards work plan for 2025-2027 
includes the development of long-delayed numeric aquatic life standards for nitrate in Class 2 
surface waters within the “current and active” section of the work plan. This work is long 
overdue. ​
 

●​ During the 2005-2008 Triennial Review process, both the Minnesota Department of 
Natural Resources and the Minnesota Center for Environmental Advocacy raised 
concerns regarding the toxicity of nitrate to aquatic organisms. ​
 

●​ In May 2010, lawmakers appropriated $600,000 from the Clean Water Fund to the state 
for rulemaking to establish water quality standards for total nitrogen and nitrate nitrogen.​
 

●​ In November 2010, the MPCA included draft numeric aquatic life standards for nitrate in 
the agency’s Aquatic Life Water Quality Standards Technical Support Document for 
Nitrate, which proposed the following nitrate (nitrate-N) criteria for the protection of 
aquatic life:  

○​ Draft acute value (one-day duration) of 41 mg/L for a (Class 2 waters); 
○​ Draft chronic value (four-day duration) of 4.9 mg/L (Class 2B waters); and  
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○​ Draft chronic value (four-day duration) of 3.1 mg/L (Class 2A waters)​
 

●​ In June 2013, the MPCA published “Nitrogen in Minnesota’s Surface Waters,” which 
stated it was developing “water quality standards to protect aquatic life from the toxic 
effects of high nitrate concentrations….which is required under a 2010 Legislative 
directive.”​
 

●​ In July 2021, the MPCA published its “Water quality standards work plan for 2021-2023” 
which included the agency’s “commitment to completing all Water Quality Standards 
(WQS) projects in Group 1,” including nitrate for aquatic life. At that time, the agency 
indicated that pre-rulemaking would take “two to three years in this development stage.” ​
 

●​ In October 2022, the MPCA published its Aquatic Life Water Quality Standards Draft 
Technical Support Document for Nitrate, which proposed nitrate (N:NO3) criteria for the 
protection of aquatic life, including the following:  

○​ Draft acute value (one-day duration) of 60 mg/L for a (Class 2 waters); 
○​ Draft chronic value (four-day duration) of 8.0 mg/L (Class 2B waters); and  
○​ Draft chronic value (four-day duration) of 5.0 mg/L (Class 2A water). ​

  
●​ In December 2022, the MPCA informed lawmakers of its decision not to proceed further, 

choosing instead to make the standard conditional on the completion of a Wastewater 
Nitrogen Reduction Strategy and a 10-year revision of the Nutrient Reduction Strategy. 
To our knowledge, neither strategy is designed to inform the science of nitrate toxicity to 
aquatic life.  

 
Minnesotans have now waited fifteen years for this work to be completed - with nothing to show 
for it. The MPCA is well-positioned and sufficiently resourced to complete this long-promised 
nitrate standard. ​
​
FMR strongly encourages the MPCA to honor its word and follow through on its commitment to 
completing long-overdue nitrate standards to protect aquatic life during the 2025-2027 work plan 
period. 
​
Sincerely,  
 
Trevor A. Russell  

​
Water Program Director​
Friends of the Mississippi River​
106 W. Water Street - Suite 600 
St. Paul, MN 55107 - 2032 
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