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Water Quality Trends Study
As part of the 2012 OCWP Update, OWRB monitoring staff compiled more than ten years 
of Beneficial Use Monitoring Program (BUMP) data and other resources to initiate an 
ongoing statewide comprehensive analysis of surface water quality trends.

Reservoir Trends: Water quality trends for reservoirs were analyzed for 
chlorophyll-a, conductivity, total nitrogen, total phosphorus, and turbidity at sixty-
five reservoirs across the state. Data sets were of various lengths, depending 
on the station’s period of record. The direction and magnitude of trends varies 
throughout the state and within regions. However, when considered statewide, 
the final trend analysis revealed several notable details.

•	Chlorophyll-a and nutrient concentrations continue to increase at a number 
of lakes. The proportions of lakes exhibiting a significant upward trend were 
42% for chlorophyll-a, 45% for total nitrogen, and 12% for total phosphorus.

•	Likewise, conductivity and turbidity have trended upward over time. Nearly 
28% of lakes show a significant upward trend in turbidity, while nearly 45% 
demonstrate a significant upward trend for conductivity. 

Stream Trends: Water quality trends for streams were analyzed for conductivity, 
total nitrogen, total phosphorus, and turbidity at sixty river stations across the 
state. Data sets were of various lengths, depending on the station’s period of 
record, but generally, data were divided into historical and recent datasets and 
analyzed separately and as a whole. The direction and magnitude of trends varies 
throughout the state and within regions. However, when considered statewide, the 
final trend analysis revealed several notable details.

•	Total nitrogen and phosphorus are very different when comparing period of 
record to more recent data. When considering the entire period of record, 
approximately 80% of stations showed a downward trend in nutrients. However, 
if only the most recent data (approximately 10 years) are considered, the 
percentage of stations with a downward trend decreases to 13% for nitrogen 
and 30% for phosphorus. The drop is accounted for in stations with either 
significant upward trends or no detectable trend.

•	Likewise, general turbidity trends have changed over time. Over the entire period 
of record, approximately 60% of stations demonstrated a significant upward 
trend. However, more recently, that proportion has dropped to less than 10%.

•	Similarly, general conductivity trends have changed over time, albeit less 
dramatically. Over the entire period of record, approximately 45% of stations 
demonstrated a significant upward trend. However, more recently, that 
proportion has dropped to less than 30%.

Typical Impact of Trends Study Parameters
Chlorophyll-a is a measure of algae growth. When algae growth increases, there is an 
increased likelihood of taste and odor problems in drinking water as well as aesthetic 
issues.

Conductivity is a measure of the ability of water to pass electrical current. In water, 
conductivity is affected by the presence of inorganic dissolved solids, such as chloride, 
nitrate, sulfate, and phosphate anions (ions that carry a negative charge) or sodium, 
magnesium, calcium, iron, and aluminum cations (ions that carry a positive charge). 
Conductivity in streams and rivers is heavily dependent upon regional geology and 
discharges. High specific conductance indicates high concentrations of dissolved solids, 
which can affect the suitability of water for domestic, industrial, agricultural, and other 
uses. At higher conductivity levels, drinking water may have an unpleasant taste or odor or 
may even cause gastrointestinal distress. High concentration may also cause deterioration 
of plumbing fixtures and appliances. Relatively expensive water treatment processes, 
such as reverse osmosis, are required to remove excessive dissolved solids from water. 
Concerning agriculture, most crops cannot survive if the salinity of the water is too high.

Total Nitrogen is a measure of all dissolved and suspended nitrogen in a water sample. 
It includes kjeldahl nitrogen (ammonia + organic), nitrate, and nitrite nitrogen. It is 
naturally abundant in the environment and is a key element necessary for growth of 
plants and animals. Excess nitrogen from polluting sources can lead to significant water 
quality problems, including harmful algal blooms, hypoxia, and declines in wildlife and 
habitat.

Total Phosphorus is one of the key elements necessary for growth of plants and animals. 
Excess phosphorus leads to significant water quality problems, including harmful algal 
blooms, hypoxia, and declines in wildlife and habitat. Increases in total phosphorus can 
lead to excessive growth of algae, which can increase taste and odor problems in drinking 
water as well as increased costs for treatment.

Turbidity refers to the clarity of water. The greater the amount of total suspended 
solids (TSS) in the water, the murkier it appears and the higher the measured turbidity. 
Increases in turbidity can increase treatment costs and have negative effects on aquatic 
communities by reducing light penetration.


