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INTRODUCTION  

Cow Creek is a small (<15 ft. wide) interstate drainage on the State of Idahoôs §303(d) 

list of impaired waterbodies. The listed water quality parameters of concern include: 

habitat alteration, nutrients and temperature. Cow Creek is listed from its headwaters to 

the Washington State line.  For waterbodies identified on the list, states and tribes must 

develop a total maximum daily load (TMDL) for the pollutants, set at a level to achieve 

water quality standards (IDEQ, 2005).  The Cow Creek TMDL was developed in 2005 by 

IDEQ for nutrients and approved by EPA in 2006. 

 

The Cow Creek Watershed Advisory Group (WAG) and supporting agencies will 

produce a TMDL implementation plan for the Cow Creek TMDL. The plan will specify 

projects and controls designed to improve Cow Creek water quality and meet the load 

allocations presented in the TMDL document. Implementation of best management 

practices within the watershed to reduce pollutant loading from nonpoint sources will be 

on a voluntary basis (IDEQ, 2005). This ñImplementation Plan for Agricultureò will be a 

component of the Cow Creek TMDL Implementation Plan. 

 

As additional information becomes available during the implementation of the TMDL, 

the targets, load capacity, and allocations may be revisited. In the event that new data or 

information shows that changes are warranted, TMDL revisions will be made with the 

assistance of the Cow Creek WAG. Although specific targets and allocations are 

identified in the TMDL, the ultimate success of the TMDL is not whether these targets 

and allocations are met, but whether beneficial uses and water quality standards are 

achieved (IDEQ, 2005).  

 

The Idaho Soil Conservation Commission (ISCC) works with the Latah Soil and Water 

Conservation District (LSWCD), the Nez Perce Soil and Water Conservation District 

(NPSWCD), the Idaho Association of Soil Conservation Districts (IASCD), and the 

USDA Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS) in a partnership to reach common 

goals and successfully deliver conservation programs within the Cow Creek Watershed, 

which straddles Latah and Nez Perce Counties (Figure 1). ISCC is the designated state 

agency in Idaho for managing agricultural nonpoint source pollution (Idaho Code § 39-

3601). 

 

Purpose 
 

The agricultural component of the Cow Creek Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) 

Implementation Plan outlines an adaptive management approach for implementation of 

Best Management Practices (BMPs) to meet the requirements of the TMDL. The purpose 

of this plan is to assist and/or complement other watershed stakeholders in restoring and 

protecting beneficial uses for the 303(d) listed stream segments.  
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Figure 1. Cow Creek Watershed Location Map 
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Goals and Objectives 
 

This component implementation plan is intended to assist and document ongoing efforts 

of the Latah Soil and Water Conservation District, the Nez Perce Soil and Water 

Conservation District and agricultural producers in the Cow Creek watershed to identify 

critical agricultural acres and suggest BMPs necessary to meet the requirements of the 

Cow Creek TMDL. This work has already begun due to the efforts of the two 

Conservation Districts and individual farm operators within the watershed combined with 

funding assistance from the Idaho Department of Environmental Quality (IDEQ) and the 

Idaho Soil Conservation Commission (ISCC). Whether the TMDL targets are attainable 

remains to be seen. The main goal of this plan will be to identify critical agricultural 

acres and to outline practices to reduce the amount of nutrients entering these 

waterbodies from agricultural sources, where economically feasible.  The Cow Creek 

TMDL document does not currently address temperature; the determination whether a 

temperature TMDL is necessary will be determined through on-going monitoring (IDEQ, 

2005).  

 

Agricultural pollutant reductions will be achieved through the application of BMPs 

developed and implemented on-site with willing individual agricultural landowners and 

operators. The majority of county roads intersect agricultural lands; although some road 

related BMPs may be suggested, it is the responsibility of the county roads district to 

determine the optimum BMPs to use and their subsequent implementation. 

 

A long range objective of this plan will be to provide BMP effectiveness evaluation and 

monitoring to determine pollutant load reductions and the cumulative impact on the 

designated beneficial uses of the listed stream segments.  Emphasis will also be placed on 

the continuance of an on-going water quality outreach program initiated by the two 

Conservation Districts to encourage landowner participation in water quality remediation 

efforts within the watershed. In addition to fulfilling specific goals and objectives within 

the agricultural sector, this plan supports comprehensive management of ground water 

quality in a designated nitrate priority area.  

 

Background 
 

The Cow Creek TMDL was submitted by the Idaho Department of Environmental 

Quality (IDEQ) in December, 2005 and approved by the US Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA) in February, 2006.  The only permitted point source of pollution is the 

Genesee wastewater treatment facility.  The primary nonpoint sources (NPS) of 

pollutants in the Cow Creek Watershed are non-irrigated croplands, grazing lands, land 

development (construction activities), urban runoff, and roads.  

 

In 1998, two Idaho State Waterbody Identification Assessment Units #s 

ID17060108CL001_02 and ID17060108CL001_03, commonly referred to as Cow Creek, 

were listed as water quality limited under §303(d) of the Clean Water Act (CWA). 

Pollutants of concern included habitat alteration, temperature and nutrients. Habitat 

alteration has been deemed by Idaho DEQ to be unsuitable to management by the TMDL 
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process. Insufficient temperature information was available to formulate a viable 

temperature TMDL response (IDEQ, 2005). The Cow Creek Watershed TMDL was 

developed for nutrients only. 

Table 1. [2002] § 303(d) list for the Cow Creek Watershed. 

Waterbody Listed Pollutants 

ID17060108CL001_02 Nutrients, Temperature, Habitat Alteration 

ID17060108CL001_03 Nutrients, Temperature, Habitat Alteration 

 

Section 303(d) of the Clean Water Act requires states to devise a TMDL management 

plan for waterbodies determined to be water quality limited. A waterbody is determined 

water quality limited if it does not meet criteria established for designated beneficial uses. 

A TMDL documents the amount of pollutant a waterbody can assimilate without 

violating a state's water quality standards and allocates that load capacity to known point 

sources and nonpoint sources. TMDLs are the sum of the individual waste load 

allocations for point sources and load allocations for nonpoint sources, including a 

margin of safety and natural background conditions (IDEQ, 2005).  

 

Project setting 
 

The Cow Creek Watershed spans an area that extends from the top of the Paradise Ridge, 

several miles south of Moscow, Idaho to Cow Creekôs confluence with Union Flat Creek 

approximately 1 mile east of the Washington stateline. A portion of the Union Flat Creek 

(2,700 acres) watershed in Idaho (Figure 2) is included in the Cow Creek TMDL 

analysis, although not acknowledged in the TMDL document.  The watershed area 

assessed totals 35,760 acres (note: acreage was miscalculated as 21,000 acres in IDEQôs 

TMDL).  Elevations (Figure 3) range from 3,700 feet on Paradise Ridge to 2,570 feet at 

the Idaho-Washington border. Cow Creek is a tributary of Union Flat Creek which drains 

to the Palouse River near the boundary line of Whitman and Adams counties in 

Washington. The headwaters of Cow Creek are fully contained within Latah County; the 

lower third of the watershed is located in Nez Perce County, approximately 15 miles 

north of Lewiston, Idaho. 

 

Climate 

 

Temperatures range from an average daily high of 83
o
F degrees in the summer to 35

o
F in 

the winter. Average daily minimum temperatures are less than 50
o
F in the summer and  

approximately 23
o
F in the winter. Precipitation for the area ranges from 21 to 31 inches 

per year, with an average of about 25 inches. Most precipitation occurs during the months 

of November, December and January (>3 inches monthly average). The months of July, 

August and September receive the least amount of precipitation, averaging less than 1.4 

inches per month.  During the spring months, rainfall onto frozen soils coincident with 

snowmelt typically drive peak flows within the watershed (Barker, 1981).  
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Figure 2. Union Flat Creek Watershed/Cow Creek Watershed 

Note: this portion of Union Flat Creek is included in the Cow Creek TMDL analysis by IDEQ, 2005. 

 
Soils 

 

Three major soil groups are present in the Cow Creek watershed. The uplands ,which 

comprise most of the watershed, primarily have soils of the Palouse-Naff soil group. 

These are very deep, well drained soils, derived from loess, that occur on gentle to 

moderately sloping landscapes. The lowlands, in the valley of Cow Creek, are primarily 

very deep and poorly drained alluvial soils of the Latahco-Lovell group which are 

interspersed with small quantities of Palouse Silt Loam soils. The valley soils groups, 

especially the Latahco-Lovell soil, generally occur in flat areas and are the most 

commonly occurring soil group immediately adjacent to the stream drainages (Barker, 

1981).  

 

Drainage description 

 

Cow Creek flows through farmland and pasture at moderate slopes (5%) in the upper 

reaches to lower slopes (1-4%) above Calf Creek, with less than 1% slope from Calf 

Creek to its confluence with Union Flat Creek (Figures 3&4). Union Flat Creek flows 

west for about a mile before it crosses the Washington stateline. Union Flat Creek flows 

through the Palouse farm country toward its confluence with the Palouse River, which is 

a tributary of the Snake River, several miles west of Lacrosse, Washington. 


