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A TMDL is the total 
maximum daily load, or the 
amount of a particular pollutant, 
that can be added to the stream 
before the water quality 
degrades.  A TMDL is 
developed if the only way to 
improve the water quality it is 
fit for the designated uses is 
to set limit for a pollutant, 
and then limit each source to 
a percentage of the pollution.  
In some cases this is a 
decrease of 5% of the 
pollution from a source and 
sometimes a 95% reduction is 
necessary.   



However, this year the US Geological Survey released a report identifying Tennessee as one of 
9 major states contributing to the Dead Zone in the Gulf and citing agriculture as contributing 
more than 70% of the problem through nitrate and phosphorous run-off (http://pubs.acs.org/cgi-
bin/abstract.cgi/esthag/2008/42/i03/abs/es0716103.html). 

Some pollution can make people sick and kill animals and plants.  The Tennessee Department 
of Environment and Conservation posts advisories for bacteria and fish that can’t be eaten due 
to the pollution in the water.  These are listed in the 303(d) list as well as on the web site (April 
2007).   

Fish Tissue Advisories in Shelby County 
 
The Loosahatchie River, McKellar Lake, Mississippi River, Nonconnah River, and Wolf River 
are all listed on the Fish Tissue Advisory with the comment “Do Not Eat Fish” due to Chlordane, 
Mercury, and other organics.   
 
Shelby County 
As the chart below indicates, the greatest pollution in Shelby County is caused by Municipal 
Storm Sewer System (MS4) area pollution and channelization.  There may be multiple sources 
of pollution in the stream.  In these combined cause groups, the data given does not allow 
separation to identify which use is the predominant cause of the pollution and which have a 
smaller contribution.  The TN Department of Environment and Conservation (TDEC) attributes 
sediment as the state’s number one source of pollution to our rivers, streams, and lakes.  
Sediment carried in water increases flooding, impacts water supplies and navigation, degrades 
aquatic habitat and transports chemicals.  Channelization, hydromodification, pasture grazing 
and grading for development all promote transport of sediment into streams.   

Table 2. Contributing Causes of Pollution by River Miles Affected 
Definitions: 
 
MS4 
Tennessee’s Municipal Storm Sewer System 
(MS4) Phase II Permit is given by the state, to 
small municipalities, to control pollution going 
into our waters. In particular, it is designed to 
control pollution that flows into our streams 
from development, such as sediment or mud.   
 
Channelization 

 Listed as 
only 

cause 

Listed as 
partial 
cause 

Collection System 
Failure 

0 31.6 

Channelization  10 471 

MS4 109.9 261.49 

Dredging 0 123.1 

The subset “channelization” is the actual alteration of the stream substrate.   
 
Examples of listings for Shelby County  
 

• McKellar Lake is listed for Mercury, PCBs, Chlordane, Dioxins, Nitrate, Loss of Biological 
Integrity, Low Dissolved Oxygen, and Escherichia coli due to collection system failures, 
discharges from the MS4 area, dredging, atmospheric deposition and contaminated 
sediment.  Fish in this stream can not be consumed. 

• 8.2 miles of the Loosahatchie River are listed for physical substrate habitat alterations, 
loss of biological integrity, and Escherichia coli due to land development, channelization 
and pasture grazing. 
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Actions Items 
 

1. Eliminating nutrients and sediment 

a. Good construction management practice are available on TDEC’s web site 

b. As the TMDLs are formed for each stream reach, TDEC must provide permits to 
allocate the available assimilative capacity of the waters.  Then each discharger 
can discharge only a set amount into the stream.   

c. Builders are allowed to get a permit under a general permit from the state.  
These permits require Storm Water Pollution Prevention Plans, but no monitoring 
requirements.  The legislature should require monitoring and water testing for 
sites that are near 303(d) listed streams, those over a certain size, or other 
protective criteria.   

d. MS4 Permit requirements must be diligently enforcement and implemented.  
These requirements are designed to limit the amount of sediment or mud 
entering our streams. 

2. Preventing Sewage overflows  

a. Collection systems have to record and report the nutrient levels in the effluent, 
but are not limited in their permits.  The permits focus on sediments, toxins and 
pathogens.  Sewage treatment plants (STPs) that are contributing to a condition 
of pollution are at risk for fines that could increase the cost of sewage services to 
the community without improving streams.   

b. State Revolving Fund money is available for sewage treatment plants that need 
to do repairs or increase capacity for existing flows.  The money is given by the 
EPA to create low interest loans to repair failing infrastructure and keep our 
streams healthy.   

3. Enforcement Actions 

a. Stronger permit monitoring and fast, efficient and fair (to all affected parties) 
enforcement of permit violations.  TDEC has recently launched an accelerated 
enforcement program that preapproves up to $15,000 in fines for permitted 
activities that are causing pollution.  Unfortunately, TDEC monitors primarily in 
response to complaints, so community members have to call or write to their 
county and state officials to instigate inspections.  

b. The legislature passed a Stop Work Order bill so that TDEC can immediately 
shut down mining operations that are non-compliant and causing water pollution.   

c. TCWN developed legislation which was introduced in the 2008 Legislature.  
These bills will help reduce pollution loading in our streams. 

i. Green Design Bill:  Provides incentives for developers to incorporate 
water quality practices in their designs and buildings. 

ii. Stop Work Orders Bill:  Provides TDEC the authority to issue a stop work 
order when permit requirements are not being met for all water quality 
impact potentials 

Prepared by Tennessee Clean Water Network 
865-522-7007 • www.tcwn.org 

3


	Shelby County
	Examples of listings for Shelby County
	Actions Items

