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RIVERS / STREAMS 

Water Classification Program 
Related Website: www.maine.gov/dep/blwq/docmonitoring/classification/index.htm 
 
Maine has four water quality classes of rivers and streams: AA, A, B, and C (38 
M.R.S.A. Section 465). Each classification assigns designated uses and water quality 
criteria (narrative and numeric), and may place specific restrictions on certain activities 
(Table 4-1 and 4-17) such that the goal conditions of each class may be achieved or 
maintained. Definitions of terms used in the classification are provided in 38 M.R.S.A. 
Section 466. 
Class AA waters are managed for their outstanding natural ecological, recreational, 
social, and scenic qualities. Direct discharge of wastewater, dams, and other significant 
human disturbances are prohibited. Tiered aquatic life use goals direct that the biological 
condition of this classification be approximately Tier 1-2 on the Biological 
Condition Gradient (Figure 4-2, Davies and Jackson 2006; USEPA 2005) 

Class A waters are managed for high quality with limited human disturbance allowed; 
aquatic life use goal approximately Tier 1-2 on the Biological Condition Gradient. 
Direct discharges are allowed but highly restricted. 
Class B waters are general-purpose water and are managed to attain good quality 
water; aquatic life use goal approximately Tier 3 on the Biological Condition Gradient. 
Well-treated discharges with ample dilution are allowed. 
Class C waters are managed to attain at least the swimmable-fishable goals of the 
federal Clean Water Act and to maintain the structure and function of the biological 
community; aquatic life use goal approximately Tier 4 on the Biological Condition 
Gradient. 
 
Table 4-17 Maine Water Quality Criteria for Classification of Fresh Surface Waters (38 MRSA §465) 
 

 

Dissolved 
Oxygen 
Numeric 
Criteria 

Bacteria (E. 
coli) 

Numeric 
Criteria 

Habitat 
Narrative 
Criteria 

Aquatic Life (Biological)  
Narrative Criteria 

Class AA  
as naturally 
occurs 

as naturally 
occurs 

Free flowing 
and natural 

No direct discharge of pollutants; as 
naturally occurs 

Class A  
7 ppm; 75% 
saturation 

as naturally 
occurs  

Natural  as naturally occurs 

Class B 
7 ppm; 75% 
saturation 

64/100 ml 
(g.m.*) or 
427/100 ml 
(inst.*) 

Unimpaired 

Discharges shall not cause adverse 
impact to aquatic life in that the receiving 
waters shall be of sufficient quality to 
support all aquatic species indigenous 
to the receiving water without 
detrimental changes to the resident 
biological community. 

Class C  
5 ppm; 60% 
saturation 

142/100 ml 
(g.m.*) or 
949/100 ml 
(inst.*) 

Habitat for 
fish and other 
aquatic life 

Discharges may cause some changes to 
aquatic life, provided that the receiving 
waters shall be of sufficient quality to 
support all species of fish indigenous 
to the receiving waters and maintain 
the structure and function of the 
resident biological community. 

* "g.m." means geometric mean and "inst." means instantaneous level 
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ESTUARIES / OCEAN 
Related Website: www.maine.gov/dep/blwq/coastal.htm 
 

Background 
Maine has three classes for the management of estuarine and marine waters: SA, SB, 
and SC. SA waters are managed for high water quality with limited human interference 
allowed. No direct discharges of pollutants, including those from finfish aquaculture, are 
allowed in SA waters. SB waters are general-purpose waters and are managed to attain 
good quality water. Well-treated discharges of pollutants that have ample dilution are 
allowed. SC waters are managed for the lowest water quality, but they must be fishable 
and swimmable as well as maintain the structure and function of the biological 
community. Well-treated discharges of pollutants are allowed in SC waters. Each class 
is managed for designated uses and each has dissolved oxygen, bacteria and aquatic 
life standards (see Table 4-32 below). 
 

Table 4-32 Maine’s Estuarine and Coastal Waters Classification Standards 

 

Class Designated Use 
Dissolved 
Oxygen 

Bacteria Aquatic Life 

SA 

Habitat for fish and estuarine and marine life 
Recreation in and on the water 
Fishing 
Aquaculture (not finfish) 
Propagation and harvesting shellfish 
Navigation 

As naturally 
occurs 

As naturally occurs 
As naturally 
occurs 

SB 

Habitat for fish and estuarine and marine life 
Recreation in and on the water 
Fishing 
Aquaculture 
Propagation and harvesting shellfish 
Navigation 
Industrial process and cooling water supply 
Hydroelectric power generation 

Not less 
than 85% 
of 
saturation 

Enterococcus not 
higher 
than geometric mean 
8/100ml or 
instantaneous of 
54/100ml from 5/15 to 
9/30 
Not exceed criteria of 
National Shellfish 
Sanitation 
Program for shellfish 
harvesting 

Support all 
indigenous 
estuarine and 
marine species 
Discharge not 
to cause 
closure of 
shellfish beds 

SC 

Habitat for fish and estuarine and marine life 
Recreation in and on the water 
Fishing 
Aquaculture 
Propagation and restricted shellfish 
harvesting 
Navigation 
Industrial process and cooling water supply 
Hydroelectric power generation 

Not less 
than 70% 
of 
saturation 

Enterococcus not 
higher 
than geometric mean 
14/100ml or 
instantaneous 
of 94/100ml from 5/15 
to 
9/30 
Not exceed criteria of 
National Shellfish 
Sanitation 
Program for restricted 
shellfish harvesting 

Maintain 
structure and 
function of the 
resident 
biological 
community 
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Lake Classification and Designated Use Attainment Status 
Statutory Classification 
 
Maine statute (38 M.R.S.A. Section 465-A) has designated one standard (GPA) for the 
classification of great ponds and natural lakes less than 10 acres in size. Specifically, 
Class GPA waters: 
 
A.) Class GPA waters shall be of such quality that they are suitable for the designated 
uses of drinking water after disinfection, recreation in and on the water, fishing, industrial 
process and cooling water supply, hydroelectric power generation and navigation and as 
habitat for fish and other aquatic life. The habitat shall be characterized as natural. 
 
B.) Class GPA waters shall be described by their trophic state based on measures of the 
chlorophyll "a" content, Secchi disk transparency, total phosphorus content and other 
appropriate criteria. Class GPA waters shall have a stable or decreasing trophic state, 
subject only to natural fluctuations and shall be free of culturally induced algal blooms 
which impair their use and enjoyment. The number of Escherichia coli bacteria of human 
origin in these waters may not exceed a geometric mean of 29 per 100 milliliters or an 
instantaneous level of 194 per 100 milliliters. 
 
C.) There may be no new direct discharge of pollutants into Class GPA waters. Aquatic 
pesticide treatments or chemical treatments for the purpose of restoring water quality 
approved by the department and storm water discharges that are in compliance with 
state and local requirements are exempt from the no discharge provision. Discharges 
into these waters licensed prior to January 1, 1986, are allowed to continue only until 
practical alternatives exist. No materials may be placed on or removed from the shores 
or banks of a Class GPA water body in such a manner that materials may fall or be 
washed into the water or that contaminated drainage therefrom may flow or leach into 
those waters, except as permitted pursuant to section 480-C. No change of land use in 
the watershed of a Class GPA water body may, by itself or in combination with other 
activities, cause water quality degradation that would impair the characteristics and 
designated uses of downstream GPA waters or cause an increase in the trophic state of 
those GPA waters. 
 


