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What is Recovery Potential Screening?

A method to help states and restoration

planners compare restorability across all watersheds

• Systematic but very flexible approach to watershed comparative 
assessment

• Science-based, indicator-driven (GIS and field monitoring data) 
organized around:

ecological capacity, 

exposure to stressors, and 

social context affecting restoration efforts
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Generally:

• Develop “prioritized schedules”

• Plan implementation

• Strategize long-term for Restoration, Protection 
(TMDL Vision, NPS Program Strategies)

Using RPS to Compare, Prioritize Impaired Watersheds 
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Recovery Potential Screening - Basic Concept

Ecological Index            Stressor Index               Social Index               

Ecological metrics

Indicator 1

Indicator 2

Indicator 3

Indicator 4

Indicator 5….

Stressor metrics

Indicator 1

Indicator 2

Indicator 3

Indicator 4

Indicator 5….

Social context metrics

Indicator 1

Indicator 2

Indicator 3

Indicator 4

Indicator 5….

Ecological + Social + (100 – Stressor)
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48 CONUS Statewide RPS Tools (7/2014)

207 indicators on  

HUC12 watersheds

4 auto-calculated 

indices and ranks

customizable mapping

customizable graphs
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Goals: ecological indicator selection

• describe condition (physical structure,  processes) and capacity to 

regain function, e.g.,  

watershed natural structure

corridor condition 

flow and channel dynamics

biotic community integrity

aquatic connectivity

ecological history
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Goals: ecological indicator selection

• describe condition (physical structure,  processes) and capacity to 

regain function, e.g.,  

watershed natural structure

corridor condition 

flow and channel dynamics

biotic community integrity

aquatic connectivity

ecological history

ES examples in this category are numerous!
(pollutant filtering, rainfall detention and infiltration, bank stabilization, aquatic life support, etc)
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Goals: stressor indicator selection

• describe conditions (sources and stressors) that impact normal 

function, e.g.,

watershed disturbance & sources

corridor or shorelands disturbance

flow or channel alteration

biological stressors

severity, complexity of pollution

land use legacies
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This category doesn’t contain ES metrics, but affects them
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Goals: social context indicator selection

• include factors that are not environmental, yet influence 

restoration success -- e.g.,

leadership, organization, engagement

protective ownership or regulation       

level of information, planning, certainty

cost, complexity

socio-economic factors

human health, uses, incentives
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Again, ES examples in this category are numerous!
(drinking water protection, recreation, property value enhancement, etc)
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• RPS supports restoration and protection priority setting
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• RPS Indices identify state and local candidates for an 

“improving watersheds” performance measure

Local ScaleState Scale
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Using all four RPS Indices

Healthy Watersheds Risk from Three Scenarios
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• RPS informs the priority setting dialogue among partners 

(USDA, EPA, MPCA, MDNR and local citizens’ involvement)
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• RPS reveals the common interest areas among programs                

(partnering of impaired waters, mining, fisheries efforts)
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Nutrients RPS Two-Stage Approach

• State defines major Nutrient Scenarios 
(e.g., rural/agr watersheds, urban watersheds) 

• RPS Targeting stage 1: priority HUC8s

• RPS Implementing stage 2: HUC12s in HUC8
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www.epa.gov/recoverypotential/
step by step instructions, indicators, tools

(please help us compile and use more ES indicators!)

http://www.epa.gov/recoverypotential/

