
Clarity 

Some color, or clear 

with some cloudiness 
Little suspended particles or color 

affecting light penetration (3 points) 

Very low concentration of suspended 

particles, high light penetration, no color  

(4 points) 

Cloudy water 

Cloudy water with 

color 

High levels of suspended particles, 

low light penetration, but no color   

(2 points) 

High levels of suspended particles, 

low light penetration (1 point) 

Macro-

invertebrates 

Highly Sensitive 

Sensitive 

Aquatic Worms, Left-Handed Snail, 

Rat-tail maggot, Blood worm (1 point) 

Moderately  

Tolerant 

Tolerant 

Damselfly Nymph, Dragonfly Nymph, Scud, 

Clam/Mussel, Cranefly, Sowbug (3 points) 

Stonefly Nymph, Mayfly Nymph, Riffle Bee-

tle, Right-Handed Snail, Dobsonfly (4 points) 

Midge Larvae, Planaria, Black Fly Larva, 

Leech (2 points) 

Odor 

Odorless 

Musty,      

organic odor 

Presence of organic matter (tannins, ligins)  

(3 points) 

Little to no harmful dissolved materials (4 points) 

Foul odor 

Chemical/ 

metallic 

odor 

High concentration of algae and algal decay 

release methane (2 points) 

Presence of heavy metals or harmful chemi-

cals (1 point) 

Clear with particles 

settled on bottom 

Water Quality Key 



Vegetation 

Abundant,     

varied  

Abundant, less     

varied 

4-5 species found on water line or in water. 

Healthy water quality, some ability to filter pol-

lution (3 points) 

6+ different plants found on water line or in wa-

ter. Very healthy water quality , Strong ability 

to filter pollution (4 points) 

Sparse, varied 

Sparse,           

unvaried  

2-3 species found on water line or in water. 

Medium water quality, Low ability to filter pol-

lution (2 points) 

One species or no species found on water line. 

Unhealthy water quality, Low to no ability to fil-

ter pollution (1 point) 

Wildlife 

Abundant,     

varied 

Sparse,           

less varied 

Two species seen or heard. Medium–

healthy water quality (3 points) 

Three or more animal species observed. 

Very healthy water quality (4 points) 

Abundant,     

unvaried 

Sparse,           

unvaried 

One animal species observed. Poor water 

quality, able to sustain tolerant animals   

(2 points) 

No wildlife seen or heard. Unhealthy wa-

ter quality, unable to sustain life (1 point) 

Water Quality Key 

pH 

6-8.5 

8.5-9.5 Slightly alkaline, some species negatively 

impacted (3 points) 

Healthy pH range for fish and aquatic life 

(4 points) 

>9.5 or 5-6 

<5 

 Alkaline or acidic, damaging to aquatic      

organisms, potentially fatal (2 points) 

Highly acidic, fatal to fish and other 

aquatic life (1 point) 



Source: National Park Service 
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