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RPS Tool Intro



What is Recovery Potential Screening (RPS)?

• Framework for comparing a group of watersheds based on environmental, stressor, and 
social factors relevant for priority-setting

• Developed by EPA in 2006 to provide a systematic method, data, and tool for comparing 
watersheds to inform management decisions and priorities

• Variety of applications, for example RPS has been used to inform planning of:
• Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) development
• State Nonpoint Source Program Plans & 319 grants
• Healthy watersheds protection
• Wetland and riparian buffer mitigation grants
• Water quality monitoring strategies
• Deepwater Horizon restoration funding



What is the RPS Tool?

• Excel file with custom macros and menus for running a screening
• Produced for all US states and territories
• Pre-loaded watershed data, HUC12 indicators calculated from national datasets
• Updated every 1-2 years to incorporate new indicator data and tool functions
• Projects in 40+ states and territories

https://www.epa.gov/rps/downloadable-rps-tools-comparing-watersheds#Statewide https://nas.er.usgs.gov/hucs.aspx



Watershed Indicators

• RPS is an indicator-based method for watershed comparison and priority-setting
• Indicators are measures of watershed attributes that are relevant to water 

quality restoration and protection 
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• Describe the condition of aquatic ecosystems and related landscape 
characteristics

• Offer insight into the relative health of watersheds and the presence of 
environmental features that can support successful restoration and 
protection

• Natural Land Cover 
• Intact  Riparian Zone
• Aquat ic Life and Habitat
• Hydrologic and Geomorphic 

Regime 

Ecological Indicators



• Describe risks to watershed and aquatic ecosystem health that are the focus 
of planning or on-the-ground activities to restore and protect water quality

• Human Use Land Cover 
• Pollutant  Loads
• Impaired Waters
• NPDES Permit ted Dischargers
• Projected Climate and Hydrologic Change
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tressor IndicatorsStressor Indicators



• Societal or programmatic factors that influence watershed management 
approaches, planning, and priority-setting

• Community Context
• Drinking Water Protect ion
• Protected Lands & Waters
• Part icipat ion in Conservat ion Programs
• Water Quality Assessments and TMDL
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Social Indicators



RPS Index Scores

• Indicators are combined into Index Scores – offer overall picture of 
ecological, stressor, and social characteristics
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RPS Results



RPS Results

Lower Right Watersheds 
Low Ecological Index
High Stressor Index
- Opportunity for stressor 

reduction

Upper Right Watersheds
High Ecological Index
High Stressor Index 
- Still in good condition, but 

possibly more threatened 

Upper Left Watersheds
High Ecological Index
Low Stressor Index
- Relatively good condition; 

may be more responsive to 
restoration/protection

Lower Left Watersheds 
Low Ecological Index 
Low Stressor Index
- May need additional 

evaluation

Bubble size
Larger bubbles = more favorable social traits based on screening objective



RPS Screening Process

Define Screening 
Objective

Select Watersheds 
and Indicators

Run Screening and 
Review Results

Select Optimal 
Screening

Document Findings



RPS Resources and Support
• User Guide with step-by-step instructions
• Video Training Series - short instructional videos that each 

focus on critical elements of the RPS Tool
• Reports from past projects
• Indicator Reference Sheets 
• RPS Scenario Fact Sheets
• Web Service Guide
• ...and technical support!
https://www.epa.gov/rps 

https://www.epa.gov/rps


Example RPS Uses by States

TMDL/303(d) 
Vision Priorities

NPS Program Planning & 
319 Grant Scoring

Healthy Watersheds 
Protection Planning

Social Index Percentile
0% 100%



Upcoming Updates
• Launch of Web-Based RPS Tool

• Website relaunch and rebranding – Restoration and Protection Screening Tool
• Updates to national HUC12 indicator database

• Integrate NHDPlus Catchment scale data into RPS Tool

Please reach out for more information or to be added to distribution list: HWP-Team@epa.gov

mailto:HWP-Team@epa.gov


Overview of Web-Based RPS Tool
Explore the RPS HUC12 Indicator Database by viewing maps and other data visualizations

• Evaluate conditions in a single HUC12 of interest or complete basic HUC12 
comparisons

• Understand the indicators available in the database and begin planning a 
screening

Configure a screening and calculate index scores to compare a group of HUC12s.
• Evaluate screening results with maps, bubble plots, and tables
• Save your screening to revisit later or share with others
• Download the screening results in shapefile, Excel, or delimited text format

Upload a saved screening file 
• Finish setting up an in-progress screening
• Revise the settings of a previously completed screening
• View a screening shared by others



Web-Based RPS Tool: Choosing HUC12s to Screen
• Screenings can be set up to include HUC12s across multiple states, HUC6 Basins, 

or HUC8 Subbasins



Web-Based RPS Tool: Choosing Indicators
• Preset screening scenarios can be selected as a starting point for choosing 

indicators to include in a screening



Web-Based RPS Tool: Indicator Settings
• Indicator categories and directionality can be adjusted as part of screening 

setup



Web-Based RPS Tool: Indicator Correlation
• Correlation matrix for indicators included in a screening

% Cultivated Crops in HUC12

% Impervious Cover in HUC12

Phosphorus Yield in HUC12

Nitrogen Yield in HUC12

% Urban in HUC12



Web-Based RPS Tool: Custom Indicators
• Custom indicators can be uploaded and added to a screening



Web-Based RPS Tool: Improved Mapping
• Interactive maps with popup boxes to view screening results for individual 

HUC12s



Web-Based RPS Tool: Download Results
• Downloadable screening results in shapefile, Excel, or delimited text format
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