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Protocol for Water Quality Credit Sales 

A. Purpose 

Conservation Kick facilitates the sale of water quality credits by upstream agricultural producers 

to downstream drinking water utilities interested in protecting sources of drinking water from 

nutrient pollution. In so doing, the water quality trading market is open to a new type of buyer 

that is directly invested in the outcome but is not reliant on it for permit compliance. While the 

water quality trade market remains open to “traditional” water quality trades for point source 

compliance and to stewardship crediting, the shift in focus to downstream users expands the 

base of buyers.  

 

 

 

B. Eligible buyers and sellers 

Transactions in the pilot phase of Conservation Kick will be driven by interested buyers. Following 

buyer commitment to participate, sellers within appropriate watersheds will be recruited to 

implement the trade.  
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1. Buyer eligibility 

Water utilities are the targeted buyer during the pilot phase of Conservation Kick, but many other 

public and private entities in the Great Lakes basin are also eligible credit buyers, including 

National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permit holders and entities interested 

in purchasing credit to further stewardship goals and/or initiatives.  

2. Seller eligibility 

This protocol is structured to support credit generation from agricultural land. Eligible sellers 

include traditional row crop and livestock agriculture producers, but may also include 

conservancies, county farms, and park districts who own or manage working lands. Concentrated 

animal feeding operations (CAFOs) may act as sellers for nutrient reductions that go above and 

beyond their NPDES permit and/or any other regulatory requirement. Sellers must also adopt an 

acceptable nutrient management program1 to provide greater certainty in credit calculations.  

Project Applications will be accepted following the identification of a buyer. In most cases, sellers 

must be upstream from the buyer. However, for some transactions, sellers downstream and/or 

in other target watersheds may also be eligible. This will be evaluated on a case-by-case basis.  

3. The role of the Great Lakes Commission 

In the pilot phase of Conservation Kick, the Great Lakes Commission will serve as the program 

administrator. The program administrator oversees the trading process, takes the lead role in 

recruiting buyers and sellers, and gives the final approval for trades. The Great Lakes Commission 

may also serve as credit verifier for transactions proximate to the GLC’s Ann Arbor, Michigan 

office.  

C. Credit generation and certification 

1. Components of a water quality credit 

Water quality credits are generated through the voluntary reduction of total nitrogen, total 

phosphorus, and/or sediment discharging to Great Lakes waters in a given year. Credits will be 

based on the annual average pollutant load reduction for verified credit generating practices 

installed by the seller. 

 
1Acceptable nutrient management programs include NRCS staff/Technical Service Provider (TSP)-approved Nutrient 

Management Plans consistent with Practice Standard 590; 4R Nutrient Stewardship Certification Program-approved 

Nutrient Management Plans; and Nutrient Management Plans adopted within Ohio’s Senate Bill 150, effective 

August 21, 2014. Entities may submit an alternative nutrient management plan for credit eligibility for review and 

approval to Program Administrator. The determination will be based the whether the technical contents of the 

proposed plan are science-based, sufficiently comprehensive, and repeatable between field representatives for use 

in Conservation Kick.  
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2. Eligible practices for credit generation 

- Bank stabilization 

- Conservation crop rotation 

- Conservation cover 

- Conservation Reserve Program 

- Contour buffer strips 

- Contour strip cropping 

- Cover crop 

- Critical area planting 

- Drainage water management, including but not limited to denitrifying bioreactors 

- Field border 

- Filter strip 

- Grade stabilization structures 

- Grassed waterway 

- Residue and tillage management, no till 

- Residue and tillage management, reduced till 

- Prescribed grazing 

- Riparian forest buffer 

- Riparian herbaceous cover 

- Tree and shrub establishment 

- Vegetative barrier 

- Water and sediment control basins 

 

3. Credit quantification using USDA’s Nutrient Tracking Tool 

USDA’s Nutrient Tracking Tool (NTT) will be used to calculate nutrient reductions for proposed 

credit generating practices on the sellers’ fields. Reductions will be calculated from the baseline 

conditions on the sellers’ fields2 preceding the planned conservation practices. Pounds of 

nutrients and sediment reduced will be converted to water quality credits for purchase, with 1.1 

pound of pollutant reduced equating to one water quality credit for stewardship credits. Credits 

intended for traditional water quality trades for NPDES compliance will be subject to an increased 

trade ratio consistent with state-specific requirements. 

4. Credit certification 

 
2 The baseline condition is the current condition of the field of fields before new or additional credit-generating 

practices are implemented. The current condition must be documented with at least three preceding years of 

cropping data, including at least one round of soil testing and records on nutrient management.  
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Credit certification is the process of pulling together and reviewing all the documentation that 

can be used to demonstrate nutrient load reductions and the generation of credits. This includes 

all administrative and technical aspects of proposed transaction. The purpose of certification is 

to ensure that practices and calculations adhere to all protocol requirements.  

Proposed transactions will be documented and submitted as final Project Applications to the 

Program Administrator for review of information certifying adequate project design in 

accordance with applicable NRCS practice standards and a technical review of quantification 

methods and calculations. Following credit certification and installation of credit generating 

practices, credits will be available for use only after verification of installation consistent with the 

final Project Application and contract for sale.  

 

D. Credit Pricing 

Credit pricing for eligible conservation practices will be determined by the sum of all of the cost 

inputs that go into generating a credit. These include the costs of the credit-generating practices 

itself (a direct cost) and additional costs that arise through the transaction (indirect costs like 

fees for certification, verification, and contract reviews). Credit prices will be established on a 

case-by-case basis in consideration of both the direct and indirect costs arising from a proposed 

trade. During the pilot phase of Conservation Kick, credit pricing is subsidized by Great Lakes 

Restoration Initiative funds awarded through grant number GL-00E02803, administered by the 

U.S. EPA. Actual costs will be monitored and evaluated as part of the GLC’s final report on 

outcomes and will inform future efforts to build an ecosystem services market in the Great Lakes 

basin. 

E. Sales Contracts 

Buyers and sellers will enter into a bi-lateral contract that details provisions intended to assure 

performance consistent with the modeled conditions supporting the validity of purchased water 

quality credits, account for unforeseen conditions, and provide remedies to cure any deficiencies. 

F. Credit Verification 

Credit verification (inspection of credit-generating practices) is required. The purpose of 

verification is to ensure that all installed practices adhere to the stipulations of the approved 

Project Application and contract. Performance will be measured by evaluating on-the-ground 

conditions compared to applicable NRCS practice standards identified in the Project Application. 

The identity and role of the verifier will be detailed within the contract. Credit verification will be 

conducted at least annually, following the procedures detailed in the contract.  

G. Additional considerations for water quality trading 
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In the event a potential buyer seeks to engage in traditional water quality trading for the purpose 

of meeting NPDES permit requirements, the GLC will engage with state agency colleagues to 

discuss the potential for a trade and will provide assistance to the GLC member state as 

requested by that state’s head of delegation to the Great Lakes Commission 


