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Waters of the United States
& the OHWM

 In order for a stream channel to be considered a 
water of the U.S. it must demonstrate an 
Ordinary High Water Mark (OHWM).

 The Corps and ultimately EPA make the final 
jurisdictional determination. Consultants often 
perform the field work and submit a report for 
our review and concurrence.
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Jurisdictional Limits

 Activity or discharge must occur below the 
OHWM of the stream or within wetland or 
pond in order to break the plane of 
jurisdiction.
 Once the OHWM plane is broken or 

proposed to be broke a Department of the 
Army (DA) permit is required.
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 “Corps districts generally rely on 
physical evidence to ascertain 
the lateral limits of jurisdiction…”

 “…districts should generally try 
to identify two or more 
characteristic, unless there is 
particularly strong evidence of 
one”

 “…districts should be careful to 
look at characteristics 
associated with OHWM events, 
which occur on a regular or 
frequent basis”
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The following physical characteristics should be 
considered when making an OHWM 
determination, to the extent that they can be 
identified and are deemed reasonably reliable:  

 Natural line impressed on the bank
 Bed and bank
 Changes in the character of soil
 Destruction of terrestrial vegetation *******
 Presence of litter and debris
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 Wracking
 Vegetation matted down; bent, or absent
 Sediment sorting
 Leaf litter disturbed or washed away
 Scour
 Deposition
 Multiple observed flow events
 Shelving
 Water staining
 Change in plant community
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OHWM
sometimes straightforward
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OHWM
sometimes not – Arid West
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Arid 
West has 
Dynamic 

River 
Systems  
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Engineering Research and Design Center 
(ERDC)

www.erdc.usace.army.mil/ohwm

This image cannot currently be displayed.
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The Active Channel
The only hydrogeomorphic unit that is 
common to essentially every river or 
stream
Fully contains streamflow the vast 
majority of time
Where the majority of sediment transport 
processes occur
Established and maintained by flows that 
typically recur on the order of several 
times per year or decade 

• Note changes in terminology since the 
2008 manual: 
- bankfull channel now referred to as the low-

flow channel
- active floodplain now referred to as the 

active channel
- low terrace now referred to as the floodplain 
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Example of Active Channel
ephemeral stream
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The Active Channel “Signature”
 The active channel commonly leaves a physical and/or 

biological “signature” on the landscape
 Primary indicators of the active channel signature are:

► Topographic breaks in slope
► Changes in sediment characteristics
► Changes in vegetation characteristics
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Hydrology, Geomorphology and Vegetation
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Hydrology, Geomorphology and Vegetation
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OHWM Data Sheets
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What are the jurisdictional limits?  
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Isolated Waters
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Compound channels 
are characterized by 
a mosaic of terraces 
within a wide, active 
floodplain and 
frequently shifting 
low-flow channel(s)..

Compound 
Channels
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Conclusion
► OHWM ideally associated with indicators that are relatively 

stable/consistent over time
• Indicators include

 Natural line impressed on the bank
 Bed and bank
 Destruction of terrestrial vegetation *****
 Scour, deposition, and sorting

► A Geomorphic, hydrologic, and vegetative approach for the Arid 
West: Looking for the “active channel signature”

 Break in slope
 Change in sediment characteristics
 Change in vegetation characteristics *****
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Craig Brown, Sacramento District 
(435) 986-3979
Craig.j.brown@usace.army.mil

Questions?
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