


For assistance in accessing this document please 
send an email to ost-beaches@epa.gov

Protecting Our Bea.ches 
ls11111 w/1111 EPA /1 llo/119 
to ,101sc1 ,ulJ/lc lls11/III 111 1Js11clls1 
1111tl /low you «111 1st l11vo/vetl. 

/1 tl,e Water tit lour 8et1el, Sale? 
Each year there are hundreds of beach advisories and closings at coastal and Great Lakes 
beaches due to disease-causing microorganisms. Many beaches that are not issued 
advisories or closings might also be polluted, but if the water isn't monitored, you won't 
know whether you run the risk of getting sick. Through the Beaches Environmental 
Assessment and Coastal Health (BEACH) Program, the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) is working with state, tribal, and local government partners to make sure 
you have beach water quality information before you swim. 

If you swim in polluted water, you can get minor illnesses like sore throats or diarrhea. You 
might also get more serious illnesses such as hepatitis, meningitis, encephalitis, or severe 
gasttoenteritis. Children, the elderly, and people with weakened immune systems have a 
greater chance of getting sick when they come into contact with contaminated water. 
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Grants 
The BEACH Act authorizes EPA to award grants to eligible 
coastal and Great Lakes states to help state, tribal, and local 
governments develop and implement their beach monitoring 
and public notification programs. 

In 2001 and 2002 EPA awarded $12 million in grants 
to states to develop programs to monitor water quality 
at beaches and to notify the public when v.rater quality 
problems occur. 

In 2003 EPA is awarding $9.9 million in implementation 
grants. 

Grants are awarded to states using an allocation formula 
based on three factors: length of swimming season, total 
shoreline miles, and 2000 census population data. 

In 2004 EPA expects to continue awarding grants to 
states to support their beach monitoring and notification 
programs. 

States receiving grants will be required to submit beach 
-water quality monitoring and notification data to EPA. 
To make data submission easier, EPA is creating a new 
database to store beach monitoring and notification data 
and display the data on the Internet. 

You can find more information on BEACH Act Grants at 
www.epa.gov/waterscience/beaches/grants. 

Guidance 
EPA published the National Beach Guidance and &quired 
Performance Criteria far Gmnts in July 2002. The guidance lists 
the performance criteria that eligible applicants must meet 
to receive grants to implement beach water monitoring and 
public notification programs under the BEACH Act. This 
guidance is also a reference on assessing beach health risks and 
designing v.rater sampling programs. 

Wllttt Is EPA IJolng 1 
EPA created the BEACH Program in 1997 to reduce the r 
through improvements in recreational water monitoring, pollut 
passed the BEACH Act in 2000. The BEACH Act establishe, 
governments for beach monitoring and public notification, pub: 
monitoring data. 

Water Quality Standards 
EPA encourages states and tribes to use the Agency's 
published Bacteria Criteria for Recreational Waters which 
recoinmends the use of E. coli and enterococci as indicators 
of fecal contamination. Although some states currently use 
fecal coliform or total coliform as indicators, the BEACH 
Act requires coastal and Great Lakes states to adopt EP.Ns 
recommended indicators in their water quality standards 
by April 2004. Currently, 17 of 35 states have adopted the 
published water quality criteria. · 

Survey 
Each year, t~oJg~ the National Health Protection Survey of 
Beaches (NHPSB); state and local agencies voluntarily submit 
information to EPA on their beach monitoring and public 
notification programs. During the 2002 swimming season, 
NHPSB revealed that out of 2,823 beaches surveyed, 709 were 
affected by one or more advisories or closings. The survey is a 
national inventory of swimming beaches, monitoring agencies, 
and recreational water quality standards. It documents the 
water quality standards, monitoring methods, and procedures 
agencies use to issue beach advisories and closings. 

The number of beaches covered in the survey increased 
from 1,021 in 1997 to 2,823 in 2002. The number of 
agencies participating increased from 159 to 227 in the 
same period. 

You can find survey information about individual 
beaches on the BEACH Watch Web site at 
http:/ /yosemite.epa.gov/water/beach2003 .ns£ 
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k of illness to users of the Nation's recreational waters 
n control, risk assessment, and communication. Congress 
requirements for EPA to award grants to states and local 
h monitoring and notification guidance, and collect beach 

The survey respondents reported that in many cases, 
the source of pollution resulting in beach advisories and 
closings is unknown. The identified sources of beach 
water pollution are storm water runoff, wildlife, sewage 
overflows, boating wastes, and leaking septic systems. 
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Research 
Current bacteria indicator methods require 24 hours before 
the results are known. EPA is deyeloping new and faster 
methods to detect pathogens and pathogen indicators of 
fecal contamination. New methods developed by EPA will 
be evaluated in epidemiological studies to develop better 
understanding of the link betvveen exposure to high bacteria 
levels and health effects. Because there can be a large 

· "amount of variability in measuring bacteria levels in water, 
EPA is conducting studies to measure temporal and spatial 
variation of bacteria. This will help states design a better 
sampling program. 

What Can You Do to Protect 
Your Health tit tlle 8et1cll 1 

* Getinfonned: 
Visit EPA's Beach Watch Web site at www.epa.gov/ 
waterscience/beaches! You can find out whether a specific 
beach is being monitored, who performs the monitoring, 
for what pollutants they monitor, and if any beach 
advisories or closings hive been issued. 

Learn about the health of your local beach! Contact your 
state, tribal, or local health or environmental protection 
office to find out if and when the water at your beach is 
monitored, who performs the monitoring, and where the 
results are posted. 

Learn about the sources of water pollution! Most 
beach pollution comes from activities upstream, so it is 
import,?-nt for you to know about pollutants entering the 
water fr_9m many different locations. EPA's Surf Your 
Waterjh'ed·Web site (www.epa.gov/surf) will help you 
find otii _about pollutants and sources that affect the water 

at your beach. 

* Get involved: 
There are many ways you can get involved in protecting and 
preserving water quality at our Nation's beaches. Here are just 
a few: 

Join! Getting involved in a local clean-up effort is a great 
way to help federal, state, and local officials protect your 
health when you swim at the beach. Chances are you 
can join a group Dr organization that's already working 
to protect beach water qua.lit}~ Find out which groups 
are active in your area by visiting EP .Ns Adopt Your 
Watershed Web site at www.epa.gov/adopt. 

Volunteer! Become a volunteer water quality monitor 
and learn about water quality issues while helping to 
protect the Nation's water resources. Find out more at 
www.epa.gov/owow/monitoring/vol.html. 

Protect water quality at home! The best way to reduce 
beach water pollution is through watershed-based 
pollution prevention. Many of these efforts require major 
activities by states, counties, or municipalities to improve 
sewage treatment plants and keep untreated sewage out of 
the water. 

Prevent beach water pollution! Conserving water, keeping 
septic systems properly maintained, disposing of boat 
sewage at onshore pumpout facilities, picking up after 
pets, and keeping storm drains clean can all make a 
difference. Visit www.epa.gov/water/yearofcleanwater/ 
top_things.html to learn about other things you can do to 
protect your coastal watershed. 
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Find out what beaches are monitored regularly 
and posted for closures or swimming advisories 

by visiting the BEACH Watch Web site at 
www.epa.gov/waterscience/beaches. 

Avoid swimming at beaches with visible 
discharge pipes or at urban beaches within 
24 hours after a heavy rainfall. 
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For More Information 
For more information about water quality at your beach, 

contact your local or state health or environmental protection 
department. You can find the telephone number in the blue 

section of your local telephone directory. 

You may also contact: 

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
Office ofWater 

BEACH Program (4305T) 
1200 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW 

Washington, DC 20460 

EPA-823-R-03-009 

www.epa.gov/waterscience/beaches 

email: ost-beaches@epa.gov 

Beach landscape, Robert Dejonge, courtesy Michigan Travel Bureau 




