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FACT SHEET

Evaluating Bacteria in Recreational WatersOverview
Virginia’s natural waters are popular for swimming and recreating.The Virginia Department of Environmental Quality helps protect the water quality of these waterbodies by monitoring for bacteria to determine overall suitability of water bodies for recreational uses and to characterize bodies of water in need of further study and a cleanup plan.

Where does bacteria pollution come from? 
Bacteria are microscopic, single-celled organisms that can be found in nearly any environment. Bacterial indicators, such as E. coli, are found in the intestines of warm-blooded animals, including humans. When present at high numbers, these bacteria indicate a waterbody has been contaminated by fecal matter, which can come from pet, wildlife and livestock waste as well as failing septic systems and urban stormwater.  

Why does DEQ monitor for bacteria?
DEQ provides the public with a big picture view of water quality status regarding bacteria pollution. The DEQ monitoring program is designed to identify recreational waters that are in need of a water quality study and cleanup plan. It does not provide a real-time indication of swimming conditions for the public. 

How does DEQ determine when a recreational water has too much bacteria?
DEQ uses recommendations from the Environmental Protection Agency to develop water quality standards to determine when a water body has too much bacteria. Water quality standards are developed to minimize the public’s risk of contracting gastrointestinal illnesses from full body immersion, also known as primary contact, with a waterbody. DEQ conducts water quality assessments of data collected to identify waters that do not meet the bacteria water quality standards. The results are reported in the Virginia Water Quality Assessment Integrated Report, which is published every two years. This report provides the public with an overview of Virginia’s water quality status and a list of waters requiring a cleanup plan.

How does the Virginia Department of Health monitor and use bacteria data?
The Virginia Department of Health’s beach monitoring program differs from DEQ’s big-picture monitoring program. VDH monitors bacteria concentrations at coastal beaches on a weekly basis so that the public can be informed when there is an elevated health risk. VDH has developed a brochure to provide information on how to safely enjoy natural waters of the commonwealth, like avoiding swimming for a few days after a heavy rain event and avoiding swallowing water while swimming. 
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DEQ monitors recreational waters for bacteria regularly.

For more information on DEQ’s monitoring programs, please visit the DEQ Water Quality Monitoring Program website. 
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