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So you think it's safe to go into the water?

Balarajan R, Soni Raleigh V, Yuen P, Wheeler D,
Machin D, Cartwright R. (Institute of Public Health,
University of Surrey; Public Health Laboratory Service,
Guildford, Surrey, UK.) Health risks associated with
bathing in sea water. Br MedJ 1991;303:1444-5.
SUMMARY
To assess the risk of bathing in sea water contaminated with
sewage, the authors conducted a study in the summer of 1990 at
Ramsgate, a seaside resort on the south-east coast of England.
2010 persons aged 5 to 64 were chosen by quota sampling and
interviewed on the main beach about their status (day trippers,
surfers or divers). In the week after they left the resort 1883
(94 %) were telephoned and asked whether they had any
symptoms relating to their eyes, ears, nose, throat, or respiratory
and gastrointestinal tracts. In addition the sea water was monitored daily for coliform counts, thermotolerant coliforms and
faecal streptococci. The results showed that 455 (24.2%) of the
1883 persons reported at least one symptom. There was an
increased risk for bathers (waders, swimmers, surfers and
divers) and a dose-response relationship was observed with
increased exposure to sea water. There was a significantly
increased risk of gastrointestinal illness amongst bathers, who
also showed an increased risk of other symptoms but these failed
to reach statistical significance. The water quality varied from
day to day. The association between water quality and
symptoms is best studied in trippers but unfortunately there
were too few of these. Nonetheless, 12% of the sea water
samples failed to reach the standards set by the European
Commission for thermotolerant coliforms.

COMMENT
The findings of Balarajan et al. come as no great surprise
in Britain.l-? The authors were in fact commissioned by
the government's Department of the Environment to test
the methods for studying the association of health risks
and bathing in sea water. Their conclusions indicate that
these methods, pioneered by the US Environmental
Protection Agency, can be applied in Britain.
It is important to take a critical look at the methods
employed in this study. There may have been recall bias
by the participants, observer bias in terms of the
symptoms enquired into (the subjects were not, for
instance asked about skin related symptoms), there were
too few subjects in the day tripper group to analyse the
association between sea water pollution and symptoms,
and there was no comparison of the incidence of symptoms
in the subjects with those in the general community.
Despite these problems, this study does extend our knowledge of the health risks associated with sewage polluted
sea water.
The authors conclude their paper with a trailer stating
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that they have undertaken a larger study covering several
beaches in order to 'determine more precisely the incidence
of illness against bacterial indicators of the quality of sea
water'.
The fondness of the seaside for health in Britain dates
back to at least the Victorian era." During this period the
resorts became popular for day trips and longer holidays
so that people could take in the sea air, swim in the water
and play on sandy beaches.
Sadly, decades of using Britain's relatively short rivers
and the sea as convenient outlets for untreated and partially treated sewage have taken their inevitable toll. As
long ago as the 1950s4 there was enough concern for
the Medical Research Council to conduct a study on the
risks to health from polluted beaches.
It was in 1975 that the British government committed
itself to a European Commission (EC) directive' on the
quality of bathing water. This was to have been met by
1985 but much evidence points to failure. In 1991, 5 out
of 15 beaches were unable to meet the minimum EC
mandatory standards for bacteria with the Government
effectively ignoring the standards on virus testing of
bathing water. 6 The situation is such that sewage pollution
of sea water around Britain's coast and its effects on
wellbeing have now become important public health,
environmental and political issues.
A parliamentary report! clearly stated that raw sewage
should not be discharged by long sea outfalls and that all
sewage required at least primary and secondary disinfection. Nutrients should also be removed from the liquid
effluent where appropriate, and the resultant sludge
safely disposed of.
This is not just an issue for industrialized countries but
also for the Third World. The continued pollution of
water with sewage and industrial effluents can have
catastrophic consequences. Quite apart from the risk to
public health there are ecological consequences of overloading the earth's water systems. The result could be the
irretrievable loss of these resources and this has a bearing
not only on human health but on our very existence.
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