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Q – What criteria determine whether a body of water is considered healthy for water contact recreation?
A – The following table summarizes Maryland’s standards.  There is no distinction between bacteria from humans and bacteria from animals.  In general, state standards derive from EPA criteria established in the 1980s.  There is a lively scientific discussion as to the appropriateness of including animal-derived bacteria in the water quality standards designed to protect public health.
	Maryland Bacteria Standard

	Steady State Geometric 
Mean Indicator Density 
	Single Sample Maximum 
Allowable Density 

	Indicator 
	All Areas 
	Frequent Full 
Body Contact 
Recreation 
	Moderately 
Frequent 
Full Body 
Contact 
Recreation 
	Occasional 
Full Body 
Contact 
Recreation 
	Infrequent 
Full Body 
Contact 
Recreation 

	Freshwater 
(Either apply) 
	
	
	
	

	Enterococci 
	33 
	61 
	78 
	107 
	151 

	E. coli 
	126 
	235 
	298 
	410 
	576 

	Marine water 
	
	
	
	

	Enterococci 
	35 
	104 
	158 
	275 
	500 


All numbers are counts per 100 milliliters
Virginia Water Quality Standards describe designated uses for primary and secondary recreational use below.  The tests run include E. Coli and enterococci (for saltwater).  The Virginia standards are attached (see pp. 7-8).

Q – In general, who issues warnings or advisories about water contact recreation in a given location?

A – Maryland: Like many other states, Maryland has a Beach Advisory Program, funded in part by the federal BEACH Act (Beaches Environmental Assessment and Coastal Health).  The web site is: http://www.mde.state.md.us/citizensinfocenter/health/beaches.asp.  Per the web site, “The Maryland Department of the Environment works with local health departments to enhance beach water quality monitoring and maintain the public notification process regarding beach water quality in Maryland.”  MDE defines beaches as: "natural waters, including points of access, used by the public for swimming, surfing, or other similar water contact activities.  Beaches are places where people engage in, or are likely to engage in, activities that could result in the accidental ingestion of water. In Maryland, the beach season is designated from Memorial Day to Labor Day.”  The only beach listed in the three Maryland COG-member counties is at a camp in Montgomery County.  The vast majority of the listed beaches are on or adjacent to the Chesapeake Bay.  Our understanding is that in each case, the monitoring is done by the local health department. 
A – Virginia: Virginia is also a participant in the BEACH program.  None of the monitored beaches is in the COG region.  
A – District of Columbia – DC is not a participant in the BEACH program; according to one reference found on the web, “all Rock Creek Park Areas are closed to swimming, bathing and wading by people and pets.  Swimming is permitted in the Potomac River but is prohibited in the Anacostia River due to the high level of pollution.”

Q - What are the notification requirements in the event of a sewage spill?

A – From Maryland

The owner or operator, or both, of any sanitary sewer system, combined sewer system, or wastewater treatment plant is required to report to MDE and the local health department any overflow that results in the direct or potential discharge of raw, partially treated, or diluted sewage into waters of the State. No later than 24 hours after the time that the owner/operator becomes aware of the event, they must call to report overflows to MDE. 

Within five (5) calendar days after the telephone notification of the event, the owner/operator is required to provide MDE and the local health department a written report.

The owner/operator is required, for at least 5 years from the date of the overflow or backup, to maintain copies of all overflow records and reports and make them available to MDE for review upon request.

Within 24 hours of the time that the owner or operator becomes aware of the overflow event, they must notify MDE of any overflow that enters shellfish harvesting waters, drinking water sources, public bathing beaches where people boat, fish, or any situation where there is a public health risk. They must notify the daily media serving the immediate area, through public service announcement or paid advertising of any risk to public health.

If the overflow's total volume at the time of completed repair is 10,000 gallons or more, the public advisory must remain in effect until the health department determines that water has return to normal or prior background levels.

If an overflow’s volume is less than 10,000 gallons, the general public should be notified in quarterly or annual reports, reports of incidents included with water bills, or on a web site in conjunction with a written notification. For larger overflows with potential environmental or human health impacts, the public is notified through the media and, if appropriate, by posting signs.

If there are schools, day care centers, hospitals, or similar establishments or locations with potentially sensitive populations that may be subject to exposure in the immediate area of the overflow, the owner/operator of the system or plant or a representative is required to personally notify each establishment of the overflow as soon as possible.

MDE posts tables listing information about overflows and bypasses on its website: http://www.mde.state.md.us/Programs/WaterPrograms/cso_sso.asp. 

A – From Virginia
Virginia also has reporting requirements.  Virginia DEQ’s guidance document explicitly states that, “when a sewage pollution incident affects recreational waters, the local Health representative is responsible for closure of the water body.”   
A – Additional Information from Specific COG Region Utilities
In reviewing an early draft of this, COG received the following:

WSSC - The Washington Suburban Sanitary Commission posts information about overflows on its website: 

http://www.wsscwater.com/info/sso/SSOReports.cfm
Fairfax County - In Fairfax all spills are called in to DEQ no more than 24 hours after the discovery and followed by a written report within 5 days.  In addition, when we have a serious SSO in a stream bottom, we typically 'tape' off the area, and notify local HOAs of the incident. 

 

At the Noman Cole WPCF, there is a written spill plan in place with 3 levels of notification based upon the nature of the spill:

· Minor spills of any kind are reported to the Fire Marshall
· Spills entering the onsite creek and Pohick creek are reported to the Fire Marshall, DEQ, National Response Center (EPA) and VA. Dept. of Emergency Services.  

· If a spill enters Pohick Bay, the Pohick Bay Regional Park manager is notified along with NVRPA headquarters.
 
Q – Are there any fish advisories in the COG region?

A – From the District of Columbia:

DC Department of Health urges limited consumption of Anacostia and Potomac River fish.

PCBs and other chemical contaminants have continued to be found in certain fish species caught in the Potomac and Anacostia rivers and their tributaries, including Rock Creek, within the boundaries of the District of Columbia. Because of these findings, the Department of Health advises the general public to limit consumption of fish from all DC waters, as follows: 

· Do not eat: Catfish, carp, or eel. 

· May eat: One-half pound per month of largemouth bass, or one-half pound per week of sunfish or other fish. 

· Choose to eat: Younger and smaller fish of legal size. 

· The practice of catch and release is encouraged. 
Always skin the fish, trim away fat, and cook fish to drain away fat because chemical contaminants tend to concentrate in the fat of the fish. 

These recommendations do not apply to fish sold in fish markets, grocery stores, and restaurants, since commercial fishing is prohibited in DC waters; thus fish from these venues will not be from the Potomac nor Anacostia Rivers. 

The Department of Health also notes that other species of fish found in the District's waters not identified above did not have elevated levels of PCBs or pesticides.

A – From Maryland:

Maryland publishes a table of “Maximum Allowable Yearly Fish Consumption from Select Maryland Waters.”  These relate to toxics such as PCBs and mercury found in fish tissue.  The fish listed for the Potomac and/or Patuxent Rivers are: Channel Catfish, White Perch, Striped Bass, American Eel, White Catfish and Small & Largemouth Bass (children & pregnant women).
__________________________________________________________________________________________

Q – What is the public’s perception regarding the risk of swimming in the Potomac River?

A – The following reprint of an article in the Washington Post dated July 14, 2007 provides some insight:
On the Potomac, Swimming in Risk
In Debating the River's Cleanliness, Confusion Wins

By David A. Fahrenthold and Ashlee Clark
Washington Post Staff Writers
Saturday, July 14, 2007; A01
Is it safe to swim in the Potomac River? No. Yes. Probably. Usually. Never.

This simplest of summer questions turns out to have a wide variety of answers, depending on who in the Washington area is answering. The District bans swimming. Prince George's County advises against it. But just upstream, Montgomery County says the river is generally safe.

Meanwhile, kayakers, sailors and others spend summer weekends on -- and in -- a river with levels of fecal bacteria that frequently exceed federal standards. Many of them say they've seen few official warnings about the danger.

This week, a proposal to hold a triathlon along the river provided a case study in the murky status of the Potomac's health. District officials approved the plan, but said they might cancel the swim course in the unlikely event that . . . it rains.

"It might not be safe to swim in every day, but it could be safe to swim in any day," said Charles Brodsky, organizer of the Nation's Triathlon, whose competitors will swim 1.5 kilometers -- about nine-tenths of a mile -- in the river Sept. 29.

The Potomac, placid as it looks from downtown Washington, poses a number of threats to swimmers. In some sections, rapids and strong currents can pull them under. The bottom is studded with broken glass, shopping carts and other debris. Less ominous, but sometimes harder to detect, is the threat posed by disease-causing bacteria in the water.

The Potomac is usually thought of as a place where pollution problems were beaten: For decades, it was used as a sink for raw sewage and toxic chemicals, until in 1965, when President Lyndon B. Johnson called the river "a national disgrace." Since then, thanks in part to cleanups at sewage plants, the Potomac's water has become clearer, and wildlife such as largemouth bass and bald eagles are thriving.

But, despite this comeback, the river still has a stubborn problem with fecal bacteria. These microbes are found in both human and animal waste, and they can indicate the presence of pathogens that can cause infections, intestinal distress and other symptoms.

"If you had just flushed your toilet and all of a sudden became 6 inches tall, would you want to swim in . . . that water?" asked Ed Merrifield, an environmental activist whose title is Potomac Riverkeeper.

Some of these bacteria are from livestock farms in the Potomac's rural headwaters. Others come from the suburbs, where droppings from geese and household pets wash down with rainwater. In the District, an outmoded wastewater system -- now at the beginning of a 20-year cleanup plan -- still dumps raw sewage into Potomac tributaries during storms.

This pollution gets worse after a rain and better during dry periods. But in all, last year, 32.5 percent of the tests on a section of the Potomac in Washington found bacteria levels higher than the federal government deems safe for swimming.

To some environmental groups, this evidence closes the case: The Potomac is not a good place to submerge one's body.

"There is going to be raw sewage spilling into that river, and it's going to be there a while" after a rain, said Rebecca Wodder, president of the Washington-based activist group American Rivers. "You can't know when it's safe, as an individual, so we would recommend that you don't swim."

But the message is almost never this clear. Officials in the District and Maryland, which have jurisdiction over the river and decide these sorts of policies, display pervasive confusion about when and how people should be wary of the Potomac. So do some of the thousands of residents who row, paddle or ride on it.

In the District, for instance, swimming is both officially unsafe and, by virtue of a 1971 law, illegal. D.C. police harbor-patrol officers say that, when they encounter swimmers, they warn them to get out. But many users of the river say they weren't aware of the dangers.

"Is it safe to be on the Potomac? I'd have to say yes," said Dave Biss, who leads a group of kayakers called the Pirates of Georgetown on Thursday night paddles. He said he's been actually in the water on a nearly daily basis since 1994. "I have never been aware that the District of Columbia prohibits swimming in the river," Biss said.

In response to a reporter's inquiry, George Hawkins, acting head of the D.C. Department of the Environment, said his agency would examine whether its warnings were adequate.

Other local jurisdictions also appear to have done little to warn about the river's risks. In Prince George's, the official recommendation is not to swim, but "we don't have any signs out," said Paul Meyer, acting director of the county Division of Environmental Health.
In Montgomery, spokeswoman Esther Bowring said "the water should be safe for swimming," except after rainstorms. But she said the county was not aware of any tests to back that up. A spokeswoman for the Maryland Department of the Environment said the department also does not routinely test the Potomac for bacteria in Montgomery.

Instead of official warnings, those who use the river say they often rely on word of mouth -- warnings to avoid the river after big sewer overflows, tips from friends to plug up one's ears or nose before taking a run through Potomac whitewater. In many cases, this seems to work: Many people said they'd been taking dips in the Potomac for years with no problems.

"We kind of don't really think about it," said Mike Heinsdorf, 27, of Falls Church, who was preparing his small sailboat at a marina on Daingerfield Island, near Old Town Alexandria, one night this week.

But a few people do wind up with illnesses -- and a conviction that the river was to blame. One of them was in the same harbor as Heinsdorf: Mahmoud Lababidi, 23, of McLean felt sick after a day of tubing in the river two years ago.

"This [was] summer, and I got a cold," he said as he prepared to board a boat for an event organized by the Potomac River Sailing Association. "I didn't want to ever be in the water again."

One of the highest-profile tests of the river's safety is set to come in September, during the roughly 28 minutes triathletes will spend in the river before getting out at Washington Harbour in Georgetown. Brodsky's group had sought permission for a swim last year but were turned down because of pollution concerns.

Before this year's race, officials said, the Potomac will be intensively tested. If it shows unsafe levels of bacteria, or if there is a heavy rain, the swim might be replaced with a five-kilometer run.

If the race happens, it would be the first time since 1971 that someone swam a legal stroke in Washington's section of the river.

"I just think it's a great psychological boost for the city," said D.C. Council member Mary M. Cheh (D-Ward 3), who supports the triathlon plan along with Mayor Adrian M. Fenty (D). "If we've gotten some time where we can swim in the Potomac, I think that ought to be publicized."

Q – Are there any general guidelines for swimming in the Potomac River?

A –COG staff prepared the following fact sheet last year for distribution to its members:

	Issue Fact Sheet

Friday, July 20, 2007

	Chesapeake Bay and Water Resources Policy Committee

Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments

	Public Health Concerns from Contact Recreation in the Potomac River

	Background/Discussion

	This issue, not a new one, is being brought to the CBPC because of an article (attached) that appeared in the Washington Post on July 14, 2007.  The thrust of the article was that, while many people swim and boat in the Potomac, there is little official notice regarding whether or not it is safe to do so.  The article noted that the District of Columbia bans swimming and Prince George’s County recommends against it.  In some cases this is in response to water quality-related concerns, in others it is due to concerns about physical safety (e.g., dangerous currents and debris).  Elsewhere in the COG region, there does not seem to be an official position although a Montgomery County spokesperson was quoted as saying “the water should be safe for swimming,” except after a rainfall.  Part of the impetus for the article was plans being developed for a triathlon event in the District.

Nationally, the BEACH Act requires coastal and Great Lakes states to submit monitoring data to EPA on their coast recreation waters.  There are no Maryland or Virginia jurisdictions in the COG region that fall under this requirement.  Anne Arundel County, with many swimming beaches, takes regular samples during the swimming season for bacteria.  All of Anne Arundel’s beaches are under a “no swimming/no direct water contact” warning due to predicted (not monitored) elevated bacteria levels from rainwater runoff and increased health risks.  A beach in King George County on the Potomac downstream of the COG region was closed for swimming by the local health department in early July.

The prevailing perspective on swimming safety [and occasionally submerged boating activities such as kayaking] seems to be summed up in an article that appeared in last summer’s ICPRB Potomac Reporter.  It noted:

“Bacteria levels can change rapidly with rain events. Except for parks and other facilities where swimming and wading is a sanctioned activity, water monitoring is done at often far-spread stations, usually monthly. Many of these areas are heavily used, without reports of outbreaks of gastrointestinal illness. Without good data, people must decide based on their attitude toward risk and their personal level of health. The odds of a person getting sick increase with the amount of bacteria that enter the body. A small amount is unlikely to affect most people For that reason, boating, where people may just get splashed occasionally, entails much less risk than swimming.

When people do choose to swim in the Potomac, there are a number of things they can do to limit any risk. 
*Don’t enter the water for several days after a significant rainstorm. Storm flows spike bacteria levels, which decrease after several days. 
*Don’t swallow water. 
*Don’t enter the water if you have cuts or open sores. These are pathways for bacteria to enter your body.
*Wash after swimming. 
*People with immuno-suppressive diseases should avoid the river.

	Recommendation

	Given the wide variability in swimming potential in the COG region, a uniform swimming policy may not be feasible.  Each jurisdiction’s environmental and health departments can best make their own internal decisions.  However, there is value in working with WRTC members to better understand the roles and responsibilities of agencies for monitoring and preparing swimming warnings and/or advisories.  COG staff recommends providing reprints of the ICPRB article to members of the WRTC (next WRTC meeting is on September 13, 2007), preparing a brief memo that outlines roles and responsibilities and reporting back to the CBPC if an expanded regional approach appears warranted.
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Attachment
Virginia Bacteria Standard

	Virginia Bacteria Standard

	A.
In surface waters, except shellfish waters and certain waters identified in subsections B and C of this section, the following criteria shall apply to protect primary contact recreational uses:
1.
Fecal coliform bacteria shall not exceed a geometric mean of 200 fecal coliform bacteria per 100 ml of water for two or more samples over a calendar month nor shall more than 10% of the total samples taken during any calendar month exceed 400 fecal coliform bacteria per 100 ml of water. This criterion shall not apply for a sampling station after the bacterial indicators described in subdivision 2 of this subsection have a minimum of 12 data points or after June 30, 2008, whichever comes first.
2.
E. coli and enterococci bacteria per 100 ml of water shall not exceed the following:

	
	Geometric Mean1
	Single Sample Maximum2

	Freshwater3
	
	

	E. coli 
	126
	235

	
	
	

	Saltwater and Transition Zone3
	
	

	enterococci
	35
	104

	
	
	

	1 For two or more samples taken during any calendar month.

	2 No single sample maximum for enterococci and E. coli shall exceed a 75% upper one-sided confidence limit based on a site-specific log standard deviation. If site data are insufficient to establish a site-specific log standard deviation, then 0.4 shall be used as the log standard deviation in freshwater and 0.7 shall be as the log standard deviation in saltwater and transition zone. Values shown are based on a log standard deviation of 0.4 in freshwater and 0.7 in saltwater.

	3 See 9 VAC 25-260-140 C for freshwater and transition zone delineation.

	B
Notwithstanding the above, all sewage discharges shall be disinfected to achieve the applicable bacteria concentrations in subsection A 2 of this section prior to discharge.


However, the board, with the advice of the State Department of Health, may determine that reduced or no disinfection of a discharge is appropriate on a seasonal or year-round basis. In making such a determination, the board shall consider the designated uses of these waters and the seasonal nature of those uses. Such determinations will be made during the process of approving, issuing, or reissuing the discharge permit and shall be in conformance with a board approved sitespecific use-attainability analysis performed by the permittee. When making a case-by-case determination concerning the appropriate level of disinfection for sewage discharges into these waters, the board shall provide a 45-day public notice period and opportunity for a public hearing.


	C.
Surface waters, or portions of these, may be designated in accordance with 9 VAC 25-260-10 to protect secondary contact recreation.

1.
Sewage discharges to secondary contact recreational waters shall meet the requirements of the disinfection policy set forth in subsection B of this section.

2.
In surface waters, except shellfish waters, designated for secondary contact recreation under this subsection, the following bacteria criteria per 100 ml of water shall apply:

	
	Geometric Mean1
	Single Sample Maximum2

	Freshwater3
	
	

	E.coli
	630
	1173

	
	
	

	Saltwater and Transition Zone3
	
	

	enterococci
	175
	519

	
	
	

	1 Calendar month average for two or more samples.

	2 No single sample maximum for enterococci and E. coli in secondary contact waters shall exceed a 75% upper one-sided confidence limit based on a site-specific log standard deviation. If site data are insufficient to establish a site-specific log standard deviation, then 0.4 shall be the log standard deviation in fresh and transition zone waters and 0.7 shall be the log standard deviation in saltwater. Values shown are based on a log standard deviation of 0.4 in freshwater and 0.7 in saltwater.

	3 See subsection 9 VAC 25-260-140 C for fresh water and transition zone delineation.

	

	primary contact recreational use - "Primary contact recreation" means any water-based form of recreation, the practice of which has a high probability for total body immersion or ingestion of water (examples include but are not limited to swimming, water skiing, canoeing and kayaking).

	secondary contact recreation use - "Secondary contact recreation" means a water-based form of recreation, the practice of which has a low probability for total body immersion or ingestion of waters (examples include but are not limited to wading, boating and fishing
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