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1. Introduction 

Background 

This guidance is intended for environmental health officers and beach managers at 

English local authorities with responsibility for bathing waters.   

A bathing water is a beach or inland water that has been designated as a bathing water 

under the Bathing Water Directive (2006/7/EC).  You can find further information at: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/bathing-waters 

The Bathing Water Regulations 2013 give local authorities responsibility for providing 

public information at bathing waters in their area during the bathing season, which in 

England runs from 15 May - 30 September. The information must cover the general water 

quality of the site and its catchment, and any sources of pollution. You must also display 

advisory notices during serious pollution incidents to warn the public that water quality may 

be affected. Your local Environment Agency office will contact you with the information you 

will need if this happens. 

In most cases, unitary or second tier local authorities are responsible for the bathing 

waters in their area, including responsibility for providing public information at privately 

owned and unregistered sites. A small number of county, parish and town councils are 

bathing water owners and are responsible for providing information at their own beach.  

Who to contact 

You can contact the bathing water team at Defra if you have any enquiries about the 

Directive and how it applies in your area: 

 Email: bathingwater@defra.gsi.gov.uk   

 Tel: 020 7238 5347   

If you have questions about the water quality at a particular bathing water, contact your 

local Environment Agency office:  

http://apps.environment-agency.gov.uk/contact/36324.aspx 

Water companies may also give you information direct about pollution events. Contact 

details for English water companies can be found in Annex 1. Please note that not all of 

these numbers are publicly available and they are not intended to be added to beach 

signage.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/bathing-waters
mailto:bathingwater@defra.gsi.gov.uk
http://apps.environment-agency.gov.uk/contact/36324.aspx


 

  2 

Enforcement 

Defra is responsible for taking enforcement action if information is not displayed at a 

bathing water. Please contact the bathing water team if you have any concerns. 

The Environment Agency is responsible for enforcement on water quality issues. You 

should contact its incident hotline to raise issues or concerns about a pollution event: 0800 

80 70 60 (Freephone, 24 hour service). 1 

Funding 

We will provide funding for public information signage as required by the Bathing Water 

Directive when a bathing water is designated and for replacement signage at 

approximately five-yearly intervals. 

 

2. Bathing water information  

Where to find information about bathing waters in your 
area 

The Environment Agency has written a detailed profile for each bathing water, giving 

information on: 

 The physical, geographical and hydrological nature of the bathing water;  

 Causes of pollution which may affect bathers’ health; 

 The risk from harmful algal blooms or phytoplankton; 

 Where relevant, the risk  of short term pollution events and management 
measures being taken to deal with them; 

 The location of the sampling point. 

You can see all the profiles online at: https://www.gov.uk/quality-of-local-bathing-water 

The Environment Agency has also prepared recommended text for a “general description” 

on a sign at each bathing water, based on information in the profiles.  Your sign should 

give the same information as the Environment Agency’s description. 

The description will be updated if changes occur that have an impact on water quality at a 

bathing water. 

Please contact your local Agency office if you do not have the general description text for 

the bathing waters in your area. 

                                            
1
 Calls from mobile phones are not free and will be charged at normal network operator's call rates. 

https://www.gov.uk/quality-of-local-bathing-water
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Where to display information 

Information must be displayed at or near the bathing water in at least one easily accessible 

and visible location.  The Environment Agency will check that there are signs at all bathing 

waters so please let your local Agency office know where your bathing water signs are 

located. 

Standard information at all bathing waters 

The following information must be available at all bathing waters during the bathing 

season:   

 A general description of the bathing water, based on the bathing water profile;  

 A website address where people can find more detailed information based on 
the profile;  

 A symbol showing the current bathing water classification, i.e. the classification 

made at the end of the preceding bathing season.  Defra will issue the first 

classification results after the 2015 bathing season.  

There is no requirement to display the results of each monitoring sample during the 

bathing season. Independent awards may require this information in addition to the legal 

requirements and the awarding bodies can provide advice on how it should be displayed.  

Classification symbols 

The classification symbols will be used throughout the European Union. They are set out 

in Commission Decision 2011/321/EU: 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/water-bathing/signs.htm 
 

In England the “bathing prohibited” wording will not be used.  We will only ever issue 

“advice against bathing”.  

There is no minimum size for the symbols, but they must be readable. The colours for the 

signs are blue and black on a white background as in the examples below.  Only the 

symbol for the current classification should be displayed.  

 

 
Symbols for bathing waters meeting Directive standards: 
 
 

 
 
 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/water-bathing/signs.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/water-bathing/images/sign_3.jpg
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Symbols for use at bathing waters classified as Poor: 
 
 

               
 
 
If a bathing water in your area is classified as Poor you must display the “advice against 

bathing” symbol as well as the classification symbol. Your sign must also give brief 

reasons for the advice against bathing and what is being done to tackle the causes, which 

will be supplied by the Environment Agency.   

3. Information during pollution events 

The Bathing Water Directive identifies two types of pollution event: abnormal situations 

and short term pollution. 

Abnormal situations 

Abnormal situations are unusual events which, although unlikely, could happen anywhere 

and have a significant impact on bathing water quality when they do occur.  Incidents that 

have been defined as abnormal situations in the past have included localised flooding, 

contamination following a road traffic incident and breakdowns in the sewerage system. 

If you become aware of any unusual event likely to affect bathing water quality or bathers’ 

health, please contact your local Environment Agency office for advice.  

The Environment Agency will decide whether a pollution incident should be declared an 

abnormal situation. Your local Agency office will contact you to tell you about the incident 

and what has caused it, and how long it is expected to last. You must then put up at least 

one advisory notice at the bathing water to warn the public about the incident and its 

expected duration. The Environment Agency will suspend monitoring and will keep you 

informed until the situation is resolved.  

The next page shows an example of a notice that could be used during abnormal 

situations, which has been prepared by the UK Beach Management Forum. Please 

contact bathingwater@defra.gsi.gov.uk if you would like to request a template. 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/water-bathing/images/sign_poor.jpg
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/water-bathing/images/sign_against.jpg
mailto:bathingwater@defra.gsi.gov.uk
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Water Pollution Incident 

Do Not Swim 
 

ABNORMAL INCIDENT WARNING 
 
 

 

    
 
 
 
 
What has happened 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How long will the pollution last 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Contact Environment Agency for more information 

0800 807060 

http://environment.data.gov.uk/bwq/explorer/suspensions.html  

The Environment Agency is assisting with the emergency response and working 

with Utility Companies, local authorities and emergency services to implement 

contingency plans so that the source of pollution is controlled as soon as possible.  

 

 

Day 

issued 

 

Date 

Issued 

http://environment.data.gov.uk/bwq/explorer/suspensions.html
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Short Term Pollution 

“Short term pollution” has a clear definition in the Bathing Water Directive.  It applies to 

bathing waters where there is known to be a predictable cause of an increased risk of 

bacterial pollution for up to 72 hours after rainfall. You can find out whether a bathing water 

is susceptible to short term pollution in its online profile under “Pollution risk forecasts”.   

The Environment Agency operates a system of pollution risk forecasting for about half of 

the bathing waters in England. Bathing waters that are not covered by the system are 

either of consistently high quality or are affected by pollution sources that are too complex 

to predict.  Daily forecasts are available online during the bathing season: 

http://environment.data.gov.uk/bwq/explorer/stp.html 

Information about the conditions that lead to short term pollution is included in the “general 

description” text for sites that are susceptible to this type of pollution.  Displaying this 

information will fulfil the requirement to show that the site is affected by short term 

pollution: e.g.  “Bathing water quality is influenced by the [name] stream, and may reduce 

during or after periods of heavy rainfall due to run off from agricultural land and urban 

areas, and occasional discharges from a storm overflow”.   

If your bathing water is covered by the forecasting system, the Environment Agency may 

be able to disregard water quality samples taken during predicted short term pollution 

events provided you have met all the requirements for informing the public:   

 Your static sign should show that the bathing water is subject to short term 

pollution by including the correct information from the description text; 

 Your sign should show the number of days bathing was advised against during 

the previous bathing season because of short term pollution. This information is 

available from your local Environment Agency office and must be displayed 

throughout the bathing season; 

 There must be a warning notice on the beach to advise against bathing when a 

risk of short term pollution has been forecast. The notice must be positioned 

where people intending to bathe can easily see it. 

Electronic signs can be used to give automatically updating pollution risk forecast 

information.  They must be compatible with the Environment Agency’s forecasting system.  

Your beach would need an electricity supply and mobile phone reception.  Please contact 

the Defra bathing water team for the technical specifications of the system if you are 

considering this option.  

A simple alternative is a notice which can be displayed at the beach as necessary. The 

next page shows an example of a notice that could be used during short term pollution 

incidents, which has been prepared by the UK Beach Management Forum.  The template 

can be downloaded from the UKBMF website: 

https://ukbeachmanagementforum.wordpress.com/short-term-pollution-predictions/ukbmf-

recommended-stp-signage/ or you can contact the bathing water team at Defra to request 

a copy. 

http://environment.data.gov.uk/bwq/explorer/stp.html
https://ukbeachmanagementforum.wordpress.com/short-term-pollution-predictions/ukbmf-recommended-stp-signage/
https://ukbeachmanagementforum.wordpress.com/short-term-pollution-predictions/ukbmf-recommended-stp-signage/
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Swimming not advised 

today 
 

 

Due to heavy rainfall 

Reduced water quality is predicted 

 

Total Predictions last year 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For more 
information about 
water quality see 
the main sign, or 
scan the QR 
code 

Prediction is valid for 1 day.  Date 
issued: 

 

For 
information 
about water 
quality see 
the main 
sign, or scan 
the QR code 

Update 

each year 
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4. Design of signs 
There is no minimum size and no requirement to use any specific format or design, or to 

include a map. Information can be displayed on a dedicated sign or integrated into a larger 

sign giving general beach information.   

 

If there are privately owned bathing waters in your area, we would encourage you to work 

with the landowners to agree a suitable design. 

 

General advice about best practice is available in the RNLI’s guide to beach safety 

signage: 

http://rnli.org/aboutus/lifeguardsandbeaches/Documents/guidetobeachsafetysigns.pdf 

 

Annex 2 shows examples of how information has been provided at bathing waters around 

England.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 

http://rnli.org/aboutus/lifeguardsandbeaches/Documents/guidetobeachsafetysigns.pdf
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Annex 1  Water companies in England  
 
 
Contact numbers for water companies with bathing 
waters 

These numbers are not intended to be added to beach signage. There is no requirement 

to give details of water companies, but if you wish to include a contact number please seek 

the agreement of the water company concerned. 

  

Anglian Water 08457 145 145      

Northumbrian Water 0845 717 1100 

South West Water 0800 169 1144  

Southern Water 0845 278 0845 

United Utilities 0845 746 2200   

Wessex Water 0845 600 4600   

Yorkshire Water 0845 1242424      
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Annex 2  Examples of bathing water signage   

 

Weymouth Central (West Dorset District Council) 
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Westward Ho! (Torridge District Council) 
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Withernsea (East Riding of Yorkshire Council) 
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Roker, Sunderland (Sunderland City Council) 
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Formby (Sefton Council) 
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Broadsands (Torbay Council) 
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Weston-super-Mare Main (North Somerset District Council) 
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Southwick (Adur District Council) 
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Salcombe South (South Hams District Council) 

Design for signage 
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An A4 size notice displaying the legally required information could be used as a temporary 

measure until a sign is in place.  The example for Trebarwith Strand in Cornwall shows 

how the information can be displayed on a temporary notice.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We would like to thank the local authorities that have supplied photographs of signs and 

given permission for their use. 

 

TREBARWITH STRAND 

Bathing water quality 

Trebarwith Strand is a European bathing water and is 

monitored by the Environment Agency from May to 

September 

This bathing water typically achieves a high water quality 

standard 

Bathing water quality is influenced by the Trebarwith stream, 

and may reduce during or after periods of heavy rainfall due 

to run off from agricultural land, urban areas and occasional 

discharges from a storm overflow. The beach can occasionally 

become covered with large amounts of seaweed, depending on 

tides and the weather 

 

The full details for this bathing water, its catchment, information on all 

potential pollution sources and how they are managed can be viewed on the 

Environment Agency website – https://www.gov.uk/quality-of-local-bathing-

water 
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© Crown copyright 2015 

You may re-use this information (excluding logos) free of charge in any format or medium, 

under the terms of the Open Government Licence v.3. To view this licence visit 

www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government-licence/version/3/ or email 

PSI@nationalarchives.gsi.gov.uk   

This publication is available at www.gov.uk/government/publications   

Any enquiries regarding this publication should be sent tot  

Bathing Water Team 

Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 

Area 3D Nobel House 

17 Smith Square 

London 

SW1P 3JR 

 

Or by email to: bathingwater@defra.gsi.gov.uk 
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http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government-licence/version/3/
mailto:PSI@nationalarchives.gsi.gov.uk
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications
mailto:bathingwater@defra.gsi.gov.uk

