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• Proposition O. The City of Los Angeles is spending over $100 million 
of Prop O funds to make Santa Monica Bay beaches cleaner and safer 
for public use. 

All the while, Heal the Bay’s Beach Report Card expanded it coverage from 
Los Angeles County to the entire western United States coastline.

What do the grades mean to the beach user? 
Recreating in waters with increased bacteria concentrations has been 
associated with increased risks to human health. The higher the grade a 
beach receives, the better the water quality at that beach. The lower the 
grade, the greater the health risks. 

Potential illnesses include stomach flu, eye/ear infections, upper respiratory 
infection and major skin rash (full body). The known risks of contracting 
illnesses associated with each threshold are based on a one-time, single day 
of exposure (head immersed while swimming) to polluted water. Increasing 
frequency of exposure or the magnitude of bacteria densities may significantly 
increase an ocean user’s risk of contracting any one of a number of these 
illnesses.

How are grades calculated?
Heal the Bay’s grading system takes into consideration the magnitude and 
frequency of exceedances above allowed bacterial levels over the course of 
the specified time period. Each BRC year contains three time/weather peri-
ods:

•	 SUMMER DRY = Samples taken during dry weather between  
April 1 and October 31

•	 WINTER DRY = Samples taken during dry weather between 
November 1 and March 31

•	 WET WEATHER = Samples taken during or within 72 hours of  
a rain event*

Water quality typically drops dramatically during and immediately after a 
rainstorm, but often rebounds to its previous level within a few days. For this 
reason, year-round wet weather data throughout California were analyzed 
separately in order to avoid artificially lowering a location’s grade, and to 
provide better understanding of statewide beach water quality impacts. For 
complete methodology, see Appendix D.

*Heal the Bay utilizes a definition of a ‘rain event’ in California as precipitation 
greater than or equal to one tenth of an inch (>= 0.1”). Oregon and Washington 
criteria for a rain event is >=0.2” precipitation.

How current are the grades?
It is important to note that the grades from the Beach Report Card represent 
the most current information available to the public, but they do not 
represent real-time water quality conditions. Currently, laboratory analyses 
of beach water quality samples take 18 to 24 hours to complete; then the 
data must be entered into a database before they are sent to Heal the Bay 
for a grade calculation. Faster methods are currently being developed but 
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(See Appendix for complete methodology)

Heal the Bay’s  
Annual Beach Report Card

Heal the Bay is a nonprofit environmental organization making Southern 
California coastal waters and watersheds, including Santa Monica Bay, 
safe, healthy and clean. We use science, education, community action and 
advocacy to pursue our mission.

What is the Beach Report Card?
Ocean water quality testing is vital to the health of the millions of people who 
recreate in coastal waters. Heal the Bay’s Beach Report Card (BRC) is a vital 
public health protection tool based on the monitoring of beaches conducted 
by local health agencies and dischargers. 

Since the BRC was first published more than 20 years ago, beachgoers 
throughout California have come to rely on the annual and weekly grades to 
better protect their health and the health of their families. The BRC grades 
over 600 locations along the West Coast for summer dry weather and over 
300 locations year-round on an A-to-F scale based on the risk of adverse 
health effects to beachgoers. Grades are based on fecal bacteria pollution 
concentrations in the surf zone. Water samples are analyzed for bacteria that 
indicate pollution from numerous sources, including fecal waste. The better 
the grade a beach receives, the lower the risk of illness to ocean users. 

The BRC should be used like the SPF ratings in sunblock—beachgoers 
should determine what they are comfortable with in terms of relative risk, 
and then make the necessary decisions to protect their health. Heal the Bay 
urges coastal beachgoers to use this information before they visit beaches 
on the West Coast.

The Beach Report Card would not be possible without the cooperation of all 
of the shoreline monitoring agencies in California, Oregon and Washington. 

What is the history of the BRC?
Heal the Bay’s first Beach Report Card was published in 1991 and covered 
about 60 monitoring locations in Los Angeles County from Leo Carrillo Beach 
(near the Ventura County line) to Cabrillo Beach in San Pedro. At that time, 
beachgoers knew little about the health risks of swimming in polluted waters 
or the water quality at any of their favorite beaches in Los Angeles County. 
Beach water quality was a known public issue only when a substantial 
sewage spill occurred. Although beaches were routinely monitored, the data 
were either inaccessible or incomprehensible to the general public. 

Since then, a great deal of work has been completed to reduce urban runoff 
pollution and sewage spills at our local beaches. Heal the Bay is proud to 
announce its influence on and participation in the following:

• Scientific studies such as the Santa Monica Bay Restoration Project’s 
epidemiological study on swimmers at runoff polluted beaches and the 
Southern California Coastal Water Research Project (SCCWRP) led 
bight-wide shoreline bacteria and laboratory inter-calibration studies 
were completed. 

• Legislation, such as the statewide beach bathing water standards and 
public notification bill (AB 411), and the protocol for identifying sources 
of fecal indicator bacteria at high-use beaches that are impacted by 
flowing storm drains (AB 538) that have been signed into law. 

• Structural best management practices such as the Santa Monica 
Urban Runoff Recycling Facility (SMURRF), dry weather runoff 
diversions, and nearly $100 million in California’s Clean Beach Initiative 
(CBI) projects throughout the state. 

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)
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presently remain too costly to implement. Heal the Bay releases grades every 
Friday throughout the year based on the most recent available sample data 
for the entire west coast. Weekly grades and more can be found at www.
beachreportcard.org

What type of pollution is measured?
Runoff from creeks, rivers and storm drains are sources of pollution to 
California, Oregon and Washington beaches. Runoff may contain toxic heavy 
metals, pesticides, fertilizers, petroleum hydrocarbons, animal waste, trash 
and even human sewage. 

The amounts of indicator bacteria present in runoff, and consequently in the 
surf-zone, is currently the best indication of whether or not a beach is safe for 
recreational water contact. The link between swimming in waters containing 
elevated levels of indicator bacteria and health risk was confirmed in the 
ground breaking 1995 epidemiological study conducted by the University 
of Southern California, Orange County Sanitation District, the City of Los 
Angeles and Heal the Bay, under the auspices of the Santa Monica Bay 
Restoration Project.

Indicator bacteria do not usually cause bather illness. Instead, their presence 
indicates the potential for water contamination with other pathogenic 
microorganisms such as bacteria, viruses and protozoa that do pose a health 
risk to humans. The BRC includes an analysis of shoreline (ankle-deep) water 
quality data collected by more than 25 different State, County, and City public 
agencies for fecal indicator bacteria. 

ABOUT INDICATOR BACTERIA

The most common types of indicator bacteria include:  

•		Total	coliform
•		Fecal	coliform	(or	E.	coli)
•		Enterococcus	

Total coliform, which contains coliform of all types, originates from many 
sources including soil, plants, animals and humans. Fecal coliform and 
Enterococcus bacteria are found in the fecal matter of mammals and 
birds. This fecal bacteria does not necessarily come from humans, 
although numerous prior studies have demonstrated that there is a 
significant possibility of human sewage contamination in storm drain 
runoff at any given time. 

At present, the report card contains no information on toxins or trash in the 
water or on the beach.

Why is storm drain pollution so significant?
Health officials and Heal the Bay recommend that beach users never swim 
within 100 yards on either side of a flowing storm drain, in any coastal waters 
during a rainstorm, and for at least three days after a storm has ended. 
Storm drain runoff is the greatest source of pollution to local beaches, flowing 
untreated to the coast and often contaminated with motor oil, animal waste, 
pesticides, yard waste and trash. After a rain, indicator bacteria densities 
often far exceed state health criteria for recreational water use.

Children often play directly in front of storm drains and in runoff-filled ponds 
and lagoons. Monitoring at “point zero” (the mouth of storm drains or creeks) 
is the best way to ensure that the health risks to all swimmers are minimized. 
This is one recommendation among several that Heal the Bay has made to 
state officials to improve water quality monitoring and better protect public 
health. In fact, point zero monitoring should be a criterion for receiving state 
beach water quality monitoring funds.

Are beaches monitored year-round?

This is the Beach Report Card’s third year of grading water quality along the 
entire U.S. Pacific Coastline. A total of 637 shoreline monitoring locations 
were analyzed from Whatcom County in Washington to San Diego County 
at the Mexican border. Most sample locations are selected by monitoring, 
health, and regulatory agencies to specifically target popular beaches or those 

beaches frequently affected by runoff, (or in case of the Pacific Northwest 
beaches: popular shell fishing beaches.

According to the EPA BEACH Act of 2000, each state having coastal 
recreation waters has to adopt water quality standards for bacteria in order 
to qualify for federal beach monitoring funding. Therefore, each state has 
the ability to adopt its own standards. However, Obama’s proposed budget 
for FY 2014 slashed funding for the entire BEACH Act monitoring program 
(approximately $10 million). States are only required to monitor recreational 
waters when federal funding is available, meaning the proposed budget cuts 
could ultimately relinquish states of their monitoring responsibilities. 

In California, water quality samples are collected by the appropriate agency 
at a minimum of once a week from April through October as required 
under the California Beach Bathing Water Quality Standards (AB 411) and 
recommended by EPA’s National Beach Guidance and Performance Criteria 
for Recreational Waters (EPA’s BEACH program). Some agencies conduct 
year-round sampling, while others scale back their monitoring programs 
dramatically from November through March, despite the fact that many 
surfers and ocean swimmers are in the water year-round.

The majority of Oregon and Washington water quality monitoring occurs 
during the summer swimming season (Memorial Day through Labor Day). 
This past year 15 locations in Washington State were monitored throughout 
the winter months.

Why not test for viruses?
A common question asked by beachgoers is: “Because viruses are thought to 
cause many of the swimming-associated illnesses, why don’t health agencies 
monitor directly for viruses instead of indicator bacteria?” Although virus mon-
itoring is incredibly useful in identifying sources of fecal pollution, there are a 
number of drawbacks to the currently available virus measurement methods. 
While there have been tremendous breakthroughs in the use of gene probes 
to analyze water samples for virus or human pathogenic bacteria but these 
techniques are still relatively expensive and highly technical. In addition, since 
human viruses are not found in high densities in ocean water and their densi-
ties are highly variable, setting standards for viruses is not currently feasible. 
Interference from other pollutants in runoff can make virus quantification very 
difficult. Also, interpretation of virus monitoring data is difficult because, unlike 
bacterial indicators, there are currently no data available that link health risks 
associated with swimming in beach water to virus densities.    
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