POLICY BRIEF

Reducing health risks
in coastal waters

Enabling informed choices —— ~
and healthy behaviours '



What is the situation?

Across Europe, a favourite pastime is to visit the coast.
People love to swim, surf and enjoy the water. Visiting
coastal environments, socialising, and engaging in
physical activity are good for mental and physical health.
Our coasts are also at the heart of local livelihoods,
supporting businesses and recreational activities.

However, threats from climate change and pollution
impact the safety of our coastal waters. More frequent
and intense rainfall events caused by climate change
increase sewage overflows and surface runoff from
agriculture which can bring harmful pathogens (such
as bacteriq, viruses, fungi and parasites) into coastal
waters. Harmful bacteria also thrive in warmer waters
caused by increasing temperatures. Pathogens can
cause various infectious diseases and illnesses, including
gastrointestinal, respiratory, and skin infections, which
can be both short and long-term.

Socioeconomic factors and underlying health issues mean
some people are more at risk than others, and may take
longer to recover. But the risk is felt across our whole
society, putting a strain on our healthcare systems and
triggering economic impacts through loss of productivity
and decrease in local tourism.

What can policymakers do?

The issue: Beachgoers typically observe weather
forecasts, crowding, and amenities, but information
on water quality isn’t always accessible, timely, or
easy to understand. Different bathing sites have
different levels of monitoring, and there is often a
delay between risk information being collected and
shared with the public in an easy-to-understand
way. This means that by the time people access the
information, it may no longer reflect real-time conditions.
Beachgoers may also have different perceptions of
the risks and implications from monitoring results.

The tricky part: Swimming and water sports are
great for health, so communicating pollution levels
and water quality information with the public
should not create fear, but instead better equip
people with knowledge of the risks and give them
the ability to make more informed decisions.

The way forward: Policymakers need to take action

on three connected fronts. First, they need to reduce
contamination at source through mitigation measures
such as improved wastewater management, sewage
infrastructure and runoff control. Second, they need to
invest in monitoring, so that the invisible threat from
pathogens is turned into clear, actionable information.
Third, this information needs to be effectively
communicated to the public. Risk communication is
not merely an “add-on” - it is a policy tool that can
influence behaviour, strengthen support for monitoring
and mitigation measures, and help reduce exposure to
health risks. Policymakers must provide the public with
timely, credible and easy-to-understand information that
supports healthy choices without creating unnecessary
alarm or information overload.

BlueAdapt is looking to understand and reduce human
health risks from coastal bacteria and viruses in a
changing climate, including by conducting behavioural
change analysis. The results of our research help to reveal
how pathogens are impacting our health, but also how
risk communication can help alter behaviour and reduce
exposure. This policy brief draws on research results to
highlight effective and cost-efficient policy interventions
to reduce both the risks and exposure to the risks.


https://blueadapt.eu/

The evidence from BlueAdapt

-

Public perception of water quality

and behavioural responses

Bathing and surfing behaviours

in the United Kingdom

Millions of people visit UK coastal bathing waters each
year, generating billions of Great British Pounds for the
UK economy. As climate change and pollution worsen and
expose more and more people to health risks, research
suggests many struggle to understand what monitoring of
coastal waters means in terms of risks to their health.

UK-based water advocacy group Surfers Against Sewage
(SAS) launched the early warning system, ‘Safer Seas and
Rivers Service’ (SSRS) as a smartphone app to provide
real-time, location-specific information about water
quality of designated bathing waters across the UK. Over
the last four years, BlueAdapt worked with SAS to analyse
how the tool influences people’s decision to use coastal
bathing waters.

Key findings

@ Using the SSRS app influences people’s behaviour,
leading them to reduce or avoid time spent in bathing
waters that pose a health risk.

@ People use the SSRS app in combination with other
sources of information about bathing water quality,
such as local government sites or information boards,
as well as personal judgement.

@ Sharing information too frequently can cause
information fatigue and scepticism about the value
of the information. A balance of monitoring and
communication can improve people’s knowledge and
support for interventions.

@ Individuals may look for sources of information that
align with their wishes rather than monitoring risks in
real-time.

Policy implications

@ Risk communication tools should be evaluated to
understand how effective they are in supporting
behaviour change and reducing exposure to health
risks, by ensuring people can understand the
information and weigh up the different sources of
evidence to make an informed decision.

@ Data visualisation techniques (such as those used in
the SSRS app) combined with user’s ease of experience
of the app are very effective methods of information
dissemination.

@ Apps should be one of a suite of tools to ensure
information is as widely available as possible to
different water users.

@ Collaboration and data sharing between service
providers of bathing water quality information with
trusted stakeholders, such as governments, non-
governmental organisations and researchers, is
essential to ensure that information is both accessible
and easily understandable.

Find out more: More information on the case study can be
found on the BlueAdapt website, here. Research results in

full will be made available towards the end of 2026.



https://www.sas.org.uk/
https://blueadapt.eu/project/app-alerts/

The evidence from BlueAdapt
Information, monitoring and

support for risk-reduction measures

CASE

STUDY Vistula Lagoon, Poland

The Gulf of Gdansk and the Vistula Lagoon are among
Poland’s most important coastal recreation areas. Their
semi-enclosed waters, seasonal tourism pressure and
exposure to runoff and pollution make them vulnerable
to microbiological contamination, especially as climate
change increases water temperatures and the likelihood
of extreme rainfall events. BlueAdapt investigated
whether providing clear information on pathogen risks
changes people’s knowledge, bathing choices and support
for practical risk-reduction measures, including more
frequent monitoring and water-quality improvements.

Key findings

@® Transparent, credible and specific information leads to
awareness of risks, including increased knowledge of
pathogens and other water safety issues. This leads to
behavioural changes and increased support for more
comprehensive mitigation and adaptation measures,
such as more frequent monitoring and water quality
improvements. Specifically, the case study found that:

* Clear pathogen-risk information increases people’s
objective and self-assessed knowledge, showing that
people can understand and use this information when
it is presented in an accessible way.

* People are willing to align their behaviour with risk
signals, including by choosing monitored bathing sites
over unmonitored sites, or travelling further to sites
where information was available.

* Information changes what people value most. People
place greater value on risk-relevant measures,
especially more frequent water-quality monitoring and
water-quality improvements.

@ Both behaviour change and mitigation and adaptation
measures lead to reduced exposure and reduced
infections. They also make people more aware of
water quality improvements, which in tfurn can increase
support for policy interventions.

Bathing-water safety in Gdansk Bay and the

Policy implications

@ Current monitoring may be too infrequent to detect
short-term contamination events, especially after
heavy rainfall, sewage overflows or runoff. If monitoring
is only monthly or every two weeks compared to daily,
some risks may occur between tests.

® Monitoring should be combined with rapid public
disclosure of results through beach boards, official
websites, apps and other trusted channels.

@ Risk communication can help reduce exposure, e.g.
by visiting monitored sites to align behaviour with risk
signals is low effort.

@® The low cost of sharing knowledge means it is an
economically attractive option to boost safety. Clear
communication can also build public support for more
costly monitoring and water-quality policies.

Find out more: More information on the case study can be
found on the BlueAdapt website, here. Research results in
full will be made available towards the end of 2026.



https://blueadapt.eu/project/change-behaviour/

Policy recommendations: enabling everyone to
engage in safe, healthy and informed behaviours in
coastal environments

Risk communication provided via trusted sources,
frequent monitoring of bathing sites, and actions to
improve water quality and reduce contamination sources
of bathing sites, must go hand-in-hand when designing
policy interventions to improve public awareness and
reduce exposure to coastal pathogens.

These measures are mutually supportive. Risk
communication is a scalable low-cost measure that

can help improve public support for adaptation and
mitigation measures to improve water quality, including
physical safety measures and high-frequency monitoring
infrastructure. However, without effective communication
and trusted behavioural change support, even high-
quality monitoring may not change behaviours.

In addition, even complying with regulatory standards
does not guarantee elimination of health risks, as different
bathing sites have different levels of monitoring for faecal
indicator bacteria, which is the standard measurement

to detect potentially pathogenic bacteria in water. It is
therefore critical o prevent contamination of coastal
environments in the first place.

Communication and behavioural change
interventions are not a substitute for clean and

safe water, but when used alongside real-time
monitoring and risk-reduction measures such as waste
management, it increases their effectiveness.



Recommendation

Invest in risk-based
monitoring and more
frequent testing

Turn monitoring into
actionable public
information

Collaborate
with key actors

Putting it into action

* Reduce contamination in coastal waters through measures such as

improved wastewater management, sewage infrastructure and
stormwater and runoff management.

* Engage with water utilities to support more effective and resilient

wastewater systems that are better adapted to climate change risks.

+ Move beyond minimum compliance to increase frequency of

monitoring and testing at high-use sites and high-risk sites.

* Implement routine monitoring after rainfall, sewage incidents,

runoffs or other contamination signals.

+ Ensure monitoring information is timely, available at the

point when people make their decision of when/where
to bathe, easy to understand, consistently accessible,
and contains clear public health guidance.

* Avoid over-frequency of communication to prevent

information fatigue.

* Target high-use beaches for cost-effective interventions.

« Utilise different communications formats (physical signs,

digital apps, etc.) and work with designated bathing sites and
lifeguards to reliably inform different social groups at the point
of access to bathing waters.

* Tailor information to specific audiences, such as families and

vulnerable groups including children, elderly people, and those with
chronic health conditions, and frequent water users (surfers, etc.).

+ Consider equity elements such as accessible language, formats and

how information is shared (e.g., digital information vs signage).

+ Collaborate with researchers to make sure information is

accurate and timely.

* Work with public health agencies, local authorities and relevant

non-profits to amplify communication efforts.

+ Use a systematic/centralised way of providing information

to avoid overload.

Further recommendations on the broader context needed to protect human health from the impacts of climate change
and pollution in coastal environments can be found in BlueAdapt’s Policy Brief on Using a One Health framework to

support effective, equitable policymaking across Europe.



https://blueadapt.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/BlueAdapt_Policy_Brief.pdf
https://blueadapt.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/BlueAdapt_Policy_Brief.pdf
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