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N.C. Recreational Water Quality 
Program Mission

“To protect the public health by monitoring the quality
of North Carolina’s Coastal recreational waters and
notifying the public when bacteriological standards for
safe bodily contact are exceeded.”



Recreational Water Quality 
Program

• Started in 1997 in response to public 
concern regarding coastal swimming 
waters.

• Became mandated by the E.P.A. in 
October 2000.

• Monitors coastal recreational waters 
including ocean beaches, sounds, bays 
and estuarine rivers. 



Overview of N.C. RWQ Program
• 204 swimming sites monitored
• 3 regional labs / 4 boats for sampling 

sound-side waters
• 14 people directly involved in the RWQ 

program during the swimming season
• 3.75 FTE are funded by the BEACH 

grant
• $240,000? N.C. + $283,000 grant



Program Reductions
• Sequestration 
• Nags Head SSRWQ Lab closed.
• Loss of three positions in Nags Head.
• Removed 36 monitoring sites in 

northern region from the program.
• Loss of one position in Morehead.
 
 



Action Levels for Posting 
Swimming Advisories

• Tier I –  104 enterococci per 100 ml
– 35/100 ml for a monthly average.

• Tier II – 276 enterococci per 100 ml

• Tier III - 500 enterococci per 100 ml



Enterococci

• Bacteria - indicator of fecal 
contamination.

• Are found in the gut of all warm 
blooded animals.

• Do not cause illness but are associated 
with pathogenic organisms.
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Waterborne Illness 
Fecal Contamination

• Gastroenteritis – Bacteria, viruses, 
protozoa

• Flu-like symptoms
• Abdominal cramps, diarrhea, fever, 

nausea
•  Ear, nose, throat, and skin infections



Viruses

• Norovirus
• Adenovirus
• Enterovirus
• Rotavirus
• Hepatitis A



Protozoa

Cryptosporidia

Giardia



Bacteria

• Campylobacter
• Salmonella
• Pathogenic E. coli



Vibrio sp.

• Naturally occurring bacteria.
• Eating raw or under cooked shellfish.
• Wounds exposed to seawater.
• Septicemia - 50 % mortality rate for the 

immunocompromised. 



Vibrio vulnificus



Harmful Algal Blooms

• pHAB
• Monitored by DWR 
• Toxins characterized by DHHS
• Cyanobacteria (Blue-green Algae)
• DHHS advises against wading or swimming 

in areas that may have a bloom
• Avoid swimming near fish kills
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