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EPA Guidance on the Management of Poor Bathing Waters 

 

This guidance is provided by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to inform responsible authorities of 

the: 

 legislative requirements to be undertaken following the classification of a bathing water as Poor; 

 management approach to be undertaken to improve the water quality of a Poor bathing water. 

 

1. Legislative Requirements 

Regulation 14 of the 2008 Bathing Water Quality Regulations (SI 79 of 2008) specifies a number of measures a 

local authority is required to undertake when a bathing water is classified as Poor. The measures are required 

to be undertaken from the bathing season following the Poor classification and are: 

a) Adequate management measures to prevent the exposure of bathers to pollution which include the 

issue of a Bathing Prohibition or Advice against Bathing; 

b) Identify the causes and reasons for the failure to achieve at least sufficient quality status; 

c) Adequate measures to prevent, reduce or eliminate the causes of pollution; 

d) Alert the public by a clear and simple warning sign and inform them of the causes of the pollution and 

measures taken (on basis of the bathing water profile). 

 

2. Management Approach 

The management approach which the EPA considers necessary for improving the water quality of Poor bathing 

waters will include the following steps: 

 Local authority to establish and provide to the EPA a long term management plan for improving the 

water quality of the Poor bathing water. Plans should include a review of all possible pollution sources 

with proposed measures to quantify the likelihood of any impacts.  

 EPA assessment of the management plan for improving the water quality of the Poor bathing water.  

 Responsible authority(s) implementation of the management plan for the Poor bathing water. Where 

the plan is not considered by the EPA as providing adequate measures to protect public health, then a 

local authority will be required to issue a Bathing Prohibition at the Poor bathing water for the 
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following entire bathing season (hence local authority will not have the option to issue an Advice 

against Bathing restriction at the bathing water for the following season). 

 Where measures implemented result in a significant improvement in the water quality of a Poor 

bathing water during the bathing season then the EPA will assess the option for the bathing water to be 

classed and reported as being in the ‘Changes’ class following that bathing season (hence need to go 

through one bathing season before ‘Changes’ class may apply). 

2.1 Long Term Management Plan for Poor Bathing Water 

A plan is required to establish and implement adequate measures to prevent, reduce or eliminate the causes of 

pollution affecting a Poor bathing water and hence give rise to an improvement in the water quality of the 

bathing water to at least Sufficient status. Interim measures can form part of the strategy to improve the water 

quality of the bathing water. The relevant local authority is responsible for the management of the bathing 

water and as such for the provision of the management plan to improve the water quality of Poor bathing 

waters. Where the cause of the pollution affecting the bathing water is urban waste water discharge then Irish 

Water would need to work with the relevant local authority in the provision and implementation of the plan.  

The management plan to improve the water quality of a Poor bathing water needs to address the 

following: 

a. Local authority confirms that there is a requirement for the bathing water to remain as an identified 

bathing water 

b. Local authority informs of its decision on the type of bathing season restriction, i.e. Advice against 

Bathing or Bathing Prohibition, to be issued at the Poor bathing water for the following season. The 

local authority’s decision on the type of bathing season restriction to issue at the bathing water should 

be based on ensuring adequate bather protection. 

c. The cause(s) of pollution affecting the bathing water are clearly identified. Where causes of pollution 

require further investigation provide relevant details and timelines for completion of this task. 

d. The measures, including interim actions, proposed to prevent, reduce or eliminate the causes of 

pollution. Details of the measures proposed, timelines and responsible authority will need to be 

provided. 

e. Local authority strategy for communicating to the public (in addition to notice at the bathing water) of 

the: 

 causes and reasons for Poor classification of the bathing water,  

 measure being undertaken and planned to improve the water quality of the bathing water 

 implications for bather health 

 where/who to contact for more information. 
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2.2 EPA Assessment & Approval of Management Plan for Poor Bathing Water 

The Bathing Water Unit and the Office of Environmental Enforcement (OEE) will review and assess the 

management plan to improve the water quality of a Poor bathing water submitted by the local authority. 

Where the measures are assessed to be likely to deliver the necessary improvements then the local authority 

will be advised of the Agency’s decision and the plan will required to be implemented as specified. Where a 

plan and its measures are assessed to be insufficient then the local authority will be required to issue a bathing 

prohibition at the Poor bathing water for the following bathing season and hence will not have the option to 

issue an Advice Against Bathing restriction for the season. 

3 Bathing Season Restrictions  

Following Poor classification of a bathing water, the responsible local authority is required to apply a bathing 

restriction at the bathing water for the subsequent bathing season. The local authority will decide on the 

appropriate type of bathing season restriction i.e. Advice against Bathing or Bathing Prohibition, based on their 

knowledge of the issues affecting the bathing water and the requirement to prevent the exposure of bathers to 

pollution. The local authority will need to inform the public of the bathing season restriction following the 

communication strategy provided in the management plan for the poor bathing water. The local authority will 

need to post the bathing restriction for the entire bathing season (from 1 June to 15 September) at main 

entrances to the beach. It is recommended that notices are also displayed at lifeguard stations, car parks or 

other areas used by the public. 

3.1 Bathing Restriction Signage for Poor Bathing Water 

When issuing the bathing restriction at the bathing water for the entire season, the local authority will use the 

appropriate EPA standard poor bathing water template sign for bathing season restriction. There are two 

bathing restriction signs for Poor bathing waters for the entire season i.e. one for Advice against Bathing (Poor 

Bathing Water Advisory Notice Entire Season BN4) and one for Bathing Prohibition (Poor Bathing Water 

Prohibition Notice Entire Season BN5) (Appendix 1). The local authority will need to complete information on 

the bathing season restriction sign regarding: 

 the causes of the pollution affecting the bathing water; 

 measures taken (or planned) to prevent, reduce or eliminate the pollution; 

 local authority contact details for more information.  

This information should be provided in a factual, but preferably non-technical, format. 
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3.2 Management of Bathing Restriction Signage During Season 

Monitoring of Poor bathing waters and reporting of their results to the EPA will continue during the bathing 

season. The occurrence of elevated bacterial counts or an incident impacting on bather health during the 

season, may require the issue of a temporary bathing prohibition as per Health Service Executive (HSE) 

Recommended Action levels and advice from the HSE.  

 In the case of a bathing water with an Advice against Bathing restriction already in place for the season, 

this bathing restriction would need to be replaced with a temporary Bathing Prohibition (BN2) until the 

bathing water quality is no longer affected. Following confirmation that the pollution incident has 

ceased and water quality no longer affected then the temporary Bathing Prohibition can be removed 

and the Advice against Bathing restriction for the season be reinstated.  

 In the case of a bathing water with Bathing Prohibition restriction for the season already in place, this 

bathing restriction will apply. Information on the cause of the incident and measures taken to be 

posted on the beach notice board. 

 

3.3 Removal of Bathing Restriction Signage at End of Season 

The bathing restriction is required to remain in place at the poor bathing water for the entire bathing season as 

required under the 2008 Bathing Water Quality Regulations. Where the poor bathing water is or may be used 

for bathing outside the bathing season there is an onus on the local authority to ensure that the health of 

bathers is protected. Where there are potential pollution issues or pollution arising due to the cessation of 

measures to eliminate the pollution, e.g. disinfection, then the local authority is advised to maintain the 

bathing restriction at the bathing water. The two bathing restriction signs for Poor bathing waters i.e. Advisory 

Notice BN4 and Prohibition Notice BN5 can be used, where applicable, outside of the bathing season by the 

local authority and can be modified by removing the grey highlighted text relating to the period of application.   

4. Poor Bathing Waters are unable to avail of STP replacement of samples 

The replacement of samples under short term pollution (STP) requirements is not provided for in the 2008 

Bathing Water Quality Regulations for bathing waters classed as poor (Schedule 6).  

On the understanding that the replacement of samples is not allowed, a local authority could decide to support 

some of the other requirements under STP in the event of a potential STP event at a Poor bathing water. This 

approach would only apply to Poor bathing waters with an Advisory Notice in place for the season and would 

require: 

 the profile to identify the bathing water subject to STP, 

 triggering of a potential STP event by a Met Éireann forecasted weather warning (heavy rainfall), 
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 a temporary bathing prohibition to be issued at the bathing water and the incident reported to the EPA 

via CRIS. 

Where a forecasted heavy rainfall weather warning (national or regional) is issued from Met Éireann which the 

local authority deems may potentially give rise to a STP event at the poor bathing water then the local 

authority would issue a temporary bathing prohibition (replacing the Advisory Notice for the season) to ensure 

bather protection. The local authority would report the incident to the EPA via CRIS following established 

procedures and hence the incident would be notified to the public via Splash and @EPABathingWater twitter 

account. Details of the Met Éireann forecasted weather warning would need to be provided by the local 

authority as part of the incident notification on CRIS.  As STP events generally are not expected to affect water 

quality for more than 72 hours then a scheduled sample would be taken in the 4 day sampling window. As soon 

as the local authority confirms the water quality is not affected the temporary bathing prohibition would be 

removed and the Advisory Notice for the season would be reinstated.  

The local authority will decide whether or not to use this approach for potential STP events at their Poor 

bathing water. The EPA will review the implementation of this approach by the local authorities and will 

determine, periodically, whether or not to continue with this approach at Poor bathing waters.    

 

5. Where Measures Show Improvement in Water Quality of Poor Bathing Water 

Where measures implemented prior to the bathing season, give rise to a significant improvement in water 

quality of the ‘Poor’ bathing water during the bathing season then the EPA will assess the option to report the 

bathing water as being in a ‘Changes’ class following that bathing season. The EPA will firstly determine the 

water quality status of the bathing water (based on the assessment of sample results from the current season 

plus 3 previous seasons). If the bathing water is no longer classified as Poor the ‘Changes’ class would not need 

to be applied. Where poor classification continues for the bathing water (as a consequence of elevated values 

in previous years) then the EPA will assess the degree of improvement in the water quality of the bathing water 

from sample results from the current season compared to previous data to determine whether the ‘Change’ 

class may be applied.  

In order to assess whether a significant improvement (post-measures) has occurred it would be preferable to 

have a large annual data set (of at least 10 samples) on which to undertake any statistical comparison. 

Sampling at the minimum frequency, as in the example below, may not provide sufficient evidence of an 

improvement in any one year in which case ‘Changes’ status may not be able to be applied.  
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5.1 Where Changes Class is applied to a Bathing Water 

A bathing water will remain reported as in ‘Changes’ class until the water quality assessment of the bathing 

water can be carried out on the basis of bathing water quality results for a minimum of 16 samples collected 

since the changes occurred. When a ‘Changes’ bathing water has at least 16 samples the bathing water is 

required to be reassessed and reclassified. 

Going forward for a ‘Changes’ bathing water, when the set of bathing water quality data comprises at least 16 

samples* (Regulation 11 (5)) from either one, two or three bathing seasons then the water quality of the 

bathing water will be reassessed and the bathing water will be reclassified. In the case for a bathing water 

reported as ‘Changes’ where the minimum of 5 samples are taken per bathing season, then in the fourth 

season when the set of bathing water quality data would comprise of 20 samples, the water quality of the 

bathing water will be reassessed and its classification re-determined. (*Minimum of 5 samples to be taken per 

season). 

Example Scenario of Applying ‘Changes’ Class 

 

1. In 2014 bathing water ‘X’ is classified and reported as ‘Poor’ (based on 4 year water quality status 

assessment of bathing water results from 2011-2014 seasons). 

2. Prior to 2015 bathing season, measures are implemented to improve the water quality of bathing 

water X. 

3. During the 2015 bathing season 5 samples were taken and analysed (as per monitoring calendar) at 

bathing water X. 

4. At end of 2015 season, the water quality status assessment of bathing water X (based on 4 year 

assessment of bathing water results from 2012-2015 seasons) determines that its classification remains 

as Poor.  

5. If the assessment of the water quality of bathing water X, based on comparison of the 2015 bathing 

water results (since measures implemented) against previous years, shows a significant improvement 

then the ‘Changes’ class is applicable and bathing water X may be reported as being in ‘Changes’ class 

in 2015 (See note above). 

6. During the 2016 bathing season 5 samples are taken at bathing water X. As the minimum of 16 samples 

is not available (only 10 samples for 2 seasons 2015-2016) for reassessment since ‘Changes’ class 

applied, the bathing water X remains reported as in ‘Changes’ class for 2016. 

7. During the 2017 bathing season 6 samples are taken at bathing water X. As the minimum of 16 samples 

is now available (from 3 seasons 2015-2017) for reassessment and reclassification then bathing water X 

will no longer be in ‘Changes’ class and its classification will be determined from the assessment of the 

bathing water results from 16 samples from 2015-2017 seasons. 
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Appendix 1 EPA Standard templates for Bathing Season Restrictions (B4 & B5) at Poor Bathing Waters 

Please note smaller size notices have been included here for information purposes. These notices in A3 size, 
provided by the EPA, are to be used during the bathing season.  The A3 versions of these notices are available 
in both English and Irish.  

Poor Bathing Water Advisory Notice Entire Season (B4) 

 

Poor Bathing Water Prohibition Notice Entire Season BN5 

 


