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1. Introduction 
 

1.1 Purpose 
These guidelines have been developed to provide assistance to public health administrators water 
authorities, and the general public to assess the suitability of waters for recreational use. They apply 
to all open waters, that is fresh and saline inland waters as well as marine and estuarine waters. While 
the guidelines have not been developed for regulatory purposes, they attempt to provide a benchmark 
to ensure that recreational waters are safe to use. 
 
1.2 Recreation and health 
Recreation includes all activities relating to sport; pleasure and relaxation which for the purpose 
of these guidelines depend on water resources. Most Australians live close to the coast, so there is 
a consequent concentration of water-based recreational activity associated with beaches and 
estuaries. However, there have been "many pressures to develop and manage streams and lakes for 
recreational use in inland areas . 
The importance of recreation to human well-being highlights the need to establish guidelines which 
also protect public health. Apart from establishing guidelines, there are a number of practical 
measures to be addressed which can reduce the adverse public health impacts associated with 
recreation including: 
 
• education on water safety; 
• legislation to control recreational activity;  
• water resort management; and 
• pollution control measures. 
 
In the absence of proper planning and control, the pressure associated with heavy recreational use 
can itself rapidly reduce the value of a body of water as a public amenity. Generally, however, the 
impact of domestic, agricultural and industrial waste discharges is of greater concern, especially as it 
affects the microbiological and aesthetic quality of water. 

2. Primary contact recreation 
 
Primary contact recreation is characterised by bodily immersion or submersion where there is a direct 
contact with the water, and includes activities such as swimming, diving, water skiing and surfing. 
There are a number of practical considerations that can be addressed which may help protect the 
health and well being of recreationalists. 
 
2.1. Health criteria 
People engaged in primary contact recreation may swallow significant 
amounts of water, absorb toxic chemicals through the skin or acquire a range of infections. The 
amount of water that may be accidently swallowed varies considerably but in practice probably 
does,not exceed 100 millilitres for any individual per day. 
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Depending on the level of control' exercised over the open water resource, effort should be made to 
either warn the public or control access and use when water is found to be heavily polluted. 
 
Faecally contaminated water may expose swimmers to a range of infectious gastrointestinal diseases. 
Norwalk virus has been commonly cited as the most likely disease causing organism in such waters. 
The protozoans Giardia and Cryptosporidium may also be a cause for concern, particularlly if farm, 
animal and sewage wastes are dumped into streams or lakes. 
 
2.2 Safety and aesthetic criteria 
Water should be free of floating or submerged objects which may cause physical injury. In terms of 
water quality control, floating debris, oil, grease, scum, foam and other floating materials orginating 
from waste discharges or of natural origin are of concern. Ideally, water should have a low turbidity 
and have low colour. For many activities, for example, swimming and diving, it is important that the 
bottom be clearly visible. 
 
Formulation of criteria to ensure that water is universally appealing is difficult. Aesthetic preferences 
are subjective and dependent upon cultural conditioning. 
 
Water quality criteria recommended for primary contact recreation relating to human health, safety 
and aesthetics are provided in schedule 1. 

3. Secondary contact recreation 
Secondary contact recreation includes activities such as paddling activities of children, wading, 
boating and fishing in which there is some direct contact with water but where the probability of 
swallowing water is unlikely. Schedule 2 provides recommended water quality criteria where there is 
limited body contact. 
 
3.1 Health criteria 
Since limited skin contact is likely to occur in secondary contact recreation, and the possibility of 
ingestion of water is less likely, criteria to minimise the risk of internal and external infection are less 
stringent. 
 
3.2 Safety criteria 
Waters should be free of floating and submerged objects which risk the safety of boat users and 
waders. 
 
3.3 Aesthetic criteria 
Similar considerations apply as for primary contact recreation. 
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4. Passive recreation 
Aesthetic enjoyment is the primary consideration of passive recreation. Water provides a focal 
point for many recreational activities, including scenic appreciation, picnicking and walking. To 
maintain the recreational resource, the quality of the water should be consistent with the 
preservation of flora and fauna which require the water for their habitat or watering needs. 
 
While human wellbeing may be promoted by passive recreation, water is not directly used, so risk 
to health and safety should not be attributed to water quality problems. Those factors which may 
degrade the water resource and reduce its recreational amenity are of environmental rather than of 
public health concern. 
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