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What progress has the Environment Agency made with assessing risks to human health from 
exposure to pathogens in beach sand (as highlighted by the World Health Organization in 2021) and 
the need to add this evaluation to its monitoring of bathing waters? 
 
Background 

a. The EA reported in 2009 that high levels of faecal bacteria may occur under seaweed on beaches and 
suggested more work was required1,2.  

b. More recently, international collaboration has established the multi-dimensional issue for human health 
from the hazards of a range of pathogenic bacteria, protozoa, viruses and helminths in some beach sands. 
They arise from human activities such as agriculture and sewage disposal (allochthonous)3,4,5,6,7 or occur 
naturally in the sand environment (autochthonous)4.  

c. The US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) is aware of the issue and offers public guidance8. 
d. WHO9 recommends that sampling for microorganisms in sand should be considered for inclusion in 

regulatory programmes.  
e. An EU public consultation has revealed that pathogens in beach sand were considered very important by over 

50% of respondents10. Portugal4 is now monitoring beach sand as well as bathing waters for human safety 
issues at its Blue Flag sites. 

f. The Maritime & Coastguard Agency does not consider biological hazards in its document on beach safety11.  
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