
 
Here are some commonly asked questions about Bathing Water Status… 
 
What is Bathing Water Status? 
 
Official Bathing Waters are sites that the government have officially acknowledged as places 
where people regularly swim or children paddle.Once designated, the site is protected under the 
Bathing Water Regulations 2013: The Bathing Water Regulations 2013  
 
Importantly, you can only get designation for a site that is already popular with bathers - you 
have to prove 100+ people use it a day in the summer season as part of the application.  
 
As they’re popular locations, getting bathing water status means the water quality is tested by 
the environmental regulator to ensure the public have information about water quality, and public 
health is prioritised. 
 
The legislation says that: 

-​ The water quality has to be tested during the May to September bathing season 
-​ Where there is ‘poor’ water quality, pollution must be investigated, reduced or eliminated 
-​ There has to be public information about the site, including water quality testing data 
-​ The public has to be alerted about pollution incidents that could impact the water quality 

or risk their health 
 
 
Why apply for Bathing Water Status? 
 
Getting designation for this specific stretch of waterway would mean the environmental regulator 
is legally obliged to test the water here during the bathing season, so if you jump in, you'd know 
more about how it could potentially impact your health.  
 
It would also protect the site more, through the Bathing Water Regulations, which legally require 
‘poor’ water quality to be investigated, addressed and invested in.  
 
We’d also get information on when there is a pollution issue that could impact water quality. 
 
This isn't about changing how the waterway is used, as it’s already very popular. It’s about 
making sure there is some protection in place for the people who currently use it. There are also 
co-benefits for wildlife, as bathing waters are considered priority sites by the EA and water 
companies, and any steps made to improve the water will benefit the environment too.   
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2013/1675


 
 
How will this impact local ecology or wildlife? 
 
There is often a worry that getting bathing water status will impact local ecology or wildlife, due 
to lots of people swimming or using the water. And while people in the water can have an impact 
on the wildlife, the only sites that can get bathing water status are ones that are already very 
popular for swimmers. As part of the application process, you have to prove that a large number 
of bathers use the site. Exact figures vary across the devolved nations, but for England you 
need to show over 100 people swim a day. As such, there will be little difference in ecological 
impact if the site is designated or not. 
 
Furthermore, there are co-benefits for local wildlife and ecology. Once a site is designated, there 
is a legal requirement for the environmental regulator to test the water during the bathing 
season. And where there is ‘poor’ water quality, they have to investigate, reduce or eliminate 
sources of pollution. That means addressing pollution at the source, which often benefits a 
much wider area of catchment than just the bathing area - especially if the site is on a river - 
meaning wildlife and ecology benefit.  
 
Will this increase/decrease tourism? 
 
Despite it being a commonly-held belief that a designation will attract more bathers, that’s not 
necessarily true. Early analysis of water use at bathing waters by Surfers Against Sewage 
suggests there the number of bathers at a site doesn’t vary much before and after designation. 
Especially as these sites are widely used anyway and often promoted as wild swim spots. More 
than anything else, this is a legislative mechanism linked to water quality. 
 
How much a site increases or decreases tourism depends more on how it is celebrated or 
promoted by local community, council and businesses. Many view their wild waters as places 
that should be shared - they’re integral to well-being, physical health and can be a boost to local 
economy. Others would prefer to keep these spaces more local as part of a much-loved 
community hotspot. Each approach is and both can benefit from Bathing Water Status. 
 
Would a ‘poor’ water classification impact local business/work/community? 
 
No-one would like to see a ‘poor’ water classification. There is a chance it will have an impact in 
the short term, although it’s very difficult to predict this. 
 
However, it’s not the classification that is the issue - it’s the pollution. And unfortunately, there is 
no other effective legal mechanism that addresses the issue. Bathing water status is one of the 
only ways to get regular water quality testing, and to ensure cleaning up pollution is a priority. 
Sickness from pollution is also very likely to impact business or local economy, with far-reaching 
consequences.  
 



 
Furthermore, the goal of bathing water status is to improve water quality. A ‘poor’ classification 
should trigger investigation and investment, leading to an improved classification in the future, 
and greater trust in the water quality.  
 
 
Where can I find out more? 
 
Below are some links if you’d like to understand this further: 
 

-​ The Bathing Water Regulations 2013  
-​ Bathing waters - GOV.UK  
-​ Bathing waters: apply to designate or de-designate - GOV.UK  
-​ Homepage - Protecting Wild Waters  

 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2013/1675
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/bathing-waters
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/bathing-waters-apply-to-designate-or-de-designate
https://protectingwildwaters.org.uk/

