EU in Practice: The Rules Behind a Safe

Summer Swim
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Swimming

What to Check Before You Swim in the Sea,
Lakes, Rivers, or Reservoirs

A beautiful beach, lake, or river can feel instantly reassuring. The
water sparkles, children are excited, people are already swimming,
and everything seems simple. But water quality is not always visible
from the shore. A place can look clean and still be affected by
bacteria, sewage overflow, stormwater runoff, agricultural pollution,
algae, debris, or temporary contamination after heavy rain.

This guide helps families, swimmers, and vacationers make safer
choices before entering the water. It does not replace official advice,
lifeguard instructions, or local warnings. It gives you a practical
checklist for reading the beach, checking the conditions, and
understanding when a swim may not be worth the risk.

1. Check the Official Bathing Water Quality
Information

Before swimming, especially in an unfamiliar place, check whether
the bathing site is officially monitored. In Europe, designated bathing
waters are regularly tested during the bathing season and classified
according to quality. These classifications usually appear as excellent,
good, sufficient, or poor.

A site rated excellent or good is generally a reassuring sign, while a
site rated poor deserves caution. But remember that classifications



often reflect recent or seasonal patterns, not necessarily the exact
condition at this hour. Heavy rainfall, pollution incidents, algal
blooms, or local warnings can temporarily change the safety of a site.

Before swimming, look for:

the site’s official bathing water classification

local beach signs or information boards

municipal or regional bathing water updates

warnings from lifeguards or local authorities

temporary notices after storms, sewage incidents, or algal blooms

A safe-looking beach is not enough. Reliable information matters.

2. Do Not Swim After Heavy Rain Without
Checking First

One of the most important safety habits is to be cautious after heavy
rain.

Rain can wash pollution from streets, farms, fields, drains, and urban
areas into rivers, lakes, and coastal waters. In some places, intense
rainfall can also overwhelm sewer systems and cause untreated or
partially treated wastewater to enter the environment. This means a
beach or river that looked safe yesterday may not be safe today.

Be especially careful after:

heavy rain

storms

flooding

sudden muddy runoff

visible drainage into the water

local reports of sewage overflow

strong smells near streams, pipes, or outlets

As a simple family rule, avoid swimming for at least 24 to 48 hours
after heavy rainfall in areas known for runoff or sewage overflow,
unless local authorities confirm that the water is safe.



3. Read the Beach Before Entering the Water

Official information is essential, but you should also look carefully at
the site itself. Some warning signs are visible.

Pause before entering and check:

e Isthe water unusually cloudy, foamy, oily, or discoloured?
e Isthere a bad smell, especially sewage, fuel, chemicals, or rotting

material?

e Arethere dead fish, unusual algae, or large amounts of debris?

Are there pipes, drains, streams, or river outlets flowing into the
bathing area?
Are warning signs posted nearby?

e Arelifeguards present, and are flags or notices displayed?

Are other people avoiding the water for a reason?

Water does not have to be perfectly transparent to be safe, and
natural seaweed or sediment is not always dangerous. But sudden
changes, strong smells, visible pollution, or official warnings should
be taken seriously.

4. Understand the Flags and Warning Signs

Many beaches use flag systems to communicate swimming
conditions. These may vary slightly by country or region, so always
check the local meaning. In general, flags may indicate whether
swimming is safe, risky, restricted, or prohibited.

Teach children that beach flags are not decoration. They are safety
instructions.

Before swimming, check:

the meaning of the flag colour

whether swimming is allowed

whether lifeguards are on duty

whether there are warnings for currents, jellyfish, pollution, algae,
storms, or dangerous marine life

whether certain zones are reserved for boats, surfers, or swimmers

Never ignore a red flag or a no-swimming sign. Even strong
swimmers can be caught by currents, sudden depth changes,



waves, cold water shock, or hidden hazards.

5. Be Extra Careful With Children

Children experience water differently from adults. They spend longer
in shallow areas, splash more, swallow water more often, and may not
notice or communicate early signs of illness or discomfort. Younger
children may also play near drains, streams, rocks, or debris without
understanding the risk.

For safer family swimming:

choose monitored bathing sites whenever possible

prefer areas with lifeguards

keep young children within arm’s reach

avoid letting children swallow water

keep children away from drains, outflows, pipes, and polluted-looking
streams

avoid swimming near boats, fuel smells, or marinas

use water shoes in rocky or unfamiliar areas

wash hands before eating after swimming or playing in sand

rinse off after swimming if showers are available

Children do not need panic around water. They need calm adult
attention and safer environments.

6. Be Cautious With Rivers and Lakes

Rivers and lakes can be wonderful places to swim, but they require
special care. Unlike many coastal beaches, inland waters may be
more affected by upstream pollution, agricultural runoff, sudden
rainfall, algae, hidden currents, sharp objects, uneven bottoms, and
changing water levels.

Before swimming in a river or lake, ask:

Is this an official bathing site?

Is water quality monitored here?

Are there signs saying swimming is allowed?

Has there been heavy rain recently?

Are there visible algae, foam, strange colour, or bad smells?

Is the current stronger than it looks?

Are there boats, fishing lines, submerged branches, rocks, or sudden



drops?
Can you get out easily?

Do not assume that a beautiful natural spot is safe just because
other people are swimming there. Some places are popular but not
officially monitored.

7. Know the Signs of Harmful Algal Blooms

Warm weather, stagnant water, nutrient pollution, and drought
conditions can contribute to algal blooms in some lakes, reservoirs,
rivers, and coastal areas. Some blooms may produce toxins that can
affect humans and animals.

Avoid swimming if the water looks like:

green paint

pea soup

thick scum

blue-green streaks

surface mats

unusual foam or slime

water with a strong musty or rotten smell

Keep children and pets away from suspicious algae. Dogs are
especially vulnerable because they may drink the water or lick algae
from their fur.

After contact with suspicious water, rinse skin thoroughly and seek
medical advice if symptoms appear.

8. Watch for Pollution After Accidents,
Floods, or War-Related Events

Most holiday swimming decisions are local and ordinary: weather,
water quality, flags, lifeguards, and visible conditions. But in some
regions, larger events can affect water safety. Floods, industrial
accidents, damaged wastewater systems, fuel spills, port incidents,
storms, and war-related pollution can all place pressure on rivers and
seas.

The Black Sea is an important reminder that water connects places.



Pollution, debris, fuel contamination, damaged infrastructure, and
drifting hazards linked to the war in Ukraine can become regional
environmental concerns. This does not mean every beach in the
region is unsafe. It means that official monitoring, local warnings, and
regional updates matter.

When travelling near areas affected by environmental disruption,
check local authority guidance more carefully than usual and avoid
swimming near debris, fuel smells, damaged infrastructure,
restricted zones, military warnings, or areas where authorities advise
caution.

9. Protect Yourself If You Are More Vulnerable

Some people should be more cautious about bathing water quality,
especially when conditions are uncertain.

Take extra care if you:

are pregnant

are elderly

have a weakened immune system

have open cuts, wounds, or skin infections
have ear problems or recent ear surgery
are recovering from illness

are swimming with babies or toddlers

are prone to gastrointestinal infections

This does not mean avoiding all swimming. It means choosing
monitored sites, avoiding questionable water, and taking warnings
seriously.

10. Do Not Swim Near Obvious Pollution
Sources

Avoid swimming near:

sewage outlets

storm drains

industrial discharge points
harbours and marinas
fuel slicks



dead fish

large amounts of rubbish

floodwater entering the sea

rivers or streams after heavy rain

areas marked as restricted or unsafe

water with strong chemical, fuel, or sewage smells

A few extra minutes walking to a cleaner, monitored area can make
areal difference.

11. Rinse, Rest, and Watch for Symptoms

After swimming, especially in natural waters, rinse off if showers are
available. Dry ears gently. Wash hands before eating. Clean any cuts
or scrapes.

After swimming in questionable water, watch for symptoms such as:

stomach pain

diarrhoea

vomiting

fever

skin rash

red or irritated eyes

ear pain

sore throat

infected cuts

unusual tiredness after possible exposure

Most swimming-related illnesses are mild, but seek medical advice
if symptoms are severe, persistent, or involve young children, older
adults, pregnant women, or vulnerable swimmers.

12. Report Problems

If you notice pollution, dead fish, sewage smells, oil slicks, dangerous
debris, algal blooms, or suspicious discharge into bathing water,
report it to local authorities, lifeguards, the municipality,
environmental agencies, or the beach management team.

Useful details include:

the exact location



time and date

photos if safe to take

description of the smell, colour, debris, or discharge
whether people are swimming nearby

whether children or animals are exposed

Reporting helps authorities act faster and protects other
swimmers.

Quick Safe Swim Checklist

Before entering the water, ask:

Is this an official bathing site?

Is the latest water quality rating good enough?

Are there any warning signs or red flags?

Has there been heavy rain in the last 24 to 48 hours?
Does the water smell unusual or look polluted?

Are there drains, streams, pipes, or runoff nearby?
Are there visible algae, foam, oil, dead fish, or debris?
Are lifeguards present?

Is the area safe for children?

Can everyone get out of the water easily?

When in doubt, do not swim.

Simple Family Rule

Look. Check. Ask. Then swim.

Look at the water and surroundings. Check official information and
signs. Ask lifeguards or local authorities if unsure. Then make the
choice.

A safe swim should feel joyful, not uncertain.

Final Reminder

Beautiful water is not always safe water. Safe bathing depends on
testing, monitoring, public information, environmental protection,
and responsible local management.



Families, swimmers, and vacationers should stay attentive, but they
should not have to guess alone. That is why public bathing water rules
matter: they help turn a summer swim from an act of trust into a
protected everyday freedom.



