The South Carolina Atlantic coastline is a well-
known feature of the state, drawing millions of
visitors each year. Most of the swimming
beaches under US jurisdiction are plagued with
beach bacteria, were fecal coliforms are the
predominant pollutant. Therefore, the US Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency's (EPA) and state
governments have implemented strict water
quality standards for recreational waters.
In 1996, representatives of coastal counties
created a task force through SC Department of
Health and Environmental Control (DHEC) to
evaluate beach water quality. Ten local govern-
ments conducted a study to determine bacteria

levels in the surf zone of South Carolina's coast. Beaches with stormwater outlets or swashes
showed variability based on weather conditions. During and after rainstorms, stormwater discharges
were responsible for levels of fecal-associated bacteria that frequently exceeded the US EPA recom-
mendations. Samples showed increasing numbers of these bacteria after rainfall events. The objec-
tive of the beach water monitoring project is to protect public health through assurance of advisories
based on accurate, representative sampling. Locally, beach monitoring has become routine to evalu-
ate bacteria levels to determine public safety in recreational waters. Monitoring our surf zone has
helped add to our understanding of beachfront water quality dynamics.

SC DHEC has coastal district offices that collect water samples monthly at primary, secondary,
and watershed water quality management sites in five of the six coastal counties. They submit reports
to the US EPA to ensure compliance with the Clean Water Act and SC Pollution Control Act. Horry
County supplements beach monitoring so that there is little, to no coastline that goes unmonitored.
The County contracts Coastal Carolina University (CCU) to collect water samples of municipal

and industrial wastewater, groundwater, surface water, and saltwater
locally. Analysis of these samples is conducted in the DHEC certified
Environmental Quality Laboratory (EQL) on campus at the

University using wet chemical, classical,
and state-of-the-art techniques. If harm-
ful bacteria levels surpass safe criteria,
then SCDHEC will issue local swimming
advisories. Water samples are generally
analyzed for Enterococcus species to
determine if harmful pathogens are
present. Enterococcus is a key indicator
of the presence of harmful pathogens

due to the fact that there is positive

relation between these microorganism populations. The presence of these enterococci indicate that
other pathogens, common to feces, are likely to be present in the water sample. Along the beaches
there are swim advisory signs posted in potentially hazardous areas, such as swashes and storm
drains, that should not be taken lightly.

Currently, Horry County is trying to develop predictive models based on rainfall and turbidity to
help predict beach water contamination. In the mean time, the County has been involved in source
tracking, pond sediment, and bacterial regrowth studies to provide more information on the sources of
harmful bacteria. Horry County, in conjunction with SC DHEC and the Murrell's Inlet Special Area
Management Plan, are also actively pursuing research and testing in the use of ultraviolet (UV) disin-
fection technology to treat stormwater.




