










The E. coli standard

The City of Toronto uses criteria set by the 
provincial Beach Management Protocol, which 
means there must be fewer than 100 E. coli 
bacteria per 100 millilitres for the water to be 
declared safe for swimming. The federal 
government requires a count of only 200 E. coli, 
which most of the other provinces use to manage 
their beaches. 

Every day at 3 p.m., results from the previous 
day's E. coli tests are sent to lifeguards on the 
beach.  Based on trends in the data and 
predictions by city staffers of the current day's 
conditions, the lifeguards raise either a green or 
red flag. The information is then updated on the 
city's water quality hotline (416-392-7161) and its 
website (Toronto.ca/beach).  

Usually the numbers don't change a lot from day to 
day, but if it rains, the E. coli count can spike 
because of overflowing storm drains in the city. 
The city will often raise the red flag if there is 
reason to believe the counts will continue to be 
high the next day, but not always, so be wary 
where you swim after heavy rains (Rouge Beach, 
Bluffer's Park, Sunnyside Beach and Marie Curtis 
Park East are most affected by rainfall). 
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Water quality project

In 2003, City Council passed the Wet Weather 
Flow Management Master Plan in order to address 
the problem of rainfall overflow ending up in Lake 
Ontario. Older areas of the city have drainage that 
combines both sewage and storm water, so when 
the drains overflow, sewage can be swept into the 
lake. 

In the nineties, the city dealt with this by installing 
two underground reservoirs near Woodbine Beach 
to catch this overflow and direct it to sewage-
treatment plants. This has improved the quality of 
the water in the area.

There is a similar tank at Sunnyside Beach, 
although Sunnyside is affected more by runoff from 
the nearby Humber River and from goose and gull 
droppings. 

In the future, the city hopes to add more reservoir 
tanks to service Balmy Beach in the Eastern 
Beaches area and for Bluffer's Park. The ultimate 
goal is to clean up the Don River and the Inner 
Harbour area by re-establishing the natural 
watershed. 
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