
POLLUTION AT THE PIER: 
SURVIVING YOUR SWIM IN SANTA MONICA

BY DIANA CRANDALL



On a bright Sunday afternoon in March, Bill Arthur was irritated. As he walked the 
shoreline along Santa Monica Beach, he couldn’t relax. Instead, he collected small 
pieces of trash to throw out as he and and his friend, Mike Waffle, made their way to a 
spot to sit and watch the water. 

                 
The whirlwind of families and weekend tourists who blew through the beach left a ca-
cophony of litter in the sand, ranging from cigarette butts and discarded beer cans to 
crushed juice boxes. A few yards behind where Arthur and Waffle sat, a seagull 
plucked at the carcass of a pizza box.           
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“I saw so much trash it was annoying,” Arthur said, gesturing to the path he and Waf-
fle walked that morning. Waffle nodded in agreement. Their short path around the 
Santa Monica Pier ended a few hundred feet away from the boardwalk, where the 
trash was abundant. 

Yet, the aesthetics of the beach at the Santa Monica Pier may not be indicative of the 
environment’s health at all.

It’s true that trash is unsightly, and potentially dangerous for the Santa Monica Bay’s 
delicate ecosystem, but a clean beach doesn’t necessarily mean that the water is safe to 
swim in.

In fact, it’s a less obvious pollution that poses a larger threat to humans known as ur-
ban runoff. Urban runoff is now cited by the city of Santa Monica as the ‘single largest 
threat’ to the health of the Santa Monica Bay.
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A seagull sits near the water at the Pico-Kenter storm drain
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On a large scale, urban run-
off refers to the waste, con-
taminants, chemicals and bac-
teria present on surfaces in 
an area that is picked up by 
water - “runoff” - in the form 
of sprinklers, hoses, leaking 
pipes, and its most danger-
ous conduit: rain.

When it rains in Southern 
California, the water lifts 
those pollutants and funnels 
them into creeks, rivers and eventually, the ocean. Many issues factor into why the pol-
lutants end up where they do, like location or geological climate. 

When it comes to Southern California’s waterways, everything is connected. Because 
Southern California sits on various watersheds, the contents of a can of Sprite spilled 
at a backyard barbecue in Burbank can eventually make its way to the Pacific Ocean.

Urban runoff is classified into two types: wet-weather and dry-weather. Wet-weather 
runoff occurs when rain-
water flows through urban 
areas and onto the beach 
or into the water. Dry-
weather runoff, also 
known as water waste, oc-
curs when residents over-
water lawns or over-
irrigate landscapes, like 
golf courses. The runoff 
reaches storm drains and 
flows downward. It also oc-
curs when water mains or 
fire hydrants leak. Finally, 

industrial outflows from factories and other processes contribute to dry- weather run-
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Netting underneath the pier is meant to catch debris
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off. Even on a bone-dry day in Los Angeles, an estimated 325,000 gallons of dry-
weather runoff flow through the storm drain system in Los Angeles County. 

                 
Because runoff is a major concern of public health officials, non-profit organizations 
and legislatures alike, the natural question rises: what’s being done to address the is-
sue? 

It takes a village
                  

There are several organizations, both nongovernmental and governmental, that have 
worked in tandem for about 25 years to identify and address various facets of pollu-
tion in the Santa Monica Bay.

                  
There are dozens of non-profit organizations like Heal The Bay and the Natural Re-
sources Defense Council (NRDC) that work on behalf of the Santa Monica Bay to raise 
money, awareness, educate the public, and advocate for protection and change.

                 
One of them is The Bay Foundation, which was created in 1990 and is the non-profit 
subset of the Santa Monica Bay Restoration Commission (SMBRC). The SMBRC is a 
governmental body created by the California Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 

that work towards try-
ing to meet the goals of 
the Bay Restoration 
Plan: “a comprehensive 
strategy, created in col-
laboration with local 
governments and stake-
holders, to protect and 
restore the invaluable 
resources of the Santa 
Monica Bay Water-
shed.” 
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Tar in the sand after a rain at Santa Monica Pier
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Tom Ford, executive director of The Bay Foundation, said that urban runoff funneling 
through the storm drain system in Los Angeles poses less of a public health risk than it 
used to - though he admits that there is more work to be done.

                 
“A lot of those [pipes] now have been diverted to [sewage treatment facilities].We actu-

ally put valves in those pipes, closed them, so that the runoff is no longer just oozing 
out onto the beach, under the beach or directly out into the surf zone,” Ford said. 

                
“We’re sending those to the same treatment plants that have upgraded their ability to 
treat the wastewater,” Ford said.           

                  
“We’re taking the storm water and we’re pushing it off to the wastewater treatment 
plant, so when it finally does get out into the environment, it will have been cleaned 
and treated.”
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Tom Ford is the Executive Director at The Bay Foundation



A work in progress
                 

It’s relevant to note that 
not all of the rainwater gets 
treated before its release 
into the Santa Monica Bay. 
While some pipes have 
been diverted and more 
rain water than ever is 
treated before its release 
into the Bay, the sheer vol-
ume of rainfall decides how 
much untreated water ends 
up in the ocean.

     
When rainfall occurs, many 
of these treatment plants can’t handle the volume of water coming into them. As a re-
sult, the storm drains funnel the rainwater to the Bay, and the bacteria, trash and ‘ur-
ban slobber’ still ends up in the Santa Monica Bay.

One major indicator 
to water safety easily 
accessible by the pub-
lic comes from Heal 
The Bay. Heal The 
Bay is one of the non-
profit organizations 
mentioned earlier. It 
is known for the 
‘grades’ it assigns dif-
ferent bodies of water 
each year in its
“Beach Report Card.” 
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A prescription pill cap in the sand at the Santa Monica Pier

A fisherman lays his bait in the sun at the Santa Monica Pier
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“Our beach report card really measures the bacteria level. When we put an F grade, it 
means you could get sick if you swim in this water,” said Randi Parent, Outreach Man-
ager at Heal The Bay. 

                  
“Don’t swim for 72 hours – and that’s the minimum out of time you should stay out of 
the water after rain – and never within 100 yards of a storm drain, which are those out-
fall spots that you find along the beaches in Southern California.”  

The science of pollution
                

Measuring how the pollution impacts human health can be very difficult, said            
Dr. David Caron, a professor of biological science at the University of Southern Califor-
nia. 

                 
“Think about it. It’s a difficult thing to study,” Caron said.

                 
 The EPA published a study on the health risk of bathing in Southern California wa-
ters. The results suggest that the annual numbers of people infected with respiratory 
and gastrointestinal ill-
nesses from swimming in 
polluted water are in the 
hundreds of thousands. In 
the summer months, that 
number reaches the mil-
lions.      
      
But the exact number of af-
fected people, Dr. Caron 
said, is impossible to nail 
down.  
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Debris tangles with metal at the Pico-Kenter storm drain
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“If there are some bacteria in the water that you really don’t want to be exposed to, 
you might get an ear infection, you might get some sort of general malaise. People 
don’t necessarily flock to the doctors or the hospitals when that occurs,” Caron said.  
                   
A report published by the NRDC echoes Caron’s statement. The report suggests that 
people who are exposed to diseases found in polluted water - from skin rashes and 
pink eye to more serious illnesses, like meningitis and hepatitis - don’t usually make 
the link between symptoms and a recent swim. 

                 
The NRDC suggests that this is because symptoms can manifest anywhere from sev-
eral days to two weeks after exposure, and people don’t make the link. If the link isn’t 
made, the illness isn’t reported, and no clear statistics can be established. Without sta-
tistics, correlation and causation can’t be nailed down. This makes it harder for the  
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Pigeon poop is recognized as one of the point sources of bacteria that could get swimmers sick. 
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organizations trying to tackle this 
massive problem to do effectively 
do their job. How do you tell some-
one to a clean a house that on the 
surface is spick-and-span?

The effects of urban runoff on ma-
rine life is also difficult to gauge, 
said Dr. Maddalena Bearzi, a ma-
rine biologist who has extensively 
researched marine mammals in 
Santa Monica Bay.    
         
“It’s extremely difficult to say be-
cause the effect of pollution on ma-
rine mammals is kind of difficult to 
detect,” Bearzi said. “That’s one of 
the biggest problems with marine 
mammals, even though researchers 
are sure the pollutants are having 
some impact. 
        

          
                  

That may include impaired reproduction systems or skin diseases, Bearzi said. Certain 
species are considered more at risk for exposure to dangerous toxins because the ani-
mals, such as dolphins, use the bay as a foraging ground.

                 
Acute instances of marine death – such as when seals wash ashore - usually draw me-
dia and public attention to the state of the water. But the long-term impacts of urban 
runoff rarely make headlines.             
                  
The questions for tourists and Southern California surfers and beach-goers arises: 
What are those point sources? And, how dangerous are their contaminants?
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It’s difficult to tell whether this avian fatality occurred 
naturally, or was a result of the infrastructure put in 
place under the Pier that attempts to stop pigeon roosting
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Would you eat a fish that spent its entire life in dirty water? People consistently fish 
off of the Santa Monica Pier, and eat their catch of the day without second thought.

                  
Patrick, a tourist from Michigan, who chose to keep his last name anonymous - is con-
fident in the safety of eating out of the Bay.

                 
“I’d eat it. That’s where fish comes from,” Patrick said. When asked about pollution or 
bacteria in the Santa Monica Bay, he shrugged. “I feel like the water has a way of clean-
ing itself…It’s filtered through the sediment [and sand].”

UNDER THE BOARDWALK

PART 2
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A little girl stands tough next to the columns of the Santa Monica Pier



                 
The unfortunate reality is that the sediment and sand are exactly where the danger is, 
Dr. Caron said.  

                 
“Usually the concern for humans eating fin fish - swimming fish - is that they live close 
to the bottom, and there are a lot of contaminants in the sediments,” Caron said. 

                
“Those contaminants get into the fish, so if you commercially or recreationally fish, 
and you eat those fish that are associated with the bottom, you can pick up quite a bit 
of contamination that way.” 

                 
  *For more information about the health and safety of marine consumption, 

visit California Department of Fish and Game and National Park Service or oehha.ca.gov.
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Eating fish is one thing. What about taking a dip?

                 
When it comes to whether or not people should choose to swim in the Bay at all, Dr. 
Caron believes it’s a matter of personal choice.

                 
“The number of harmful or potentially harmful bacteria in the ocean is monitored,”  
Caron said. “There are constant measurements of…dangerous bacteria in the water.”

                 
To find out if any beach or water quality advisories are in effect, visit the Los Angeles 
Department of Public Health’s Beach Advisory online. The Department of Health has 
an ongoing warning about swimming within three days of a rain event, particularly in 
areas where storm drains and creeks are flowing.

                 
Still, Caron admits, the science isn’t quite to the point where people might want it to 
be.  
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The remnants of a beach party found under the Santa Monica Pier
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“Our ability to monitor the water and make sure that we’re not exposed [is still] not to 
the point where we’d love it to be, which is where you go to the Web and it says ‘don’t 
come today.’” 

How to avoid exposure 
                  

“There are places that you would definitely not want to swim or go to the beach,” Ca-
ron said. A distance of about 400 yards of a storm drain is generally accepted as a safe 
distance during dry periods. 

                 
During a rain event or three days afterwards, it’s probably a good idea to stay out of 
the water.

14

The Santa Monica Urban Runoff Recycling Facility (SMURRF) is the 1st facility of its kind in SoCal
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Areas near the 69 storm drains that empty into Santa Monica Bay are places to avoid 
swimming, regardless of wet or dry weather.  For a full map of storm drains, channels, 
catch basins and outfalls, visit the Los Angeles County Department of Public Works. 

                 
To give a name to a face, one of the serial offenders is the Pico-Kenter storm drain, 
which is right next to the Santa Monica Pier. Storm drains like Pico-Kenter might look 
more like a naturally formed dune because the outfalls are often wide and sandy, with 
dunes in varying size and shape lining the edge.

Anyone planning to use the Santa Monica Bay recreationally should familiarize 
themselves with the storm drains, creeks and draining points listed by the L.A. Depart-
ment of Public Works. Paying attention to recent weather also can help protect against 
swimming in water that may have elevated levels of contaminants, toxins and bacte-
ria.
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Historically, the Pico-Kenter storm drain in Santa Monica is a major source of urban runoff 
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For residents, regularly consuming newsletters and information distributed by govern-
mental and non-governmental organizations about new initiatives, research or com-
munity clean-ups can help residents stay informed. 

                 
Abiding by local laws, like taking vehicles to a car wash, can also help with conserva-
tion and the health of the Santa Monica Bay.
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The SMURRF project is a joint effort of the City of Los Angeles and the City of Santa Monica
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What is the Santa Monica Bay?

The Santa Monica Bay is a body of water home to more than 5,000 species of ani-
mals. It stretches up the coast of Southern California and provides billions of dollars 
in coastal revenue for the state of California. The Santa Monica Bay is also the epicen-
ter of a pollution problem that stems largely from the 69 storm drains that empty into 
it. These storm drains act as conduits for urban runoff, a phenomenon that the city of 
Santa Monica recognizes as the ‘single largest threat’ to the health of the Santa Monica 
Bay.

SURVIVING YOUR SWIM: FAQS

PART 3
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A view of Santa Monica Beach from the Santa Monica Pier



What is Urban Runoff?
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Above, a wide shot of the Pico-Kenter storm drain. Below, a closer look at the “foamy soup” of litter, 
debris, trash and bacteria floating just a few hundred yards away from the ocean shoreline, March 2015



Urban runoff is classified into two types: wet-weather and dry-weather run off. 
Wet-weather runoff occurs when rainwater flows through urban areas and onto the 
beach or into the water. Dry-weather runoff, also known as water waste, occurs when 
residents overwater lawns or over-irrigate landscapes, like golf courses. It also occurs 
when water mains or fire hydrants leak. Finally, industrial outflows from factories also 
contribute to dry weather runoff. 

In Santa Monica, it’s estimated that more than 325,000 gallons of dry weather 
runoff flows through the storm drain systems and into the ocean each day. It’s esti-
mated by the L.A. Watershed Protection Program that during a rainstorm, that num-
ber can increase to more than 10 billion gallons. 

What’s the difference between a storm drain and a sewer system?

The storm drain system is separate from the sewage system. The purpose of the 
storm drain system is to prevent area flooding when it does rain. The sewer system, on 
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Debris collects in a pocket at the Pico-Kenter storm drain



the other hand, treats wastewater from residences and business. That means the water 
from  The city of Los Angeles has four wastewater treatment and water reclamation 
plants. Approximately 400 million gallons of wastewater from those residences and 
businesses flow into the treatment and reclamation plants each day. 

As of February 2015, the Los Angeles Department of Public Works published 
L.A.’s Sewer System Management Plan (SSMP). Page 43 of this document admits that, 
separate from storm drain runoff, untreated or partially treated wastewater is still let 
out into the environment.

    

                  
“Through a comprehensive and systematic program of cleaning, condition assessment, 
repair, and upgrade of its sewer system, the City controls the discharge of un-
treated and partially treated wastewater into receiving waters such as ground 
water, streams, and rivers.”

What is a watershed?

The definition of a watershed provided by the L.A. Watershed Protection Pro-
gram classifies “an area of land that collects water”, then, through gravity, directs that 
water into soil, groundwater and other bodies of water. This includes creeks, lakes and 
rivers. Ultimately, the water flows to the ocean. 

Santa Monica Bay is one of four watersheds located in Los Angeles. By definition, 
anything dumped on the ground seeps into it, then gets sucked into the watershed sys-
tem where it ends up flowing out into the ocean. 
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Boiling it down
                 

                 
Throughout this eBook, the difference between wet-weather and dry-weather runoff is 
touched upon and emphasized, because the runoff is currently the most detrimental 
conduit to pollution in the Santa Monica Bay. 

                 
It’s clear that there are endless variables that are affected by urban runoff in the Santa 
Monica Bay. From the health of people, to the fish and other marine life that call the 
Bay and its surrounding climate home, the effect of runoff is spread far and wide. 

                 
An entire career could be spent sifting through the information and research available 
about the history of pollution in the Santa Monica Bay, and the current initiatives un-
derway to correct it. The most effective prescription that visitors of the Santa Monica 
Bay can implement to their own health and safety is through education and action.
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The Santa Monica Pier from the Santa Monica Urban Runoff Recycling Facility, ‘SMURRF’



Make it personal
                

Here are some resources that individuals can use to get started to learn more about wa-
ter quality and safety in the Santa Monica Bay, legislative and political action cur-
rently underway, as well as volunteer opportunities. 

Governmental agencies and resources

The City of Los Angeles Department of Public Works

The California Environmental Protection Agency

Los Angeles Department of Public Health

Santa Monica’s Office of Sustainability and the Environment 

Santa Monica Public Works

City of Santa Monica Urban Runoff Management Program

Non-governmental and non-profit resources

Heal The Bay

The Bay Foundation

The Natural Resources Defense Council

Sustainable Works 

Los Angeles Waterkeeper 

Be Water Wise
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