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What are recreational water illnesses 
(RWIs)?

How are RWIs spread?

How can I prevent RWIs?

What are symptoms of RWIs?

What are types of RWIs?

Recreational water illnesses (RWIs) are diseases 
that you can be exposed to when visiting, wading, 
swimming or playing in swimming pools, hot tubs, 
splash pads, lakes, rivers or oceans. 

RWIs are spread by swallowing, by breathing 
in mist or aerosols, or by having contact with 
contaminated water. Swimming while ill (with 
diarrhea) can easily contaminate the water (even 
if you don’t have an accident). Lakes and rivers can 
be contaminated by animal waste, sewage spills 
and/or rainfall runoff. Some RWIs are caused by 
bacteria that live naturally in the 
environment (water, soil).

Stay out of the water if you have 
diarrhea. 

Symptoms of RWIs can vary, but some common 
symptoms include diarrhea (sometimes bloody), 
vomiting, stomach cramps, loss of appetite and fever. 
RWIs can also cause skin, ear or eye irritation, or 
respiratory symptoms or neurologic symptoms. 

Diarrheal Illness: 
Cryptosporidiosis, E. 
coli Infection, Giardiasis, 
Norovirus, Shigellosis

Respiratory Illness: 
Legionellosis

Skin Irritation/
Rash: Pseudomonas 
Infection, Vibriosis 
(wounds only)

For more information, view 
illness/disease specific factsheets.

Shower before and after swimming. 

Do not swallow the water.

Take children on frequent bathroom 
breaks. Wash hands thoroughly. 

Change diapers frequently. Wash        
hands thoroughly. 

Ensure/verify appropriate disinfectant 
levels in swimming pools and hot tubs. 

How do I report a suspected RWI?
To report a suspected RWI please call 
DC Health at 202-754-0369, or email 
community.hygiene@dc.gov or submit a 
Facility Complaint form.
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