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Sample Op-Ed
It’s Not the Chlorine in the Pool that’s Making Your Eyes Red…
Dear Editor,
Have your eyes ever started to sting and turn red while you were swimming in a pool? Did you think it was because of the chlorine in the water? Have you ever walked into an indoor pool area, got a whiff of a strong chemical smell, and thought, “Wow, there’s a lot of chlorine in the pool?” It’s not actually the chlorine. It’s di- and tri-chloramines, or what you get when chlorine combines with what comes out of (e.g., pee) or washes off of (e.g., sweat and personal care products) swimmers’ bodies and are different from the mono-chloramine, which is sometimes used to treat our drinking water. Di- and tri-chloramines irritate the eyes and respiratory tract and can even aggravate asthma. Chloramines are also what give pools a strong chemical smell.

Healthy swimming depends on what we swimmers bring into the pool — and what we keep out of it. We all share the water we swim in, and we each need to do our part to keep ourselves, our families, and our friends healthy.

In addition to being an all-American way to have fun with family and friends, swimming is a good form of physical activity. Two-and-a-half hours of water-based (or other forms of) physical activity per week has health benefits across a lifetime. Water-based physical activity can protect the health of pregnant mothers by helping to regulate body temperature and minimize stress on joints during exercise as well as help prevent or control diabetes brought on by pregnancy. Water-based physical activity also improves women’s bone health after menopause and improves older adults’ ability carry out everyday activities. The health benefits for children are wide-reaching, as well. Studies have shown that children with asthma may have fewer symptoms when swimming regularly compared with other asthmatic children, and that children in general benefit socially from contact with other children at recreational water venues.

Recently, popular Olympic swimmers have publicly admitted to peeing in the pool. They laughed about it, and comedians joked about it. But really, where else is it acceptable to publically urinate? Mixing chlorine and urine not only creates di- and tri-chloramines — it also uses up the chlorine in the pool, which would otherwise kill germs. These germs get into the water when they wash off of swimmers’ bodies or when infected swimmers have diarrheal incidents in the water. Just one diarrheal incident can release enough germs into the water that swallowing a mouthful can cause diarrhea lasting up to 2–3 weeks. 

Even when the levels of chlorine and other pool water treatments are well maintained, they don’t kill germs instantly. Cryptosporidium (or Crypto), the leading cause of disease outbreaks linked to pools, can survive in a properly chlorinated pool for 10 days. In 2007–2008 (the last year for which national data are available), 116 disease outbreaks linked to pools were detected in the United States. Half of the outbreaks were caused by Crypto and they sickened more than 12,000 people. Another 24 disease outbreaks were caused by germs that are killed by chlorine within minutes.  <Consider substituting national statistics with state and local statistics to increase local interest.> These statistics highlight why it’s important to keep germs, poop, and pee out of the water in the first place. 

To prevent chloramines from forming and to protect yourself and other swimmers from germs, here are a few simple and effective steps all swimmers can take each time we swim:
· Keep the poop and pee out of the water.
· Don’t swim when you have diarrhea. 
· Shower with soap before you start swimming.
· Take a rinse shower before you get back into the water.
· Take bathroom breaks every 60 minutes.
· Wash your hands after using the toilet or changing diapers.
· Check the chlorine and pH levels before getting into the water. 
· Proper chlorine (1–3 mg/L or parts per million [ppm]) and pH (7.2–7.8) levels maximize germ-killing power. 
· Most superstores, hardware stores, and pool-supply stores sell pool test strips.
· Don’t swallow the water you swim in. 
Parents of young children should take a few extra steps:
· Take children on bathroom breaks every 60 minutes or check diapers every 30–60 minutes. 
· Change diapers in the bathroom or diaper-changing area and not at poolside where germs can rinse into the water.

These steps will help you minimize risk of illness and maximize health benefits and pool enjoyment. Healthy swimming is not just about the steps the pool operators and pool inspectors take — so let’s all do our part to keep ourselves, our families, and our friends healthy this summer and year-round.
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