
     

 

          

            

              

       

      

              

     

             

                 

           

           

              

      

              

            

            

      

            

      

            

               

              

    

    

            

 

               

             

             

                

         

              

        

            

               

             

            

 

Glossary
 

Algae: Comparatively simple chlorophyll-bearing plants that are capable of photosynthesis. 

They occur in the aquatic environment and can be microscopic in size. 

Algal bloom: Discolouration of the water environment due to a change in species composition 

and abundance of marine and estuarine microalgae. 

Bacteria: See Enterococci and Faecal coliforms. 

Bloom: an unusually large composition and abundance of organisms, usually algae, made up of 

one or a few species. 

Blue-green algae (also referred to as cyanobacteria): A photosynthetic bacterium that can occur 

in fresh and salt water and can produce substances toxic to animals. The blue-green is due to 

the presence of phycocyanin pigments. Includes Anabaena and Microcystis spp. High 

concentrations affect suitability of water for recreation and potable supplies. 

Catchment: The area that drains surface runoff from precipitation into a stream, river and/or 

tributaries or urban stormwater drainage system. 

Colony forming unit (CFU): A microorganism propagule (spore or cell) from which a colony 

has grown. For purposes of analysis, one CFU represents one viable organism. 

Contaminant: A substance, chemical, or microorganism that makes a medium (water) impure, 

infected, radioactive, or lower in quality. 

Contamination: The process by which any physical, chemical or biological substance (usually 

human-made/anthropogenic) is introduced into the environment. 

Compliance, bacteriological: The finding that waters for primary contact recreation (see below) 

contain a lower density of CFUs (see above) than the values set down in guidelines. 

Criteria: Standards based on the analysis of scientific data that provide guidelines for the 

appropriate use of water. 

Cyanobacteria: see Blue-green algae. 

Detection limit: The minimum concentration that can be detected under ideal analytical 

conditions. 

Enterococci: Bacteria of the genus Enterococcus that may be used to determine the extent of 

faecal contamination of recreational waters. The Enterococcus group is a sub-group of faecal 

streptococci. It is differentiated from other faecal streptococci by growth at higher temperatures 

and salt concentrations in the laboratory, and by the ability to survive in marine waters under 

conditions that are unfavourable for most other faecal microorganisms. 

Estuary: A part-enclosed coastal water body open to the ocean, characterised by tidal effects 

and the mixing of fresh water and seawater. 

Faecal coliforms: Mesophilic bacteria that inhabit the intestines of humans and other warm-

blooded animals. Faecal coliforms are abundant in bird and mammal faeces and are used as 

indicators of sewage pollution in marine and fresh waters. These organisms have relatively 

short lifespans in marine waters, indicating the presence of relatively recent sewage 

contamination. 
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Freshwater: Water with a low concentration of dissolved salts (salinity less than 0.5 parts per 

thousand). 

Indicator microorganisms: Bacteria (generally faecal coliforms and/or enterococci) that indicate 

the relative degree of faecal contamination in waterways. Indicators are generally used to 

monitor recreational water quality, because searching for specific microorganisms that cause 

disease, such as viruses, is both difficult and costly. 

Influent: Wastewater entering a sewage treatment plant. 

Median: The middle point in a set of data. Defined as the number relative to which half of the 

scores are greater and half of the scores are lower. 

Pathogens: Disease-causing organisms such as bacteria, viruses and fungi, which can cause 

diseases in plants and animals. Pathogens can be present in high concentrations in municipal 

sewage and industrial and other type of discharges. 

Percentile (e.g. 80th): Within a sample set of five samples, the value below which four of the 

five values (i.e. 80 per cent) used to calculate the median (see above), fall. 

Plume: A stream of water containing a high concentration of suspended materials and/or 

pollutants (see below) entering a water body. 

Pollutants: Chemicals, biological substances, particles, or thermal changes that are discharged 

into bodies of water and are potentially detrimental to the environment. 

Primary contact recreation: Recreational use of waters that involves bodily immersion or 

submersion, facilitating direct contact with water; includes activities such as swimming, diving, 

water skiing and surfing. 

Primary sewage treatment: The physical treatment of sewage, designed to remove solids 

(sludge) via settling floatable solids such as oil, fats and grease by first screening and then 

ponding the effluent. 

Quality assurance/quality control (QA/QC): Procedures and checks used to ensure that 

accurate and reliable results are obtained from environmental sampling and analysis. 

Secondary contact recreation: Recreational use of waters that involves some direct contact with 

water but is associated with a low probability of swallowing water. Includes activities such as 

paddling, wading, boating and fishing. 

Secondary sewage treatment: Biological and/or chemical treatment of sewage designed to 

remove the majority of organic matter and solids through several possible processes by using 

anaerobic bacteria, chemicals and settling ponds. 

Sewage treatment plant (STP): The site of convergence and treatment of household, 

commercial and industrial sewage via the sewerage system. Sewage is treated at an STP to 

either primary, secondary, or tertiary level before being discharged as effluent to receiving 

waters. 

Tidal flushing: The process by which water in an estuary is replaced with oceanic water as a 

result of the flow of water caused by the tides. 

Toxicant: An agent or material capable of producing an adverse response in a biological system, 

seriously injuring structure or function, or resulting in death. 

Wastewater management systems: Systems designed for the treatment of domestic wastewater 

in a septic environment, used generally in residential settings. 

Water quality: The characteristics of water in regard to its physical, chemical and biological 

properties. 
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