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Abstract
Using microbial indicators is the most practical method in monitoring water quality. In this study, the
correlation among the above-mentioned microbial indicators were investigated for the coastal waters of
the Caspian Sea in the eastern part of the northern Iranian province of Mazandaran. Microbial analysis
were conducted using the membrane filter (MF) procedures outlined in Standard Methods 9222D and
EPA method 1600. The normality test of Skewness and Shapiro-Wilk Test, the Kruskal-Wallis test,
and the Pearson correlation coefficient (PCC) were used for sample distribution, sampling stations and
sampling time comparisons, and determining the relationship between the microbial indicators and the
environmental parameters, respectively. Significant differences were observed among the sampling
stations, with the highest pollution going to the Jafarabad and Daraee beaches. In addition, the observed
percentages of pollution by enterococci and fecal coliforms were 25.55% and 22.59%, respectively; and
the weight obtained for the former and the latter were 0.3806 and 0.3762, respectively, indicating very
close results and the importance of enterococci. The weights obtained for the sampling stations show
the higher importance of enterococci and fecal coliforms at eastern and western swimming stations,
respectively.

Keywords: recreational coastal waters, microbial indicator, fecal coliform, enterococci, Caspian Sea,
Mazandaran province
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Introduction

Coastal areas are rich in natural and aquaculture
resources, and act as hubs for economic, social,
tourism, and recreational activities [1-3]. Considering
that the province of Mazandaran borders for 487 km
with the Caspian Sea, the world’s largest lake with an
area of 436,000 km2, a large number of tourists benefit
from this provincial shoreline and from swimming in
their coastal waters. Just like everywhere in the world,
tourism development and the recreational importance
of beaches have made the coastal water health for
swimmers especially important and has a special
impact on the economy especially in tourist areas
[4]. Coastal waters are prone to pollution, and can
act as a medium to transmit microbial diseases [4, 5].
Pathogens enter the waters via point sources such as
sewage outlets, or coastal waters can become polluted
by non-point sources like runoff, animal feces, and
swimmers’ beach huts [6, 7]. Tracking a variety of
pathogens is very difficult, costly, and time-consuming
[8] while measuring fecal indicators is easier, does
not require elaborate instruments, and is fairly cheap,
making the latter the most common practical approach
[9]. Using bacteria as indicators of environmental
water quality probably dates back to 1880 when Von
Fritsch described Klebsiella pneumonia and Klebsiella
rhinoscleromatis as micro-organisms characteristically
found in human feces [10]. Since then, many studies
have been conducted, and today, fecal indicator bacteria
are globally used as the estimated mean for water
quality monitoring and as an indirect mean for waterrelated health risks that may arise as a result of contact
with recreational, surface, and drinking waters [5]. The
levels of fecal indicator bacteria in fresh and marine
water are strong indicators of fecal contamination and
signals of the presence of disease-causing bacteria
in the environment [11]. In the 1960’s, total coliforms
were the first fecal indicator, and in 1976, the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency recommended both
total and fecal coliforms as the indicator bacteria. In
the late 1970’s and early 1980’s, the EPA suggested
epidemiologic studies for evaluating the fecal indicators
and using multiple organisms including fecal coliforms,
Escherichia coli, and enterococci as possible indicators
for determining fecal contamination [12, 13]. The results
from these studies showed that enterococci are effective
predictors of gastrointestinal diseases in marine
and fresh waters, and Escherichia coli are effective
indicators of gastrointestinal diseases in fresh waters
[14]. And today, the EPA recommends enterococci
as the only indicator for marine and brackish waters
[15]. Different indicators were recommended for
different locations and at different times [16]. In
Iran too, different indicators have been considered
based on directives from the Ministry of Healthcare.
During the initial years of monitoring, the preferred
indicators were total and fecal coliforms, which has
changed to enterococci in the recent years. The results

obtained from microbial monitoring of the Caspian Sea
recreational waters and consequently the contamination
status announcements and public advisories varied.
So, to eliminate these conflicts and ambiguities in
swimming water quality advisories, and considering the
environmental conditions of the region, the behaviors of
the microbial indicators, and that the Caspian Sea is the
world’s largest brackish water lake that has one third
the global sea salinity, despite the fact that coliforms
are recommended as indicators for fresh waters and
enterococci as indicators for marine waters due to their
resistance to temperature, salinity, pH, etc. it seems
necessary that each region be studied and monitored
according to its own relevant conditions so that the
right information is obtained and the right decisions
are made for choosing the proper microbial indicator.
Therefore, the aim of this study was to determine the
suitable microbial indicator for swimming spots in the
east of the province since selecting an organism as
the indicator is an important step towards managing
the aquatic resource in any country, and in predicting
the quality status of these resources, and eventually
in dispensing the right information to the public and
protecting their health.

Material and Methods
The sampling was carried out at 30 swimming
stations designated by the municipalities in the east
of the province (Fig. 1) between 39 s 53°18’8.19”
and 52°13’55” geographical coordinates in the cities
of Behshahr, Miandroud, Sari, Jouybar, Babolsar,
Freydonkenar and Mahmoudabad at weekly intervals
during the swimming season from September until
May 2019. The samples were taken manually and
in 1liter sterile bottles at 15-30 cm depth below the
surface in 1meter deep waters. The samples were
transferred to the laboratory in ice chest at 5ºC, and
the membrane filtration (MF) technique conforming
with Standard Methods 9222D and EPA method
1600 was performed 8 hours after the sampling. The
MF approach for enterococci was used based on the
selective culture medium (mEI, Dickinson, Sparks,
MD and Becton culture medium) and the samples
were incubated at 41ºC for 24 hours. The colonies with
blue halos were enumerated as enterococci. In the MF
for fecal coliforms enumeration, the modified agar
culture medium (MD, Dickinson, Sparks and Becton)
was used. The samples were incubated at 44.5±0.5ºC
for 24 hours, and the colonies with non-blue halos
were counted as fecal coliforms. Concurrent with the
sampling, the environmental parameters were measured
using a portable instrument of multi-parameter water
quality measurement Hack model 156. The results
were compared with the EPA and the Iranian Ministry
of Healthcare standards for swimming water quality
status. Then, statistical analyses were performed using
the SPSS statistics software (version 19, SPSS, 2010).
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Fig. 1. a) Comparison of the total coliforms GM±SE at the sampling stations in eastern Mazandaran - The Caspian Sea coastal waters,
b) Comparison of the fecal coliforms and enterococci GM±SE with standards at the sampling stations, c) Comparison of the total
coliform, fecal coliform and enterococci, GM±SE at the sampling months, and d) Comparison of the observed percentages of pollution
by total coliforms, fecal coliforms, and enterococci in sampling stations.

The sample distribution was performed using the
Skewness and Shapiro-Wilk test of normality, and the
usual descriptive statistics including the mean, the SD,
the 75th percentile, and the geometric mean were done.
The Kruskal-Wallis test was used for comparing the
swimming stations and sampling times. The Pearson
correlation coefficient was used for determining
the relationship between the microbial results and
the environmental parameters. Also, the Multiplecriteria decision making (MCDM) model, the Shannon
entropy for weighting the microbial indicators, and
The Technique for Order of Preference by Similarity
to Ideal Solution (TOPSIS) for ranking the sampling
stations were used.

Results and Discussion
As seen in Table 1, the means for the measured
microbial indicators and the geometric mean for all
three indicators matched the EPA and the Healthcare
Ministry standards. The minimum enterococci
and fecal coliform were 3 and the maximum was
1100 CFU/100. The results showed that the mean
(standard deviation) of microbial indicators for Total
coliform, Fecal coliform and Enterococci were 22.58231
(361.3481), 129.3778 (9.59933), and 44.0111 (6.12035),
respectively. In addition, the highest and lowest
microbial indicators were (2400 and 39), (1100 and 3) and
(1100 and 3), respectively. The results were less than the
Iranian standard range. The environmental parameters
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Table 1. The values for the 75th percentiles of the microbial parameters of sampling stations.
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of temperature, salinity, and pH were measured,
where the means for salinity and temperature were
10.2720±0.07 ppt and 26.1 348±0.15ºC and the ranges
of salinity and temperature were 7.52-12.90 ppt and
20.20-29.8ºC, respectively. In addition to the geometric
means, the 75th percentiles of the indicators were
calculated. The 75th percentiles for enterococci, fecal
coliforms, and total coliforms were 42.28, 175.1325,
and 464 CFU/100, respectively, with enterococci being
higher than the standard (Table 1). The Skewness and
Shapiro-Wilk test showed that the population of the
bacteria under study do not have normal distribution.
Therefore, the Kruskal-Wallis test was used for
comparing the sampling stations, which showed that
these swimming zones are significantly different
at P<0.05 in terms of total coliforms pollution
(Chi-square = 78.287, df = 29 Sig = 0.000). Despite
the observation of an almost increasing trend in the
pollution of the swimming zones under study as we
moved from east to west, the level of total coliforms
was obtained corresponding to the standards, and the
highest total coliforms levels belonged to Daraee and
Jafarabad swimming zones with the geometric means
being 757.5 and 749 CFU/100ml, respectively (Fig. 1a).
The Kruskal-Wallis test showed that the stations are
significantly different at P<0.05 in pollution by fecal
coliforms (Chi-square = 81.086, df = 29 Sig = 0.000).
Among the studied swimming zones, the two stations of
Daraee and Jafarabad showed the highest pollution with
the geometric mean being 239.4 and 228.4 CFU/100 ml,
respectively. With pollution by enterococci too the
Kruskal-Wallis test showed significant differences
among the sampling stations. (Chi-square = 83.978,
df= 29 Sig= 0.000). From the stations under study,
the Jafarabad, Daraee, Sepah, Edalat4, P4 and P0
swimming zones were the most polluted of all the
stations in all three indicators measured in the study
(Fig 1b). The Kruskal-Wallis test showed that, in
terms of the month of sampling, the swimming zones
are significantly different at P<0.05 in total coliforms
(Chi-square = 28.242 40.787, df = 8 Sig = 0.000), fecal
coliforms (Chi-square = 81.086, df = 8 Sig = 0.000),
and enterococci (Chi-square = 21.925, df = 29
Sig = 0.000). Among the months studied, only June H1
had enterococci higher than the standard, and at other
sampling times the geometric means of the microbial
parameters corresponded to the standards (Fig 1c). The
results obtained from the indicators were superimposed
on the Iranian and the EPA single sample standards.
The comparison with those of the EPA indicates very
low pollution at the swimming zones, and the observed
pollution compared to the total samples were 1.1%
(≥2400MPN/100ml), 8.5% (≥400MPN/100ml), and
5.9% (≥104MPN) for total coliforms, fecal coliforms,
and enterococci, respectively. However, compared to the
Iranian standards, examining the single samples showed
11.85% (≥ 1000 MPN/100 ml), 22.59% (≥ 200 MPN/100
ml (and 25.55 % (≥40 MPN/100 ml) pollutions for total
coliforms, fecal coliforms, and enterococci, respectively.
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Table 2. Ranking the sampling stations using the TOPSIS method.
Station

Rank

Pi

Station

Rank

Pi

P9

1
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0.956144
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0.9936001
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0.748024

P5

15

0.993408

Jafarabad

30

0.184558

Among the 13 sampling stations, the eastern stations
belonging to the cities of Behshahr, Miandroud, Sari
and Jouybar had an enterococci pollution of 78.78%,
while as we go to the west, the pollution by fecal
coliforms rises so much so that the swimming zones in
the cities of Babolsar, Freydonkenar and Mahmoudabad
had 56.84% and 43.16% of pollution by fecal coliforms
and enterococci, respectively (Fig 1d). The MCDM
models were used for determining the best indicator
and ranking the stations. The entropy method was used
for weighting the indicators, showing that the right
indicators in swimming water pollution monitoring are
in order of appearance enterococci, fecal coliforms, and
total coliforms, with the importance of the first two as
almost equal. In addition, with the fecal coliforms and
enterococci indicators for the studied cities, the entropy
method showed a higher importance of enterococci for
the swimming zones in the eastern cities of Behshahr,
Miandroud, Sari and Jouybar and a higher importance
of fecal coliforms for those in the western cities of
Babolsar, Freydonkenar and Mahmoudabad. The
swimming zones were ranked based on the TOPSIS
method where the P9 swimming zone ranked first and
the Jafarabad and Daraee swimming zones became the
most polluted (Table 2).
In this study, the geometric means for the microbial
indicators were at expected ranges, but with single
samples some cases of pollution were observed
indicating the need for continuous monitoring for public
health, understanding the environmental conditions and
the quality of the coastal waters. Many studies have
been conducted in the world. The EPA has announced
enterococci as the marine water indicator [11]. Regarding

coastal water quality monitoring among which we can
name those conducted on Southern California waters by
Cordero et al. in 2012 [17] and Doreen et al. in 2015
[18], and on Hawaii waters by Fujioka et al. 2015 [19],
and on the Erie Lake by King et al., 2016 [20]. The most
practical approach in coastal marine water monitoring
is to use microbial indicators. The microbial indicators
total coliforms, fecal coliforms, and enterococci are
used to determine the water pollution status as these
indicators are highly affected by fecal pollutions. In
the results from the present study, the value for the
weight vector of the geometric mean of enterococci was
higher, indicating that enterococci are more important.
But from the single samples of the swimming stations,
pollutions were observed from one or several microbial
indicators with difference from one city to another, so
that in further east stations (Behshahr, Miandroud and
Sari) the pollution arose from enterococci with lower
fecal coliforms pollution while in stations further west
(Babolsar, Freydonkenar and Mahmoudabad) there were
pollutions exclusively from fecal coliforms or from fecal
coliforms in addition to enterococci, supporting the need
to determine with appropriate indicators, enterococci,
fecal coliforms, or both, or even alternating indicators,
as the right microbial indicator and the standards vary
from country to country and require assessments [2123]. The results from this study showed that the weight
vector obtained for fecal coliforms is very close to
that of enterococci. Also, at some swimming zones,
fecal coliforms had a weight vector higher than that of
enterococci, indicating the importance of this indicator
in addition to that of enterococci in the coastal waters
of this region. Anderson, 2005 stated that enterococci
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and fecal coliforms were recommended by the EPA
as two indicators in assessing the microbial safety
of waters, but they behave differently in different
environments [24]. Hanes and Fragala 1967 suggested
using multiple indicators for recreational waters [25].
In 2012, the EPA stated that new regulations are
needed for protecting swimmers’ health so that
ambiguities and shortcomings in water regulations
for indicator designation are eliminated. It asserted
that further studies were required particularly in
tropical climates and in waters affected by urban
sewage and animal feces. In 2012, Recreational
Water Quality Criteria (RWQC) by EPA stated the
selection of an indicator as an important step in water
resource management and water quality prediction
[26]. Radojevic et al., 2012 claims that designating the
appropriate indicator, accurate Based on the results
obtained in this study, for the proper public advisories
and particularly dispensing the right knowledge to
swimmers and eliminating ambiguities and conflicts
arising from different indicator results in this region, it
is suggested that the geometric mean for enterococci be
considered for the overall health of the water throughout
the year, but considering the environmental conditions
of the region, it is advised that, with single samples,
in case the enterococci is negative, fecal coliforms
be taken into account in the Healthcare Ministry
regulations as the accompanying indicator of swimming
water health especially in western swimming zones
so that this indicator is also assessed in addition to
enterococci. standards, and continuous monitoring
are means to attain certainty about water health [26,
27]. The effect of environmental parameters was also
studied since a combination of biological or chemical
and physical factors of saline water affect the presence
of the indicator bacteria [18].

Conclusions
The results showed that salinity is lower in the
western swimming zones due to the multiplicity of
rivers, the volumetric flow rate of river mouths, higher
and heavier rainfalls, and the consequent increase in
runoff. Salinity had a negative effect on the indicators,
and the density of the indicators decreased as salinity
increased, so that the swimming zones to the east had
higher salinity and lower pollution than those to the
west. Enterococci (0.178) had a higher resistance at
0.05 than fecal coliforms (0.282) and total coliforms
(0.377). Also, dissolved oxygen affected the indicators
negatively as these bacteria are facultative anaerobic
and prefer anaerobic conditions. As enterococci were
more resistant, these results support their higher
durability in marine water. No significant relationship
was found with temperature and pH as their variation
range was slight.

Conflict of Interest
The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. ZHANG X., YAO J., WANG J., SILA-NOWICKA K.,
Changes of forestland in China's coastal areas (1996-2015):
Regional variations and driving forces. Land Use Policy,
33, 105018, 2020.
2. ALMASI A., DARGAHI A., HOSEINI M., JANJANI
H., MOHAMMADI M., TABANDEH L., Efficiency of
a constructed wetland in controlling organic pollutants,
nitrogen, and heavy metals from sewage. JCPS, 9 (4),
2924, 2016.
3. HASANI K., PEYGHAMI A., MOHARRAMI A.,
VOSOUGHI M., DARGAHI A., The efficacy of
sono-electro-Fenton process for removal of Cefixime
antibiotic from aqueous solutions by response surface
methodology (RSM) and evaluation of toxicity of
effluent by microorganisms. Arab. J. Chem. 13 (7), 6122,
2020.
4. DARGAHI A., SHOKOOHI R., ASGARI G., ANSARI A.,
NEMATOLLAHI D,, SAMARGHANDI MR., Movingbed biofilm reactor combined with three-dimensional
electrochemical pretreatment (MBBR–3DE) for 2, 4-D
herbicide treatment: application for real wastewater,
improvement of biodegradability. RSC Adv. 11 (6), 9608,
2021.
5. SEID-MOHAMMADI A., ASGARI G., GHORBANIAN
Z., DARGAHI A., The removal of cephalexin antibiotic
in aqueous solutions by ultrasonic waves/hydrogen
peroxide/nickel oxide nanoparticles (US/H2O2/NiO)
hybrid process. Sep Sci Technol. 55 (8), 1558, 2020.
6. SINIGALLIANO C.D., FLEISHER J.M., GIDLEY
M.L., SOLO-GABRIELE H.M., SHIBATA T., PLANO
L.R., ELMIR S.M., WANLESS D., BARTKOWIAK J.,
BOITEAU R., WITHUM K., Traditional and molecular
analyses for fecal indicator bacteria in non-point source
subtropical recreational marine waters, Water Res., 44
(13), 3763, 2010.
7. AZIZI A., DARGAHI A., ALMASI A., Biological removal
of diazinon in a moving bed biofilm reactor-process
optimization with central composite design. Toxin Rev. 9,
2019.
8. SAINGAM P., LI B., YAN T., Fecal indicator bacteria,
direct pathogen detection, and microbial community
analysis provide different microbiological water quality
assessment of a tropical urban marine estuary, Water Res.,
185, 116280, 2020.
9. ROCHELLE-NEWALL E., NGUYEN T.M.H., LE T.P.Q.,
SENGTAHEUANGHOUNG O., RIBOLZI O. A short
review of fecal indicator bacteria in tropical aquatic
ecosystems: knowledge gaps and future directions. Front
Microbiol. 6, 308, 2015.
10. FARROKHI M., NAIMI-JOUBANI M., DARGAHI
A., POURSADEGHIAN M., JAMALI J. Investigating
activated sludge microbial population efficiency in heavy
metals removal from compost leachate. Pol. J. Environ.
Stud. 27 (2), 623, 2018.
11. BYAPPANAHALLI M.N., NEVERS M.B., KORAJKIC
A., STALEY Z.R., HARWOOD V.J., Enterococci in
the environment. Microbiology and Molecular Biology
Reviews, 76, 685, 2012.

Exploring Relationships between Fecal Coliforms...

5915

12. ALMASI A., DARGAHI A., MOHAMMADI M., AZIZI
A., AMIRIAN F., MOLAEI F., Evaluation of the efficiency
of home pressured sand filter for pathogen removal based
on coliform, fecal streptococci and turbidity indices. Der
Pharm. Lett. 8 (13), 194, 2016.
13. PIRSAHEB M., SHARAFI K., KARAMI A., DARGAHI
A., EJRAEI A., Evaluating the performance of inorganic
coagulants (Poly aluminum chloride, ferrous sulfate, ferric
chloride and al minum sulfate) in removing the turbidity
from aqueous solutions. IJPT. 8 (2), 13168, 2016.
14. KORAJKIC A., MCMINN B.R., HARWOOD V.J.,
SHANKS O.C., FOUT G.S., ASHBOLT N.J. Different
decay of enterococci and Escherichia coli originating from
two fecal pollution sources, Appl Environ Microbiol., 79
(7), 2488, 2013.
15. CUI H., YANG K., PAGALING E., YAN T. Spatial and
temporal variation in enterococcal abundance and its
relationship to the microbial community in Hawaii beach
band and water. Appl. Environ. Microbiol. 79 (12), 3601,
2013.
16. APHA. Standard Methods for the Examination of Water
and Wastewater (20th ed.), American Public Health
Association, Washington, DC, 1999.
17. CORDERO L., NORAT J., MATTEI H., NAZARIO C.
Seasonal variations in the risk of gastrointestinal illness
on a tropical recreational beach. Water Health., 10 (4), 579,
2012.
18. DOREEN N., OKOT-OKUMU J., MUYODI F.J. Microbial
safety assessment of recreation water at Lake Nabugabo,
Uganda. African Journal of Environmental Science and
Technology. 9 (10), 773, 2015.
19. FUJIOKA
R.S.,
SOLO-GABRIELE
H.M.,
BYAPPANAHALLI M.N., KIRS M. US recreationalwater

quality criteria: a vision for the future, Int. J. Environ. Res.
Public Health, 12 (7), 7752, 2015.
KING A. Relationships between Fecal Indicator Bacteria
and Environmental Factors at Edgewater Beach, Honors
Research Projects, the University of Akron, 2016.
ANDRAUS S., PIMENTEL I.C., DIONÍSIO J.A.
Microbiological monitoring of seawaterand sand of
beaches Matinhos, Caioba e Guaratuba-PR, Brazil. Estud.
Biol., 36, 2014.
VELONAKIS
E.,
DIMITRIADI
D.,
PAPADOGIANNAKIS E., VATOPOULOS A. Present
status ofeffect of microorganisms from sand beach on
public health. Journal of Coastal Life Medicine. 2 (9), 746,
2014.
HALLIDAY E., MCLELLAN S.L., AMARAL-ZETTLER
L.A., SOGIN M.L., GAST R.J. Comparison of bacterial
communities in sands and water at beaches with
bacterialwater quality violations, PLoS One, 9 (3): e90815,
2014.
ANDERSON K.L., WHITLOCK J.E., HARWOOD V.J.
Persistence and differential survival of fecal indicator
bacteria in subtropical waters and sediments. Appl.
Environ. Microbiol. 71, 3041, 2005.
HANES N.B., FRAGALA R. Effect of Seawater
Concentration on Survival of Indicator Bacteria. J. Water.
Pollut. Control. Fed., 39 (1), 97, 1967.
DARGAHI A., HASANI K., MOKHTARI SA.,
VOSOUGHI M., MORADI M., VAZIRI Y., Highly
effective degradation of in a three-dimensional sonoelectro-Fenton (3D/SEF) system using powder activated
carbon (PAC)/Fe3O4 as magnetic particle electrode. J.
Environ. Chem. Eng. 9 (5), 105889, 2021.

20.
21.

22.

23.

24.

25.
26.

