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Abstract 

Background: Surface waters provide invaluable ecosystem services, including drinking water, 
food, waste water disposal, and recreation. The nature and frequency of recreational contact with 
surface waters is a critical consideration in evaluating benefits to human well-being (e.g. 
exercise) and assessing health risks (e.g. infection). This risk-benefit analysis must be conducted 
using population-specific exposure factor estimates, which are not readily available. To address 
the need for such estimates, we measured the prevalence of recreational surface water contact 
and fish consumption among Ohioans.  

Methods: We designed relevant survey questions which were administered within the state-
added module of the 2012 Ohio Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance Survey (BRFSS), which 
was completed by phone among a stratified sample of 9,565 residents. Results were weighted to 
adjust for the complex survey design and non-response. 

Results: Weighted results revealed that 44.5% of residents (95% Confidence Interval (CI): 43.0, 
45.9) visited Ohio waters for work or recreation, and 32.5% (95% CI: 31.2, 33.9) ate locally 
caught fish in the previous year. About one-quarter of Ohioans participated in recreational 
activities leading to potential exposure to chemical or biological contaminants via dermal, 
ingestion, and/or inhalation routes.  The prevalence of frequent local fish consumption (once a 
week or more) was 1.9 times higher (95% CI: 1.3, 2.7) among residents with household income 
<$25,000 compared ≥$25,000. The prevalence of frequent fish consumption was 1.3 times 
higher (95% CI: 1.1, 1.7) among residents ≥65 compared to <65 years old.   

Conclusions: We identify the value of surface waters and locally caught fish to Ohio residents.  
The extensive contact reported is indicative of both the ecosystem services provided and the 
potential for exposure to contaminants.  These results provide strong justification for protecting 
Ohio watersheds to optimize well-being and minimize risk. 

 



 


