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RIO DE JANEIRO — Ian Andrewes, a coach for the Canadian sailing team, thought he had seen every type 

of flotsam in his years on the water. That was until he and his team began training for the Rio Olympics 

here two years ago.  

The pollution overwhelming Guanabara Bay has raised significant concerns about the health of the 

swimmers and sailors who will compete in the bay’s water at the Rio Olympics. Organizers have said they 

have swept a lot of the debris from the water where the competitions will be held. They also said that 

they had done enough bioremediation to stem the waste that spoils the bay and its famous ocean 

beaches. 

Despite their reassurances, the organizers have now admitted that they have fallen short of their goals 

and have essentially left the sailors and swimmers to grapple with the fallout. But many sailors have 

been here a number of times during the last two to three years to prepare for the Games, and they have 

said that they have become used to dodging floating garbage. 

Yet the competitors remain surprised at the volume and variety of the garbage, including not only large 

debris, like furniture and shipping containers, but also smaller items like plastic bags that can catch on a 

rudder and stop a boat in its tracks. There is also the weather. “What you worry about is the rain” 

because it flushes more debris into the bay, said Aude Compan, a French sailor. 

As bad as the debris may be, the more insidious fear is the sewage and harmful microorganisms. “The 

problem is, there is so much in the bay and the sewage, you can’t get it out,” said Philipp Buhl of 

Germany. 

Sailors have taken precautions to stay healthy. At the Marina da Gloria, a sailing venue, sailors almost 

immediately washed off their boats and themselves, some using sponges and soap to disinfect the hulls. 

Some sailors said they had avoided sailing in the rain when possible. 

Some German sailors put their water bottles in plastic bags to keep out the seawater. Everyone has 

stocked up on antibacterial cream and waterproof bandages. 

But given how much time the sailors spend on the water, it might be impossible to entirely avoid getting 

sick. Lima said he had no choice but to hold ropes between his teeth while his other hand was on the 

rudder. “I’m concerned, yes,” he said. “I probably have swallowed a little bit of water.” 

Cuts and bruises are part of the sport, and they could lead to infections. Thomas Piesker, a German 

coach, said one of his sailors had gotten a leg infection. The sailor, he said, had recovered after taking 

antibiotics for two months. 

However, there may be a silver lining. Luke Ramsay, a Canadian sailor, said that during training he 

sustained a bad cut that became infected. He took antibiotics for two weeks and the cut healed. He said 

he had not had an infection since then because, he said, he might have built up immunity. 

Either way, he tries to not think about the risks. 

“At the end of the day, it’s about winning a medal, not staying healthy,” Ramsay said. 
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