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LAKE HAVASU CITY – From water-skiing college kids to retirees in motor homes and 

houseboats, tourists flock to this desert oasis, lured by its sparkling lake and the incongruous 

sight of the London Bridge in the middle of the Arizona desert. 

But there is trouble in this Colorado River city. 

A water-pollution scare has cut deeply into the tourism business. The beaches and shops are all 

but deserted and there is only a fraction of the normal boat traffic on the lake. 

The problem was discovered just before the Fourth of July weekend – the third-busiest weekend 

of the year, according to John Parrot, head of the local chamber of commerce. 

High levels of coliform bacteria were discovered in the water near two of the lake’s busiest 

beaches, forcing their closure. They remained closed almost a month later. 

News of the mysterious contamination is keeping away tourists, who come from Phoenix, Los 

Angeles and even farther to cavort on the lake that stretches for miles along the Arizona-

California line above Parker Dam. 

On a recent Friday evening, the English Village – a collection of small shops, restaurants and 

rental businesses located in the shadow of the bridge – was all but deserted. 

“Normally there should be at least a hundred people walking around here,’ said Jesse Maheu, 

who rents ski jets from a small shore-side shop. “I didn’t have a single ski go out today.’ 

Coliform bacteria, while not dangerous in themselves, indicate the possible presence of animal 

and human waste as well as other disease-carrying organisms, according to the state health 

officials. 

Gov. Fife Symington and Lake Havasu City Mayor Richard Hileman both have declared public 

health emergencies, and the state has allocated more than $125,000 to find and clean up the 

source of the contamination. 

The bacteria were found in a narrow channel dredged to create a small island where most of the 

city’s tourist businesses and its major beaches are located. 

The channel is spanned by the London Bridge, which was dismantled and transported block-by-

block to the Arizona desert in the early 1970s. 

So far, there is no evidence of contamination outside the channel, officials say. 
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The source of the contamination remains a mystery despite a month-long investigation, said Ed 

Fox, director of the state Department of Environmental Quality. 

“We have not found any smoking guns,’ Fox said. 

(Fox said septic tanks, malfunctioning sewage systems, storm sewers and illegal dumping from 

boats also have contributed to the problem, as have water temperatures of near 90 degrees, which 

accelerate the growth of bacteria, and a lack of water flow through the channel. 

A the search continues, the summer tourist season is slipping away. Parrot had no firm figures 

but said he has been told that tourism business is off by 50 percent and more compared to last 

summer. 

“What is really killing us is reports of things like sewage washing up on the beach, stuff like 

that,’ Parrot said. “They’re just not true. Nothing like that has happened. No one has gotten sick 

as far as we know.’ 

The resort, which has been featured on MTV as a spring break party spot for college students, is 

generally busy on summer weekends despite temperatures that often top 120 degrees. 

The few tourists who braved the late-afternoon heat on a recent visit said they were attracted by 

the bridge and were not especially concerned about the condition of the beaches. 

“I heard about the beaches but we’re not going to be boating or swimming so it doesn’t bother 

us,’ said John Oliver, who was visiting from Haymarket, Va., with his wife and grandson. 

Jim and Lisa Sheil of Las Vegas, said they’ve found no reason to change their plans to buy a 

house here to retire to in a couple of years. They, too, were attracted to the city by the bridge, 

which Lisa Sheil said she walked across daily as young girl growing up in London. 

“It’s going to get cleaned up,’ Jim Sheil said. “There’s too much at stake here for them to let it 

go.’ 

The state already has spent more than $25,000 and Symington recently released an additional 

$100,000 to continue the investigation. 

ADEQ has hired a private consultant to lead the effort and has employed dozens of field 

inspectors, divers from the Lake Havasu City Police Department and a Department of Public 

Safety helicopter equipped with an infrared detection scope in the search for leaky sewage pipes 

or other possible contamination sources. 

“What we’re doing is looking for any holes, drainage holes or what have you,’ said diver Robb 

McBride as he paused while inspecting the sea wall under the London Bridge. “We’re marking 

them so they can be counted or discounted.’ 



Divers identified more than 20 pipes or large cracks that will be checked for inappropriate 

discharges, said consultant Paul Hendricks. 

The infrared scope is being used in an attempt to detect discharges of warm sewage water into 

the comparatively cooler waters of the lake. 

Hendricks told city officials solutions to the problem may include banning boats from the 

channel, requiring businesses along the channel to upgrade their sewage-disposal systems, and 

modifying the channel to increase the water flow. 
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