
FRESHWATER HARMFUL ALGAL BLOOMS 
{HABS} 



WHAT ARE HARMFUL ALGAL BLOOMS? 

 HABs are blooms of cyanobacteria (bluegreen algae) that are producing 

toxins. 

 In our area, blooms have typically been most prevalent in our climate 

during summer through late fall (but not always). 

 Cyanobacteria grow quickly in nutrient rich, warm water. 

 Cyanobacteria only sometimes produce cyanotoxins – only lab tests can 

confirm toxicity! 



WHAT CAUSES BLUEGREEN ALGAE TO BECOME 
TOXIC? 

? 
When in doubt, stay out! 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Greater chance of becoming exposed to toxins if there is a large amount of algae (bloom).
Liken to eating undercooked chicken.



ALGAL TOXINS - MICROCYSTIN 

 Liver toxin, potential carcinogen. 

 Chronic and acute effects. 

 Animals may show symptoms of poisoning from 30 
minutes up to 24 hours after exposure. 

 Symptoms include weakness, abdominal pain, 
nausea/vomiting, jaundice, shock, rapid/weak pulse, 
liver inflammation. 

 

 

IMAGES PROVIDED BY NOSTACA ALGAE LABORATORY 

Microcystis 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Microcystin and Anatoxin-a most common in this area
Microcystin produced by Microcystis, plus others (including Anabaena, Planktothrix, Nostoc).
Chronic – continuous, low-level exposure 



ALGAL TOXINS - ANATOXIN-A 

 Neurotoxin. 

 Acute and potent. 

 Illness and/or death to an animal may occur 
within a few minutes up to a few hours after 
exposure. 

 Symptoms include muscle twitching, 
staggering, convulsions, and paralysis. Humans 
may exhibit incoherent speech and 
experience tingling or numbness. 
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Anabaena 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Anatoxin produced by Anabaena and a couple of species of the genus Oscillatoria



ALGAL TOXINS – SAXITOXIN AND 
CYLINDROSPERMOPSIN 

 Saxitoxin 

 Neurotoxin 

 Paralytic shellfish poisoning 

 

 Cylindrospermopsin 

 Liver and kidney toxin 
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Aphanizomenon 



PATHWAYS FOR TOXIN EXPOSURE 

Ingestion 

-Liver toxin  -Neurotoxin 

Skin contact 

- Rash, itching, blisters 
(dermatitis) 
- Conjunctivitis (Pinkeye) 

Inhalation 

-Wheezing, coughing, 
chest tightness, 
shortness of breath 
(upper respiratory 
irritation/pneumonia) 

Microcystin Anatoxin-a 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kids and pets are the most susceptible to exposure and effects.



WHAT CAN A HAB LOOK LIKE? 
CYANOBACTERIA 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Similar, but different,too.



WHAT CAN AN HAB LOOK LIKE? 
NOT CYANOBACTERIA 

Green Algae 

Green Algae Green Algae 

Pollen 

Golden Algae 
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Presentation Notes
Things that may look like cyanobacteria blooms that aren’t.



HOW TO DESCRIBE AN ALGAE BLOOM 

Clumps 

Film 

Particulate 

Thick scum 
Scum 

Patches 



BLOOM SAMPLING 

NW Toxic Algae Program 
• Contact Freshwater Assessment in the 

Science and Technical Support Section OR 

• Visit the “Report a bloom” section of the 
Washington State Toxic Algae  web page for 
instructions on how to submit a sample for 
toxicity testing.  

• Collect and deliver the sample to the King 
County Environmental Lab – KC staff will 
assist if possible and track samples for results. 

• Depending on results, King County staff will 
work with Seattle –King County Public Health 
and local lake managers to coordinate further 
action.  

Lake Stewardship Program 
• Collect the bloom sample in one of the extra 

bottles provided.   

• The sample must be collected within 48 hours 
of Monday sample pick-up.  Store the sample 
in the refrigerator, and in a plastic bag to avoid 
contact with any food items.  Please make 
notes about the sample on your data sheet. 

• We will collect the sample on Monday along 
with your regular samples and deliver it to the 
King County Environmental Lab. 

• Depending on results, King County staff will 
work with Seattle –King County Public Health 
and local lake managers to coordinate further 
action.  

How to submit a sample through the… 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If bloom is present when conducting regular monitoring, collect a sample.  If not present within 48 hours or regular sample pickup, submit through NW toxic algae program.



WASHINGTON STATE DEPT OF HEALTH 
3-TIERED HAB MANAGEMENT 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If the sample is submitted Monday, initial results typically available thurs afternoon or Friday morning.
Bloom or scum visible -> Caution, toxic algae may be present
Toxins above Recreational guidelines -> Warning, toxic algae are present
Repeated high toxicity, reports or illness or death -> Danger, lake is closed



OTHER SIGNS 



NW TOXIC ALGAE PROGRAM 

Select “Find a Lake” 
followed by “Detailed 
Search” from the top 
menu bar. 

Choose your lake and 
county from the “Site” 
drop-down menu, or 
use the other search 
options. 

Click the “Get Toxins” 
button to view the 
results on your screen, 
or “Export Toxin 
Data” to save to your 
computer. 

HTTPS://WWW.NWTOXICALGAE.ORG/DEFAULT.ASPX 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Both the Washington State Toxic Algae Program and the King County Swimming Beach Monitoring Program collect data and post results for harmful algal blooms.
Results from Lake Stew will be posted to NW toxic algae page.



KING COUNTY SWIM BEACH MONITORING 

HTTP://GREEN2.KINGCOUNTY.GOV/SWIMBEACH/DEFAULT.ASPX 

Select a beach from the list along the  
left side of the map. 

Select a year from the drop-down menu 
at the top of the page, then click the  
“Algal Toxin Data” tab. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
King County collects samples on a weekly basis at public swim beaches from June-October to be analyzed for algal toxins.




WEB RESOURCES 

 Northwest Toxic Algae  

https://www.nwtoxicalgae.org/Default.aspx 

 

 King County Swim Beaches 

http://green2.kingcounty.gov/swimbeach/default.aspx 

 

 Washington State Department of Public Health 

http://www.doh.wa.gov/ehp/algae 

 

https://www.nwtoxicalgae.org/Default.aspx
http://green2.kingcounty.gov/swimbeach/default.aspx
http://www.doh.wa.gov/ehp/algae
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