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With summer winding down, water temps will be 
cooling off. This typically means you won’t be 
seeing as much “pond scum” or algae anymore. 
However, this past summer, you probably 
encountered some on your favorite lake or pond, or 
possibly heard news of the large bloom on Lake 
Erie. In recent years, blooms have been growing in 
size and frequency, and that can be concerning. 

Algae are simple plants that grow in waterways 
around the world. They can come in different forms 
and can vary in levels of severity based on inputs. 
Algae occur naturally in the environment, but when 
the right inputs drive the population of algae to 
high levels, they can form a bloom.

In recent years, Harmful Algal Blooms or HABs, 
have begun popping up in the news with greater 
frequency. A HAB is a version of algae that can be 
toxic to people and animals, so it is of greater 
concern than “normal” algae, or the varieties that 
aren’t toxic. The algae in HABs are typically a 
form of cyanobacteria, or a blue-green algae. HABs 
produce a toxin called microcystin which can be 
dangerous for humans and animals. 

HABs can greatly impact drinking water quality, 
with a prime example being the shut down of 
Toledo’s public water supply in 2014 due to a 
bloom on Lake Erie. In addition to impacting 
drinking water supplies, HABs can negatively 
impact recreation on water, as you should avoid 
touching or breathing in the algae. 

HABs can also be detrimental to pets and wildlife 
as they can be sickened or killed by the toxins in 
HABs. Large algal blooms will cause fish kills 
when they take over large portions of the body of 
water they are on. The algae decomposes and 
lowers dissolved oxygen levels in the water which 
will lead to fish die-off.  

HABs really need a combination of three things to 
thrive and grow to dangerous levels. These are 
light, nutrients, and warm water temperatures. This 
is why you will generally see major algal blooms in 
the peak summer months as there are plentiful 
amounts of warmth and sunlight.

The third driving force, nutrients, can come 
from many different sources. The two largest 
inputs of nutrients into the environment come 
from humans. The first being human waste. 
Human waste can enter the environment in a 
number of ways, including failed septic 
systems and overflows from municipal sewer 
or waste water treatment systems. The second 
human input is from fertilizing and agriculture. 
Both lawn fertilizer and larger scale 
agricultural fertilizing or manure application 
can input nutrients (in this case nitrogen and 
phosphorous) into the environment. This is 
typically only an issue when these practices 
are done improperly, at too high of rates, or at 
the wrong time (i.e. before a rainfall). 
Livestock can be a big source of nutrients as 
well when their waste isn’t managed properly 
or they are given direct access to surface water 
like streams and ponds.

Many people like to ask what about wildlife, 
aren’t they causing a problem? The answer is 
they can contribute to nutrients when in a large 
enough concentration near water, but generally 
they have a smaller impact and we also can’t 
control wildlife and reduce their impact as 
readily as we can the human caused inputs. 

So what do we do to prevent algae problems? 
For the human waste issue, fixing failed septic 
systems and staying up on pumping and 
maintenance is a good start at home. Repairing 
and upgrading municipal systems will help to 
prevent overflow events. For other human 
practices, we can reduce fertilizer usage and 
ensure we follow the proper application 
guidelines. In the farming world, we can 
implement agricultural best management 
practices such as cover crops, filter strips, 
nutrient management and exclusion practices 
to get livestock out of streams.

If you want more info on how you can help 
prevent algal blooms, contact David. Funding 
is available to fix failed septic systems and to 
cover the cost of agricultural best management 
practices like the ones listed above. 
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