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How to protect yourself from cyanobacteria
www.ohio.com
Cyanobacteria and algae are among the oldest forms of life. Under the right conditions — usually involving sunlight, warmth, high levels of phosphorus (from fertilizers and human and animal waste) — they can grow at a rapid rate, producing algal blooms.

Like plants and algae, cyanobacteria contain chlorophyll, which captures sunlight to create sugars for energy. Unlike most plants and algae, many cyanobacteria are able to pull nitrogen from the air with special cells. The cyanobacteria may be distributed throughout the water or may form floating scum atop the water.

The blooms may appear as a thick paint on the surface of the water in such colors as green, blue-green, brown and red.

The largest danger to humans and animals occurs when the blooms produce toxins, among them microcystin, considered to be among the most powerful naturally occurring poisons. More than 40 freshwater cyanobacteria are capable of producing the toxins, which can remain after the blooms are gone and attack the nervous system and the liver; there are no known antidotes. 

How to stay safe

· Rinse off family members and pets after swimming in natural waters. The waters may contain toxins that cannot be seen, smelled or tasted.
· Avoid contact with waters that have algal blooms or where the water is pea green, has a floating green scum or is generally discolored. When in doubt, stay out!

· If anyone becomes ill after swimming, seek medical attention immediately. Seek veterinary assistance if a pet appears ill.
Know signs of algal bloom poisoning: numbness of lips, tingling in fingers and toes, dizziness, headache, rash or skin irritation, abdominal pain, diarrhea and vomiting. For pets: weakness, staggering, convulsions, difficulty breathing and vomiting.

· Do not allow family members or pets to drink lake or river water.

· It is not advisable to use natural water as a residential water source.

· Never cook with water thought to contain harmful algae. Boiling will not eliminate algal toxins.

· Consider minimal consumption of fish from bodies of water with harmful algal blooms. Toxins are greatest in internal organs but can also be found in filets. At a minimum, remove the skin from the filet and wash thoroughly before cooking. Be sure not to use natural water as the cleaning source.

Prevention
· Use lawn and plant fertilizers sparingly. Do not overfertilize or overwater after applying, If possible, use a phosphorus-free fertilizer.
Regularly check and maintain home septic systems.

· Limit runoff from farms and livestock areas.

· Do not allow large concentrations of Canada geese to set up residence. Their droppings can taint water.

· Maintain native plants along lakes and streams.

· Do not treat algae blooms with algaecides, like copper sulfate, because the toxins might be released from dying cells.

· In small lakes and ponds, install a bottom aeration system to control phosphorus and limit algae.

Who is monitoring for Ohio?
Ohio in 2008 formed a Harmful Algal Bloom Initiative led by Linda Merchant-Masonbrink of the Ohio Environmental Protection Agency. Other members are the Ohio Department of Health, the Ohio Department of Natural Resources, the Ohio Sea Grant Program, the Ohio State University Extension, the U.S. Geological Survey, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, the Ohio Lake Management Society and researchers from Ohio State, Bowling Green, Heidelberg and Wright State universities.

How to report blooms
Contact the Ohio Department of Health at http://www.odh.ohio.gov; the Ohio Environmental Protection Agency at 614-644-2001 or http://www.epa.ohio.gov/dsw; or http://ohiowatersheds.osu.edu/groups. 

For more information
Check the Ohio EPA's Inland Lakes program at http://www.epa.state.oh.us/dsw/inland_lakes/index.aspx.

The Ohio Sea Grant office has published a color, four-page fact sheet. It is available at http://www.ohioseagrant.osu.edu/news/?article=205.

Information about harmful cyanobacteria is available at http://www.cdc.gov/hab/cyanobacteria/facts.htm. Sources: Ohio Sea Grant fact sheet; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

