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If you dip into Lake Erie, be aware of blue-green algae

By Kristina Smith Horn, CentralOhio.com, bucyrustelegraphforum.com 

It's a green, blue, brown or black slime that tends to foam and sometimes gives off a foul smell.

And it could make you sick.

It's blue-green algae, and it's been a growing problem on Lake Erie in recent years. Last year it spread to the largest-reaching plume on record, and weather conditions could make this year equally bad or worse, said Doug Kane, assistant professor of science and math at Defiance College.

The algae -- which actually are bacteria that can photosynthesize, called cyanobacteria -- contain at least four types of toxins that can cause liver problems, gastrointestinal illness and headaches, said Mary Clifton, Ohio Department of Health recreational program director.

The bacteria also can cause skin rashes, according to Ohio Sea Grant.

Microcystin, which Clifton said has been linked to liver problems, is the most common type of cyanobacteria found in Ohio's Lake Erie waters.

"They are some of the most powerful toxins known to man," she said. "There is no antidote for the toxin. It's very concerning to us, especially at the Ohio Department of Health.

"My fear is that we'll be ending up with some human deaths out of these things."

Swimmers could become ill if they swim in an algae bloom and accidentally swallow some of the water. Clifton recommends people shower off after swimming.

"Essentially, what you're seeing is like an allergic reaction," said Jeff Reutter, director of the Ohio Sea Grant College Program at The Ohio State University. "I have personally seen 10 people get out in this stuff. Nine people will have no problem, and one will have a rash.

"The person who's likely to be harmed the most is the person whose health is compromised."

There isn't really a way to predict who will be affected, he said.

People who feel sick after swimming should seek medical help, Clifton said.

"These are serious toxins," she said. "If they see a bloom, they need to stay away. We like to say: When in doubt, stay out."

Boaters and fishermen shouldn't have problems going through the blooms on a boat as long as they don't have contact with the water, Clifton said.

The Ohio Department of Health and Ohio Department of Natural Resources have set up testing at public beaches, and swimming advisory signs are posted when toxin levels exceed safety standards.

The health department also has information on its website to help swimmers identify a harmful algal bloom.

Microcystin, one of the types of algae, can develop as little, green clumps on the surface of the water and looks a little like duckweed, a common type of algae, she said. Other blooms found around the state look like thick, green paint.

Clifton did not have specific numbers on illnesses reported on Lake Erie related to harmful algal blooms. Across the state, nine reported being sick in 2011, she said.

The algae hasn't just been a problem on Lake Erie. Harmful blooms have been found in lakes across the country and the world, Reutter said.

Grand Lake St. Mary's, the state's largest inland lake, near Celina had a severe bloom in 2010 that forced the state to issue a no-contact order to keep people off the water. Some dogs died after swimming in algae-infested inland waters, Clifton said.

There haven't been any algae-related human deaths in Ohio, she said. The only human deaths related to toxins found in the algae she and Kane know of happened in Brazil, and were related to kidney dialysis machines that had bad water-filtration systems.

Reutter, however, expressed concern about possible deaths in a letter included in a report directors of three state agencies recently released with recommendations for how agriculture can reduce phosphorous loading, which is causing the problem.

"If we don't modify agricultural practices, (harmful algal blooms) will get worse and someone will die," he wrote.

So far, Lake Erie algae haven't contaminated drinking water, said Heidi Griesmer, Ohio Environmental Protection Agency spokeswoman.

"The drinking water systems have been able to treat that," she said. "That is something that we monitor. We have found harmful algal blooms in raw water, but it's not been in the finish water."

Finish water is what comes out of the tap in residents' homes. The algal blooms, however, can cause taste and odor problems in finish water, according to Sea Grant.

If testing at water treatment plants shows a problem, the Ohio EPA can issue a drinking water advisory, Griesmer said.

Residents would then be advised to drink bottled water, she said.

