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Blue-green algae in Wisconsin 

ÅWhat are they & what do they look like? 

ÅWhen & why do they bloom? 

ÅWhere are they a problem? 

ÅAre they toxic? Can I even go in the water? 



What are blue-green algae? 

ÅPhotosynthetic bacteria (cyanobacteria) 

ÅNative to every lake & river in Wisconsin 

ÅBuoyancy: they regulate position 

ÅTemperatures: they like it hot 

ÅToxins: produced by some species 



ñBlue-greenò can be misleading 
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Intact blooms are most often green in color. 
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Can be mistaken for duckweeds 
Duckweeds (Lemna, 

Spirodela) have roots 

Watermeal (Wolffia) 

Tiny, firm, grainy 
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Can be mistaken for pollen 

Look for similar yellow ñdustò on land 



Can be mistaken for filamentous green algae 
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Spirogyra & relatives 
slippery texture, hairlike, unbranched 

Cladophora & relatives 
wet cotton texture, usually branching 



Hazards of blue-green algae blooms 

ÅThey may form nuisance blooms. 

ÅBlooms impact aquatic life. 

ÅSome strains can make liver, cell, or nerve 
toxins if conditions are right. 

ÅToxins may irritate the skin in sensitive 
individuals; swallowing or inhaling them in water 
can cause illness. 

ÅNot all blue-green algae make toxins, and 
toxins are not made all the time. 
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What causes harmful blooms? 

ÅExcess nutrients are fertilizer for growth 

ÅPrimarily P, but N can be important too 

ÅWarm water and calm weather 
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