
To report an animal poisoning
call the Washington Department 
of Health at 360-236-3330 or visit       
www.doh.wa.gov/algae    

Veterinarian Reference Card 
T O X I C        
           Blue-Green Algae 

Algal poisoning is often 
an acute, fatal condition.

This card provides clinical information to help                     
veterinarians identify blue-green algae (cyanobacteria) 
exposure and poisoning signs. 
Fatalities and severe illness of livestock, pets, and wildlife 
occur among animals drinking or swimming in algal 
infested freshwater. Dogs may exhibit severe signs such 
as collapse and death within minutes to hours after 
swallowing contaminated water. Poisoning usually             
occurs during warm seasons but can occur year round. 
There are no antidotes to these toxins.                                   
Medical care is supportive. Activated charcoal may be  
useful within the first hour, and atropine has efficacy with 
saxitoxin exposure.  
What are blue-green algae (cyanobacteria)?
Blue-green algae are literally blue-green bacteria that       
contain specific photosynthetic pigments. Three genera      
of cyanobacteria account for a majority of toxic blooms: 
Microcystis, Anabaena, and Aphanizomenon.  
A bloom can consist of one or a mixture of two or more 
genera and may contain liver and nervous system toxins. 
What is a toxic bloom?
When algae grow quickly, they may rise to the surface of  
the water and form a surface scum. If conditions are favor-
able for a bloom, a lake or pond can change from clear to 
turbid within a few days. As cells die, toxins are released 
into the water. Sometimes blue-green algae produce 
toxins that can affect the liver and central nervous system.  
Not all blooms are toxic and only laboratory tests can con-
firm whether a bloom is toxic or not. Since cyanobacterial 
toxins can be lethal to animals in relatively small amounts, 
caution should always be taken when a bloom occurs.      
Advise your clients “When in doubt, stay out.”
What causes a bloom? 
No individual environmental condition causes blooms to 
be toxic. Factors such as light, temperature, percent              
oxygen saturation, nutrient availability and depletion,  
wind patterns, internal lake mixing, growth stage, and 
zooplankton predation may play a role in bloom formation.  

DOH 332-115   June 2012



   
   

   
 

Bl
ue

-G
re

en
 A

lg
ae

 E
xp

os
ur

e 
an

d 
Cl

in
ic

al
 In

fo
rm

at
io

n 
- T

he
re

 a
re

 n
o 

an
tid

ot
es

 to
 th

es
e 

to
xi

ns
.  

M
ed

ic
al

 c
ar

e 
is

 su
pp

or
tiv

e.
   

  
Ex

po
su

re
 R

ou
te

Li
ke

ly
 S

ig
ns

 
O

ns
et

 to
 

Si
gn

s
D

iff
er

en
ti

al
 

D
ia

gn
os

is
Po

ss
ib

le
 L

ab
or

at
or

y 
 

or
 O

th
er

 F
in

di
ng

s 
Sw

al
lo

w
in

g 
    

    
    

    
    

  
w

at
er

 w
ith

 to
xi

c 
bl

ue
-g

re
en

 a
lg

ae
 

(c
ya

no
ba

ct
er

ia
) o

r 
ot

he
r t

ox
in

s 

Li
ck

in
g 

fu
r o

r h
ai

r  
    

   
co

nt
am

in
at

ed
 w

ith
 

to
xi

c 
bl

ue
-g

re
en

 
al

ga
e

H
ep

at
ot

ox
in

s 
 - 

A
cu

te
 d

ep
re

ss
io

n
 - 

W
ea

kn
es

s &
 in

co
or

di
na

tio
n

 - 
Lo

ss
 o

f a
pp

et
ite

 - 
Ex

ce
ss

 d
ro

ol
in

g 
 - 

Vo
m

iti
ng

 a
nd

 d
ia

rr
he

a
 - 

A
bd

om
in

al
 te

nd
er

ne
ss

 - 
Ja

un
di

ce
 - 

D
ar

k 
ur

in
e

O
ne

 
or

 tw
o 

ho
ur

s,
 

or
 m

or
e

A
ce

ta
m

in
op

he
n,

 
no

ns
te

ro
id

al
 

an
ti-

in
fla

m
m

at
or

ie
s,

afl
at

ox
in

, m
us

hr
oo

m
s,

co
pp

er
, z

in
c,

 ir
on

,
xy

lit
ol

, s
ag

o 
pa

lm
 

- E
le

va
te

d 
bi

le
 a

ci
ds

 &
 li

ve
r e

nz
ym

es
- H

yp
og

ly
ce

m
ia

- P
ro

lo
ng

ed
 c

lo
tt

in
g 

tim
es

- P
ro

te
in

ur
ia

- P
re

se
nc

e 
of

 to
xi

n 
in

 c
lin

ic
al

   
   

sp
ec

im
en

s (
liv

er
, g

as
tr

oi
nt

es
tin

al
 

co
nt

en
ts

) c
ol

le
ct

ed
 fr

om
 a

ni
m

al
s

N
eu

ro
to

xi
ns

 - 
Ex

ce
ss

 d
ro

ol
in

g
 - 

A
pp

re
he

ns
io

n 
&

 a
nx

io
us

ne
ss

 - 
Vo

m
iti

ng
 - 

M
us

cl
e 

tw
itc

hi
ng

 - 
Se

iz
ur

es
 - 

Re
sp

ira
to

ry
 fa

ilu
re

 

M
in

ut
es

 
to

 h
ou

rs
O

rg
an

op
ho

sp
ha

te
 a

nd
 

ca
rb

am
at

e 
in

se
ct

ic
id

es
, 

st
ry

ch
ni

ne
, m

et
al

de
hy

de
, 

py
re

th
rin

s,
 m

ol
dy

 fo
od

s,
 

ch
lo

rin
at

ed
 h

yd
ro

ca
rb

on
 

pe
st

ic
id

es
, b

ro
m

et
ha

lin
, 

m
us

hr
oo

m
s

- P
re

se
nc

e 
of

 to
xi

n 
in

 c
lin

ic
al

 
sp

ec
im

en
s f

ro
m

 st
om

ac
h 

co
nt

en
ts

        
ta

ke
n 

fr
om

 a
ni

m
al

s t
ha

t b
ec

am
e 

ill

Sk
in

 co
nt

ac
t 

w
ith

 to
xi

c 
bl

ue
-g

re
en

 
al

ga
e 

or
 o

th
er

 to
xi

n(
s)

D
er

m
al

 T
ox

in
s

- R
as

h,
 h

iv
es

, a
lle

rg
ic

 re
ac

tio
n 

M
in

ut
es

 
to

 h
ou

rs
O

th
er

 d
er

m
al

 a
lle

rg
en

s
- B

lu
e-

gr
ee

n 
st

ai
ni

ng
 o

f f
ur

 o
r h

ai
r

M
on

og
as

tr
ic

 a
ni

m
al

s a
pp

ea
r l

es
s s

en
si

tiv
e 

th
an

 ru
m

in
an

ts
 o

r b
ird

s;
 h

ow
ev

er
, t

he
 d

os
e-

re
sp

on
se

 c
ur

ve
 is

 v
er

y 
st

ee
p 

in
 d

og
s –

 u
p 

to
 9

0%
 o

f a
 

le
th

al
 d

os
e 

m
ay

 e
lic

it 
no

 c
lin

ic
al

 si
gn

s.
 S

ur
vi

vi
ng

 a
ni

m
al

s h
av

e 
a 

go
od

 c
ha

nc
e 

fo
r r

ec
ov

er
y.

 W
hi

le
 th

er
ap

ie
s f

or
 c

ya
no

ba
ct

er
ia

l p
oi

so
ni

ng
s h

av
e 

no
t b

ee
n 

in
ve

st
ig

at
ed

 in
 d

et
ai

l, 
ac

tiv
at

ed
 c

ha
rc

oa
l s

lu
rr

y 
is

 li
ke

ly
 to

 b
e 

of
 b

en
efi

t. 
H

ea
lth

 e
ffe

ct
s f

ro
m

 e
xp

os
ur

e 
ar

e 
de

riv
ed

 fr
om

 re
po

rt
s o

f a
ni

m
al

             
po

is
on

in
gs

. F
or

 m
or

e 
in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
se

e 
D

ep
ar

tm
en

t o
f H

ea
lth

 (w
w

w
.d

oh
.w

a.
go

v/
al

ga
e)

 o
r t

he
 M

er
ck

 V
et

er
in

ar
y 

M
an

ua
l (

w
w

w
.v

et
m

an
ua

l.c
om

).


