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Cyanobacteria as a Public Health Issue



 Ingestion: gastroenteritis, nausea, diarrhea, 
stomach cramps, vomiting, hepato-toxicosis, 
liver failure and muscle weakness and/or 
paralysis

 Severity depends on type of toxin, 
concentration, and amount consumed

 No documented cases of illness in Florida 
directly related to drinking water containing 
cyanotoxins

Illnesses from Cyanotoxins



Susceptible Populations ?

 Elderly

 Immuno-suppressed

 Underlying disease:  Asthma

 Pregnant women, fetus

 Children

 People with extended exposure periods



Direct Skin Contact

Potential Exposure Pathways

Incidental Ingestion

Drinking Water Inhalation of Aerosols

Ingestion of Food



 10-15% of Florida’s 
population utilizes surface 
water supplies for drinking 
water

 Floridian Aquifer unable to 
meet projected demands 
for 2020

 Some surface supplies 
experience cyanobacteria 
blooms that produce toxins    

Public health - drinking water resources

St. Johns 
River



 The WHO provisional guideline for 
lifetime exposure to microcystin-LR 
is 1.0 µg/L per day 

 There are no guidelines for acute 
exposure

 There are no regulatory standards 
for cyanotoxins in drinking water or 
recreational  waters established by 
EPA in the U.S.

Guidelines for Exposure



 Skin irritation and skin sensitization known to occur 
with exposure to cyanobacteria
• NOT correlated with microcystins
• NOT correlated with neurotoxic compounds 

 Maybe due to lipopolysaccharide (LPS) in cell  wall
• surface acting toxins that can cause allergies

Guideline development



 Do not swim in the algae bloom or allow your pets to swim 
in the bloom

 If you come into contact with the bloom, 
wash with soap and water

• Some people who are sensitive to the algae may     
develop a rash or respiratory problems

 Do not eat fish that are killed by the bloom
• Healthy fish are ok to eat – only fillets

FDOH Recommendations
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Medical Fact Sheets



Public Health Surveillance Tools

 EpiCom: Public Health Bulletin Board

 Florida Poison Information Centers 
- Tampa, Jacksonville, Miami

Aquatic Toxins Hotline

 Florida Reportable Disease System 
- Merlin

 ESSENCE
- Syndromic Surveillance

Includes Florida Hospital ED and Acute Care 
Facility data



Florida Slime Crime Tracker



Animal Impacts - Target 
Audience: DVMs, Farmers, 

Pet Owners
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 CDC Cooperative Agreement to Enhance Surveillance of 
Risk Factors and Health Effects Related to Harmful Algal 
Blooms, #1 U38 EH000334-01

 National Science Foundation: Collaborative Research –
Dynamics of Coupled Natural and Human Systems (CHN) # 
1009244 

 NOAA/NASA: Monitoring and Forecasting Cyanobacterial 
Blooms for Public Health Protection and Response # 
DG133C10SE1964
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