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APPENDIX A 

Cyanobacteria FAQs 

What is cyanobacteria? Cyanobacteria, also known as blue green algae, are actually a type of 
ancient bacteria commonly found in water or wet areas.  

What is a cyanobacteria bloom? When conditions are right, algae can rapidly build up or 
“bloom” on the surface of reservoirs, rivers, creeks, lagoons, lakes and ponds.  

What causes blooms? Warm, slow-moving waters that are rich in nutrients like fertilizer or 
manure runoff can cause algae growth. Blooms can occur at any time, but are most common in 
late summer or early fall.  

What does a cyanobacteria bloom look like?  The bloom can be green, blue green, white or 
brown, and may look like a floating layer of scum or paint. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How do I know if a bloom is toxic? Only a few types of blue green algae are known to 
produce poisons. Most blooms of algae in our region are made up of harmless green algae. 
Determining if a cyanobacteria bloom is toxicogenic can only be done by conducting toxin 
testing. However, it is the policy of the Sacramento District to not test cyanobacteria blooms for 
toxicity because testing is unreliable in providing the public real-time toxin level information and 



2 
 

results could be misleading.  The SPK policy will instead focus on educating the public on 
potential risks involved with any cyanobacteria blooms.  Factors that were considered in making 
this decision are listed below: 
 

a. Water sampling can be unreliable in determining the toxin level in the entirety of the 
bloom. Cyanobacteria concentrations often rapidly change due to wind or other factors.   
 
b. Currently there are few readily available analytical methods to quantify cyanobacterial 
toxicity and identify the profile of microcystin variants with a water sample.   
 
c. Lab results can take several days, providing unreliable real-time toxin levels to the 
public. During the several day waiting period of results, bloom toxicity can change.   

 
d. Providing a warning system to the public in which advisories are only enacted when 
toxins are identified using lab results, can provide an unrealistic expectation for safety of 
USACE to maintain, given changing environmental factors, changing bloom characteristics 
and staffing availability. 

 
How dangerous is toxic algae? Not all cyanobacteria blooms are harmful, but some species 
are referred to as toxigenic because they have the potential to produce toxins that can cause 
serious illness or death in people, pets, and wildlife. Toxigenic cyanobacteria can produce three 
types of toxins: neurotoxins, hepatotoxins, and dermatoxins. Neurotoxins affect the nervous 
system.  Symptoms include muscle cramps, twitching, and in extreme cases paralysis, cardiac 
or respiratory failure, and death.  Hepatotoxins affect liver function. Dermatoxins are skin 
irritants.  If affected water is swallowed, symptoms can include headache, cramps, diarrhea, 
nausea and vomiting, numbness, dizziness and fever. Skin exposure symptoms can include red 
skin coloration, raised rash and irritation.  If any of these symptoms are severe or persist, 
medical attention should be sought. If pets exhibit any usual symptoms, seek advice from a 
veterinarian as soon as possible. The greatest risk to health comes from coming into contact 
with or ingesting the toxins produced by cyanobacteria while engaging in what is called “full 
body contact” (during swimming, skiing or jet skiing, etc.), or from inhaling spray cast up from 
the water’s surface by recreational activities or by the wind. Children and pets are most at risk 
while engaging in recreation in the water because they are more likely to accidently or 
intentionally swallow lake water.  Dogs can be exposed to particularly high levels of toxins by 
licking blue green algae off their fur after a swim. No antidote exists for any known algal toxin 
currently. This makes prevention the best option for protecting against toxigenic cyanobacteria.   
No documented incidents of human poisoning from blue green algae have been reported any 
US Army Corps of Engineers Lake in California.  

Encourage the public to stay out of areas where the water has foam, scum, or mats of algae 
and keep children and pets out of such areas. If a pet has already swam in the water with algae, 
rinse them off with fresh water as soon as possible.  
 
What about fishing and other activities? Eating fish caught during a heavy bloom can pose a 
health risk.  Always remove the guts and liver, and rinse fillets in tap water before eating the 
fish.  Other activities near the water such as camping, picnicking, biking and hiking are safe. 
 
Find more information at the CA Department of Heath Public Health’s website:  

https://www.waterboards.ca.gov/water_issues/programs/swamp/freshwater_cyanobacteri
a.shtml 

https://www.waterboards.ca.gov/water_issues/programs/swamp/freshwater_cyanobacteria.shtml
https://www.waterboards.ca.gov/water_issues/programs/swamp/freshwater_cyanobacteria.shtml


Blue-Green Algae Watch 

Harmful algae may be present in this water.   

For your awareness: 

You can swim in the 

water, but stay away from 

algae and scum. 

Keep children away 

from algae in the water 

or on the shore. 

For fish caught here, throw away guts and clean fillets with 

tap water or bottled water before cooking. 

Do not let pets and 

other animals go into 

or drink the water, or 

eat scum.   

Do not drink the 

water or use it for 

cooking.   

When in Doubt, Stay Out   
 

Avoid water that is foamy, scummy, 

thick like paint, pea green, blue-green, 

or reddish brown. 

 

Blue-green algae may cause skin 

rash, vomiting, diarrhea, cramps, 

dizziness, fainting, numbness, and 

paralysis.   

 

Call your doctor or veterinarian if you 

or your pet get sick after going in the 

water.   

For information on harmful algae, visit:  

mywaterquality.ca.gov/monitoring_council/cyanohab_network 
 

For local information, contact: 

XXXXXXXX 


