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Overview
• Background & Health Risks

• NYSDOH Protocol

• Guidance: Format & Mechanism
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Blue-Green Algae Blooms

• Cyanobacteria, naturally present
― “Blue-Green Algae” (BGA)

• Opportunistic in favorable conditions
― Elevated nutrients

― Warm temperatures >25°C 

― Stagnant water, calm weather

― High light, shallow depths

• Form dense mats, scum layer or 

discolored water
― Green, blue-green, yellow, brown, white, purple, or 

red
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Blue-green Algae & Health

Exposure Potential

Ingestion, inhalation and/or direct contact: 

• Cyanobacteria cells

• Secondary metabolites i.e. 

cyanotoxins
― Microcystin: hepatotoxin

― Anatoxin-A: neurotoxin

― Cylindrospermopsin: hepatotoxin

*Whether toxins are present or not, there is 

still a concern for health effects. 
H. W. Paerl

Microcystis colonies

USGS

Planktothrix (Oscillatoria)

USGS

Aphanizomenon
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Blue-green Algae & Health

Exposure Pathways 
• Dermal

• Ingestion (Incidental)

• Inhalation

Symptoms
• Allergic or irritative skin, eye, ear, throat reaction

• Diarrhea 

• Nausea

• Vomiting 

• Respiratory difficulties 
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Beach 

Surveillance
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NYS BGA Beach Closures

Greatest number of BGA 

related beach closure events 

in 2015:

• Apparent increase in blooms, 

magnitude and duration

• Enhanced surveillance

• Increased outreach and 

education
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NYSDOH Bloom 

Response for Beaches
• Development

• Delivery

• Deployment
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NYSDOH Protocol: 
Visual Evidence of Bloom=Beach Closure

• Toxin monitoring is NOT the primary public health intervention

• Sampling used to supplement and confirm (if needed).

• Lack of bloom for a day AND toxin analysis required to reopen beaches   
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Visual Based Response: Why? 

• Symptoms can occur from exposure to blooms with or without 

toxin

― Avoidance protective of acute health effects

• Sampling and analysis takes time

• Not all toxins analyzed
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Visual Based Response: Why? (cont’d)

• Blooms are dynamic

― Spatial, temporal and toxin gene expression

• Not practical to monitor all waters at all times

• “System” includes public outreach
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Outreach: 
Beach 
Operators 
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Outreach: 
Public
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NYSDOH Guidance

• Development

• Delivery

• Deployment
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Example from  
Preliminary Version 
of Guidance
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Guidance 
evolved-
became more 
complex

Eventually 
decided on 
deploying via 
web
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Beach Guidance: Step-by-step Module on HCS

Links within module allow multi-

directional movement, 

simulating a decision-making 

process

Audience: Local Health Departments

Location: Health Commerce System

https://commerce.health.state.ny.us/public/hcs_login.html
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• Identifying a bloom

• BGA within a swim area

• BGA likely to affect a swim 

area

• BGA not likely to affect a 

swim area

• No BGA

Beach Guidance: Resources Available



19

Beach Guidance: Resources Available
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Beach Guidance: Resources Available
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Beach Guidance: Bloom Response - Start

• Obtain photos

• Request support with ID

• Notify RO & CEH workgroup

• Provide factsheet to operator



22

Beach Guidance: Bloom Locator

Identify where the bloom is 

located
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Beach Guidance: Bloom Identified in Swim Area

• Swim area is closed

• Closure signs posted prohibit 

swimming and wading

• Notify Regional and State Health

• Inform operator to monitor conditions

• Inform operator to report symptoms 

indicative of exposure to LHD

• Consider posting waterbody advisory 

outside swim area



24

Beach Guidance: Reopening a Swim Area

1. Water must be visibly clear of 

algae or associated material

2. One day after swim area is 

visibly clear, collect water 

sample

3. Sample results must indicate 

toxin levels less than 10µg/L 

and swim area has remained 

clear

4. If so, open swim area
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Beach Guidance: Reopening a Swim Area

• Remove closure signs

• Continue to monitor 

waterbody

• Notify RO & CEH workgroup

• Consider waterbody advisory 

for outside beach
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Beach Guidance: Support for Identifying Bloom

• Notify RO & CEH workgroup

• Provide pictures to CEH for 

help with ID

• Collect sample

• Based on results, follow 

guidance appropriately  
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Beach Guidance: Support for Identifying Cleared Bloom

• Notify RO & CEH workgroup

• Provide pictures to CEH for

help with ID

• Collect sample

• Based on results, follow

guidance appropriately
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Public Notification Template: 
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NYSDOH Guidance

• Development

• Delivery

• Deployment
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NYS BGA Beach Closures
Greatest number of BGA 

related beach closure events 

in NYS occurred 2015:

• Use of guidance

• Increased outreach and 

education

• No reported outbreaks at 

beaches
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Thank you!
Questions?
Eric J. Wiegert, MPH
NYSDOH
eric.wiegert@health.ny.gov
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