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Harmful Algal Blooms
Cyanobacteria (cy-a-no-bac-te-ri-a), also known as blue-green algae, are a natural part of lakes, rivers and ponds. 
Unfortunately, some cyanobacteria can produce toxins, called cyanotoxins (cy-a-no-tox-ins), that can make people and 
animals sick. When conditions are right, these organisms can rapidly increase to form cyanobacterial blooms - or harmful 
algal blooms (HABs).

What causes HABs?
A HAB can happen when the water temperature is warm, the lake is calm 
and there is a high level of nutrients, like phosphorus or nitrogen, in it. 
HABs occur due to natural causes and human behavior which include the 
spread of invasive species, increased nutrient sources and climate change. 

When do HABs happen in Michigan?
HABs have been confirmed in water bodies across the state. They typically occur in Michigan during the summer 
months and into the fall. A bloom can last days to months. Blooms can change in size, severity and location within the 
same day. Blooms may disappear on a waterbody but then form again weeks later.

How can I spot HABs?
HABs can be a variety of colors such as green, blue-green, blue, brown, yellow, white, purple or red. HABs can look like 
scum in the water and may have small flecks, foams or globs floating in it. It can also look like the surface of the water 
has spilled paint or a green sheen on it. It is common for toxins to only be present in areas with visible cyanobacteria. 

What should I do if I see a HAB?
Stay out of the water and do not let children, pets or livestock play in the water, or near 
the shoreline where you suspect a HAB may be present. Use areas with clear water for 
recreation. You and your animals have a lower risk of coming into contact with cyanotoxins in 
these areas.

Always report suspicious-looking algae to the Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy (EGLE) by 
visiting Michigan.gov/HABs and clicking the “Report It to EGLE” button. When filling out the form, please include photo(s) 
of what you see. You can also make a report by calling the Environmental Assistance Center at 800-662-9278.
Visit Michigan.gov/HABsMap for locations of reported HABs and cyanotoxin testing results.

Additional resources to help you identify HABs can be found online. To learn more, visit Michigan.gov/HABs.

How can HABs make people sick? How can HABs make animals sick?
Signs of illness from cyanotoxins often appear 
quicker in animals than in people - sometimes 
in minutes to a few hours. 
Signs can include:

Symptoms of illness from cyanotoxins may appear within hours to days. 

Symptoms from contact 
include:

Symptoms from swallowing large amounts of 
water with cyanotoxins include:

•	 Rashes
•	 Hives
•	 Skin blisters
•	 Eye & nose irritation

•	 Vomiting
•	 Diarrhea
•	 Fatigue

•	 Excessive drooling
•	 Convulsions
•	 Staggered walking

•	 Stomach pain
•	 Vomiting
•	 Diarrhea

•	 Dizziness
•	 Muscle 

weakness

• Headache
•	 Liver 

damage

https://www.michigan.gov/egle/about/organization/water-resources/glwarm/harmful-algal-blooms
http://www.Michigan.gov/HABsMap
http://Michigan.gov/HABs



