(For inclusion in the Lake Assoc. Membership Package)

Information Sheet for Lac Bernard Cottagers and Home Owners
Blue-Green Algae (Cyanobacteria) and their Toxins

In 2007, the Ministère du Développement durable, de l’Environnement et des Parcs (MDDEP) listed Lac Bernard on its website as a lake with cyanobacteria or blue green algae.  (see http://www.mddep.gouv.qc.ca/eau/algues-bv/milieux_affectes/index.asp )
What are blue green algae?
Blue green algae are primitive microscopic organisms that live in fresh water.  Since they have characteristics of bacteria and often a blue or turquoise (cyan) pigmentation they are also known as Cyanobacteria.  But they are more commonly known as pond scum. Normally blue-green algae are barely visible, but, during warm weather, populations can rapidly increase to form a large mass called a bloom. Blooms most commonly occur during the late summer and early fall.  
What conditions favour algae growth?

Blue-green algae thrive in areas where the water is shallow, slow moving and warm, but they may also be present below the surface in deeper, cooler water.  One key factor effecting growth is the level of available nutrients such as phosphorous and nitrogen in the water. Phosphorus is often the more crucial nutrient to reduce to limit their growth.
Where do these nutrients come from?

Runoff of lawn and garden fertilizers, agricultural runoff, runoff from municipal waste management systems (also dish detergent) and faulty septic systems can elevate the levels of naturally occurring nutrients in water bodies. Reducing or eliminating nutrient input from these additional sources is an important step in reducing the occurrence of algae blooms.
How can I recognize a blue green algae bloom?

Dense blue-green algae blooms may make the water look like bluish-green pea soup. When the bloom is very large, algae may form solid looking clumps. Fresh blooms often smell like newly mown grass; older blooms smell like rotting garbage.

Should I be concerned about blue green algae?
Yes, you should be cautious, particularly during and immediately after an algae bloom. Although many forms of blue green algae are relatively harmless, some forms produce toxins which can be harmful to your health and the health of your animals. The risks associated with the toxins come from contact with or consumption of contaminated water. The most common toxins are called microcystins. 
Can I eat fish from contaminated water?
Fish caught within bloom areas should be avoided; obviously the risks are higher if the contamination is higher. The organs or viscera of the fish (liver, etc.) should be especially avoided. If you eat fish containing elevated levels of toxins you may experience headaches, fever, diarrhea, abdominal pain, nausea and vomiting. 
Can I swim in contaminated water?

If you swim in contaminated water, you may get itching and irritated eyes and skin, as well as other hay fever-like allergic reactions. 
Should I let my pets drink the water containing cyanobacterial blooms?
No. The animals could become extremely ill and even die. Death is usually caused by damage to the liver or to the nervous system, depending on which toxins were predominant in the water. There are no known treatments to counter the effect.
Can I cook using water with blue-green algae in it?
No. Boiling water does not remove toxins from the water. Boiling or chlorination may actually increase toxins in the water as it bursts the bacterial cells, releasing their toxins.  As it is impossible to detect the presence of toxins in the water by taste, odour or appearance, you must assume that they are present until testing demonstrates that they are not in the water. 
Generally, a greater caution should be exercised for consumption related activities: cooking water, tea, dishes, food preparation etc. Inappropriately treated water should not be consumed.

What about using contaminated water for washing?
If no alternative supply is available for washing dishes, use rubber gloves to avoid direct contact with the water. In cases of greater contamination, bathing, showering or washing clothes in contaminated water should be avoided, as skin contact with the algae or toxins can lead to skin irritation and rashes. 
Can I treat my water to remove blue-green algae and their toxins?
Some treatment options are available, such as distillation or reverse osmosis. However, certain devices for household treatment can be expensive, and there is currently no certification regarding their effectiveness. Refer to http://www.mddep.gouv.qc.ca and http://www.mddep.gouv.qc.ca/eau/algues-bv/guide-mun.pdf for more information.
What should I do if I suspect water has been contaminated by toxic cyanobacteria? 
Avoid drinking the water until it has been tested and declared safe because all cyanobacterial blooms are potentially toxic. It's always best to avoid swimming in contaminated water until at least 10 days after the disappearance of the bloom. Even after the bloom is gone, it's a good idea to avoid taking surface water for consumption and remain vigilant to any future blooms that may make recreation water use unsafe. 
More information on health and safety respecting blue green algae may be found on the Health Canada site at: http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/ewh-semt/pubs/water-eau/cyanobacter_e.html 
