
   What are HABs?  
Harmful Algal Blooms, or 
HABs, are periods of dense 
growth of toxic blue green 
algae known as cyanobacteria. 
Toxins released by the 
microscopic organisms can be 
hazardous to humans, 
animals, and the aqua�c 
ecosystem. HABs occur when species of cyanobacteria undergo a period of 
rapid growth where the popula�on size can double overnight. Affected 
waterbodies are usually slow-moving waters, exposed to excess nutrients, 
abundant sunlight, warm temperatures.  

HABs Characteris�cs 
Harmful algal blooms have a variety of appearances; foam, bubbling scum, 
spilled paint, green streaks/ dots/ clumps, hairy/silky strands, as well as no 
visible characteris�cs. The coloring of an algal bloom can range from blue- 
green, to brown, yellow, orange, and red. The bloom eventually dies and 
decomposes, resul�ng in a very dis�nct smell (typically an unpleasant, 
ro�ng odor). The process of decomposi�on can remove oxygen from the water 
column, resul�ng in fish kills and other nega�ve affects to aqua�c life. 

Why are we seeing more HABs warnings? 

Harmful algal blooms are linked to high nutrients loads and warm 
temperatures in slow moving surface water. While there are natural 
sources of nutrients in our waterways (ducks, geese, deer, etc.), it is 
human land use paterns and behaviors that introduce much of the 
nutrient pollu�on to aqua�c systems. Agricultural and residen�al runoff 
delivers phosphorus from fer�lizers and detergents, and suspended solids 
from erosion into waterways. Point sources of nutrient pollu�on include 
wastewater treatment plants, stormwater discharge, and leaky sep�c 
systems.  The introduc�on of monitoring programs is increasing HABs 
advisories and general awareness. 

Harmful Algal Blooms 
Who:  

Poten�ally Toxic 
Cyanobacteria or 

“Blue-green Algae’ 

What: 
Release of toxins that 
affect liver, nervous & 
respiratory systems, 

and skin. 

Where: 
Lakes, ponds, slow 

moving stream 
sec�ons. 

When: 

Mid to late summer, 
but possible 

throughout year. 

Why: 
Nutrient pollu�on and 

warming 
temperatures 

 

 



What if my pet drinks the water? 

Dogs are par�cularly vulnerable to HABs since they 
can be exposed these toxins through drinking, ea�ng 
washed up mats or scum of toxins, and through skin 
contact with the water. Dogs are o�en atracted to 
the HABs odor, and a�er leaving the water, they may 
ingest the toxin later while grooming themselves.  

Symptoms for dogs can include excessive saliva�on, 
weakness, staggered walking, difficulty breathing, or 
convulsions. Symptom onset can occur a few 
minutes or a few hours a�er exposure, depending 
on the size of the dog, how much the dog ingested, 
and the concentra�on of the toxin itself. 

How do I know if there is a HABs? 

Be aware of posted HAB watch, advisory, and 
warning signs around the park. Colorless toxins can 
remain in the water a�er the visible blooms 
dissipate. Confirma�on of HABs can only be made 
through water samples and laboratory tests.  

How can I help? 

Reduce polluted runoff from your yard or business. 
Be mindful of the chemicals you use outside and use na�ve vegeta�on to 
filter runoff as it leaves your property, so it doesn’t enter waterways. 

 

What can I do if I see a 
HABs? 
o Stay out of the water! 
o Don’t let children or pets 

play in the water and HAB 
debris on shore. 

o After swimming, with or 
without visible HABs, 
rinse or shower with 
fresh water as soon as 
possible. 

o Avoid swallowing water. 
o Don’t let pets lick or eat 

HABs material from their 
fur, or surrounding areas. 

o Don’t drink or cook with 
suspected water. 

See a doctor or veterinarian 
as soon as possible if you 
suspect yourself, children, or 
your pet might be ill from 
HAB toxins. 
If you would like to report a 
poten�al HAB, or have other 
ques�ons, contact 
HABS@PA.gov. 

 

How are HABs harmful? 
Cyanobacteria can produce toxins that are harmful to the 
liver and the central nervous system. Contact with 
contaminated water might include: 
o Recreational activities such as swimming, kayaking, 

fishing, or wading in the water. 
o Inhaling contaminated water droplets.  
o Drinking the contaminated water. 
o Eating contaminated seafood. 

 
Symptoms vary on type and length of exposure. Topical 
symptoms might include skin, eye, and nose irrita�ons. 
When swallowed, individuals can develop more severe 
symptoms including diarrhea, vomi�ng, abdominal pain, 
among other indicators. It is important to note that these 
toxins impact pets and wildlife, as well as people.  


