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Harmful Algae Blooms
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If you spot a bloom, report it to the Ministry of the Environment Conservation and Parks by 
calling 1-866-MOE-TIPS(1-866-663-8477)

https://www.goldstandarddiagnostics.com/
https://www.ontario.ca/page/blue-green-algae
https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/canada/health-canada/migration/healthy-canadians/publications/healthy-living-vie-saine/water-cyanobacteria-cyanobacterie-eau/alt/water-cyanobacteria-cyanobacterie-eau-eng.pdf


Harmful Algae Blooms (Blue-Green Algae)

Appearance

Recreational 
Precautions

Drinking
Water
Precautions 

The water appears cloudy, 
but you can still see your 
toes.

Particle density can vary 
greatly in the water column.

Health effects are unlikely at 
this stage, but toxins might 
still be present. Monitor the 
water quality for decrease in 
clarity, cloudiness and 
change in color.

It is unsafe to swim or to 
allow children to play in 
water if you cannot see
your toes in the water. 

Wait until the bloom has 
subsided and the water is 
clear.

Health effects are unlikely at 
this stage, but toxins might 
still be present.

Consider using test strips to 
determine if toxin is present 
in raw water. If you donʼt 
have test strips or suspect a 
toxin is present, refer to 
precautions described in 
Category 2 & 3. 

There is a significant change 
in the cloudiness and colour 
which may appear blue, 
green, brown, red etc. 

Algae may be in clusters or 
balls or flakes in the water, 
like pea soup.

Water may have observable 
taste and odour that can be 
described as earthy-musty, 
grassy, septic or pig-pen 
odour. 

This is a dense bloom; it may 
resemble an oil or paint spill 
and the surface of the water 
may form a scum.

Water may have observable 
taste and odour that can be 
described as earthy-musty, 
grassy, septic or pig-pen 
odour. 

Algae is easily swept by the 
wind and deposited near the 
shore.

Do not swim in a Category 2 or 3 algal bloom, or any bloom 
which obscures your view into the water. Even if it is not 
blue-green algae, it is unsafe to swim or to allow children to 
play in any dense algal bloom, since you cannot see into the 
water. Wait at least 24 hours after the bloom has disappeared 
and the water is clear.

Do not allow pets to swim in the water. Pets will lick their fur 
and could ingest toxin that could make them ill. 

In both Category 2 and 3, individuals may develop mild
symptoms of skin rash or eye irritation.

Do not eat organs of fish caught in an area with HABs.

Do not use the water from a Category 2 or 3 bloom for
drinking, cooking, rinsing fruits or vegetables, washing dishes, 
or other consumption. Instead, use potable water from a safe 
alternative source.

Do not boil the water as it kills the algae resulting in the   
release of more toxins in the water.

Do not let pets or livestock drink the water.

Be observant of when the water has cleared. If you treat surface 
water for cooking or consumption as per recommendations in 
this pamphlet, wait until after the bloom has disappeared 
before resuming normal use of the treated water. Over time, 
the toxin is naturally reduced by dilution, degradation by other 
bacteria in the water, and sunlight. If the bloom re-appears, 
follow the precautions described above.
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Fact sheet produced with the input and assistance of:

Haliburton, Kawartha, Pine Ridge District Health Unit 
Walkerton Clean Water Centre
City of Belleville
Peterborough Public Health
Hastings Prince Edward Public Health
Renfrew County and District Health Unit
Eastern Ontario Health Unit
Ottawa Public Health
KFL&A Public Health 
Leeds Grenville and Lanark Health Unit
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