
Harmful Algal Blooms & Public Health
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Health Department’s Regulatory Role

Public Bathing Beaches 

• Clear Protocol for closing and 
reopening public beaches

Public Drinking Water Supplies

• No legally enforceable standards 
• EPA Health Advisories for certain cyano-

toxins



EPA’s Drinking Water Health Advisories 
(HAs) for Two Common Cyanotoxins

• HAs are informal technical 
guidance

• HAs for cyanotoxins are 10 day 
exposure values
– Microcystin HA level:

• 0.3 g/L for infants and young children

• 1.6 g/L for school children and adults

– Cylindrospermopsin HA level:
• 0.7 g/L for infants and young children

• 3 g/L for school children and adults

– Anatoxin-a has no HA level yet
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Public Water Supplies Monitoring
For HABs in Tompkins County:
• Bolton Point (SCLIWC)
• City of Ithaca
• Cornell University
• Village of Groton
• A few smaller systems
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PWS Vulnerability and HABs Monitoring

Assessing for Vulnerability:
• Location and environment of source
• Existing treatment process

Monitoring for HABs:
• Visual observation at intake
• Changes in water quality parameters
• Sampling when warranted

Incident Response:
• Coordinated between PWS, TCHD and 

NYSDOH
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Private Beach Wells and Lake-water Intakes
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Private Beach Wells and Lake-water Intakes

• Not a recommended source to start

• No regulatory requirements

– TC Sanitary Code exception for rentals

• No home treatment system endorsed by NYSDOH
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Private Beach Wells and Lake-water Intakes

• Health Department role 
educational

– Know it

– Avoid it

– Report it

• Uncertainty around 
how long toxicity may 
linger after a bloom 
dissipates
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HABs at Public Beaches

Bloom Response:
• Beach operator or HD close

beach based on visual  
indication of a HAB

• Beach must remain closed
for as long a bloom remains

• When swim area is bloom
free for 24 hours HD will 
take lake water sample and
submit to State laboratory

• May reopen if < 4 g/L for 
microcystin



HABs on Open Water or at Private Beaches 
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Know it.

• Know when to be 
suspicious of a bloom, 
floating mat or scum

– HABs are not always 
green

– Visit DEC’s or DOH’s HAB 
web-pages for additional 
photos



Avoid it.

• Don’t swim, fish, boat 
or allow pets or 
livestock near a 
suspected bloom

• Never drink or prepare 
food with water during 
bloom – even if using 
home treatment system

• Remain aware of press 
releases and advisory 
posters
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Report it.

• Go to the DEC’s HAB 
web-page, fill out and 
submit electronic report 
form

• Visit health care 
provider or contact  
health department if 
you have symptoms 
that might be due to 
HAB exposure



Resources and Contact Info
• NYS Department of Environmental Conservation

– HABs webpage: http://www.dec.ny.gov/chemical/77118.html

– Report suspected blooms to: HABsInfo@dec.ny.gov

• NYS Department of Health
– Blue-green Algae webpage: 

https://www.health.ny.gov/environmental/water/drinking/bluegreenal
gae/

– Report symptoms to: harmfulalgae@health.ny.gov

• Tompkins County Health Department
– Blue-green Algae webpage: 

http://www.tompkinscountyny.gov/health/eh/water/algae

– facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/TompkinsPublicHealth/

– Report suspected bloom related symptoms: (607) 274-6604

• Environmental Protection Agency
– HAB and Cyanobacteria webpage: https://www.epa.gov/water-

research/harmful-algal-blooms-cyanobacteria
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