
Harmful algal blooms, or HABs, occur when colonies of algae- simple 

plants that live in the sea and freshwater- grow out of control and 

produce toxic or harmful effects on people, fish, shellfish, marine 

mammals and birds. The human illnesses caused by HABs, though rare, 

can be debilitating or even fatal. 

Ranging from microscopic, single-celled organisms to large seaweeds, algae are 

simple plants that form the base of food webs. Sometimes, however, their roles 

are more sinister. Under the right conditions, algae may grow out of control - and 

a few of these "blooms" produce toxins that can kill fish, mammals and birds, and 

may cause human illness or even death in extreme cases. Other algae are 

nontoxic, but .e..at ... U.P. ... a . .ll ... o.f..t.h.e. .. .ox.y9.e..n in the water as they decay, clog the gills of 

fish and invertebrates, or smother corals and submerged aquatic vegetation. Still 

others discolor water, form huge, smelly piles on beaches or contaminate drinking 

water. Collectively, these events are called .b..a.rmf.Y.l...a.lg�.l...b..lo.o.m.s., or HABs.
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What is a harmful algal bloom? 

Sometimes tiny algae can cause big problems 
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