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Blue-green algae is one of the oldest organisms known to man. 
 
Some scientists believe the pond scum, also known as Cyanobacteria, has inhabited the 
Earth for more than 3 billion years. 
 
But for such an old and potentially toxicorganism, scientists know very little about it. 
 
Depending on the bloom of blue-green algae,a shot glass full could contain enough toxins 
to kill a person, yet there is no science out there to control the organism, or guidelines to 
keep it from occurring. 
 
And recent data shows the algae is occurring more frequently and lasting longer in 
waterways throughout the nation, including Southwest Florida. 
 
Ken Hudnell, a neurotoxicologist for the Environmental Protection Agency in Research 
Triangle Park, North Carolina, is one of the leading researchers investigating blue-green 
algae. Hudnell and other scientists from around the country will deliver a report on the 
subject to Congress early next year. 
 
Southwest Florida residents can get a preview of the research when Hudnell presents 
some of his work at the 16th annual Southwest Florida Water Resources Conference at 
Florida Gulf Coast University on Friday. 
 
Congress will use Hudnell’s report to decide how to approach the problem, including 
creating a national research plan. 
 
Recent evidence shows blue-green algae is increasing in occurrence around the world, 
showing up in places it was never documented before. And once it shows up, research 
shows, it tends to stick around longer, Hudnell said. 
 
There is strong evidence blue-green algae is increasing because waterways contain more 
nutrients, such as nitrogen and phosphate, Hudnell said. 
 
That would appear to be the case in the Caloosahatchee River, which gets tremendous 
amounts of nutrients from its agricultural-lined river basin and releases from Lake 
Okeechobee. Other factors feeding the algae include increased water temperatures from 
global warming and power plants and decreases in turbulent water. 
 



What is less known about blue-green algae is its health effects, Hudnell said. Different 
forms of the organism can produce different toxins. Many produce several types of 
toxins. Some produce no toxins at all. 
 
Many toxins are among the most potent toxins known to man, Hudnell said. Some are 
more potent than strychnine and cobra venom.But few people will be exposed to the full 
strength version unless they swallow it as they are swimming. 
 
Many are exposed by breathing it in through the air or even in their drinking water, 
Hudnell said. One of the greatest areas of research needed is to understand the health 
effects of repeated low-level exposure like one would receive from recreational activity 
and drinking water, he said. 
 
In Florida, harmful algae blooms have been found in drinking water reservoirs, Hudnell 
said. Water treatment facilities only make the toxin levels higher because when the cells 
die, they release toxins, he said. 
 
People also can be exposed to the toxins through the air when water is taken from rivers 
for irrigation and sprayed on fields. 
 
Scientists have found the toxins effects in the livers and kidneys of humans. People have 
been known to come down with flu-like illness after exposure. Scientist believe some 
toxins can cause cancer and possibly Alzheimer’s, Hudnell said. 
 
Before 1980, there was little research done on blue-green algae. 
 
It wasn’t a large problem in the past, Hudnell said. Now with an increase in every state, 
we are facing these problems without federal guidance. 
 
Research could prompt the government to create caps on the amount of nutrients that 
flow into waterways. 
 
Whatever the outcome, sound science should drive policy, said Ron Edenfield, chairman 
of the conference steering committee. 
 
Our goal is to at least get people talking about the issue and have people walk away 
asking questions, Edenfield said. It’s always good to put the science out there and let the 
science drive the process. 


