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For years, scientists have pon-
dered the worst-case scenario that
could result from zebra mussels
infesting the Great Lakes and scores
of inland waters.

That picture is becoming increas-
ingly, and alarmingly, clear.

A potent group of toxic compounds
has been discovered in a common algae
found in Muskegon Lake and the poi-
sons may be present in other Michigan
lakes. What makes this environmental
horror story so unusual and troubling is
that the toxins, called microcystins,
were not dumped into Muskegon Lake
by arenegade industry.

The culprits in this case: Zebra
mussels.

What’s worse, the only obvious solu-
tion would be killing all the zebra mus-
sels in lakes, which isn’t possible at
this point. ¢

Imported to the Great Lakes in the
1980s by trans-oceanic freighters, the
mollusks have increased water clarity
in lakes by eating algae as they filter
huge volumes of water through their
tiny bodies. The down side is that
zebra mussels eat only nutritious
algae — they spit out algae containing
toxic compounds.

The resuit: Blue-green algal blooms,
which can contain microcystins, are
proliferating in relatively clean lakes
across Michigan and other states,
including Muskegon and White lakes,
Lake Leelanau in northern Michigan
and Lake Champlain in Vermont. The
blooms create a blue-green layer of
scum on the water’s surface that looks
like floating paint.

Scientists who recently tested algae
scum on Muskegon Lake found elevat-
ed concentrations of microcystins.
When ingested via drinking tainted
water, the naturally occurring poisons
can cause vomiting, diarrhea, fever,
rashes, throat irritation and, in extreme
cases, liver damage and cancer.

“I don’t want to scare people, but
the levels of microcystins we found
are significant. These are very high
concentrations and are on the same
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Gary Fahnenstiel, director of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s Lake Michigan Field Station, collects a
sample of blue-green algae near the Muskegon channel. Fahnenstiel says toxic algae will be a major issue in coming years.

Scientists who recently tested algae scum on Muskegon
Lake found elevated concentrations of microcystins.

Fahnenstiel says to avoid going in water where
blue-green algae is present. Wind and waves
will disperse the surface scum, but the algae
usually slips below the surface and returns
when the water is calm.

Toxic algae 101

| The problem: Microcystis, also known as blue-green algae, can

pro&hce a group of toxic chemicals known as microcystins. Not
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M The cause: Lakes with elevated concentrations of phosphorous
produce blue-green algae. Zebra mussels are suspected of
contributing to an increase in blue-green algal blooms in clean
lakes. The mussels eat the good algae and spit out the bad,
microcystis, which allows.blue-green algae to proliferate.

W Where it’s found: Blue-green algal blooms are common in the
southern United States, Europe and Africa. In Michigan, blue-
green algal blooms occur on Spring Lake, Mona Lake, Muskegon
Lake and White Lake and some very clean Michigan lakes, such
as Lake Leelanau.

B Why it matters: Microcystins are extremely toxic. Ingesting
water containing microcystins can cause stomach cramps,
vomiting, diarrhea, fever, headache, muscle and joint pain and
weakness, as well as skin, eye and throat irritation and, in extreme
cases, liver damage and cancer.

M Protect yourself: Blue-green algae floats, creating a layer of
bluish-green scum on the water surface that looks like paint. If
you see it, stay out of the water or at least avoid areas where the
scum is present.















