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2026 Veterinary Advisory #8
Harmful Algal Blooms are a Potential Source of Toxins to Dogs

Please share with your colleagues in veterinary medicine and your staff.

Background
e Algal blooms are caused by overgrowths of algae and cyanobacteria; harmful algal
blooms (HAB) produce toxins that are harmful to dogs’ liver, skin, and the central nervous
system.
e HAB-associated illness in dogs is reported most often in summer months, peaking in
August and September according to national surveillance data from 2022.
Clinical Signs
e Common signs of HAB-associated illness in dogs include gastrointestinal, generalized,
and neurologic signs.
NYC Locations
e HABs that have been reported this year:
o Brooklyn: Prospect Park Lake
o Manhattan: Central Park Lake, Harlem Meer, Morningside Pond, Turtle Pond
o Queens: Bowne Pond, Oakland Lake
o Staten Island: Brooks Lake, Clove Lake, Martling Pond, Willowbrook Lake
For Veterinarians
e Warn owners to look for posted signs and keep dogs away from water with HABs.
e Report suspected HAB poisoning in animals by calling the New York City Health
Department at 347-396-2600 and ask to speak with someone in the Zoonotic and Vector-
borne Disease Unit.

September 21, 2026
Dear Colleagues,

Through routine surveillance and water sampling, the New York State Department of
Environmental Conservation (NYS DEC) has identified the presence of harmful algal blooms
(HAB) in bodies of freshwater across New York City every year during warm summer months.
Veterinarians should be aware of signs of cyanobacterial toxicosis in dogs.

To date this year, HABs have been reported in Brooklyn (Prospect Park Lake), Manhattan (Central
Park Lake, Harlem Meer, Morningside Pond, and Turtle Pond), Queens (Bowne Pond and
Oakland Lake), and Staten Island (Brooks Lake, Clove Lake, Martling Pond, and Willowbrook
Lake).


https://www.merckvetmanual.com/toxicology/algal-poisoning/algal-poisoning-of-animals#Clinical-Findings-and-Lesions_v3348342
https://www.cdc.gov/ohhabs/data/summary-report-united-states-2022.html

Visit the DEC website for information and updates on HABs, including an interactive map
displaying current freshwater HAB locations. HABs are determined by DEC staff based on visual
observations, digital photographs, and water sampling results.

Background

Many types of algae are harmless and are an important part of the ecosystem. However, HABs
can develop when naturally occurring algae and microorganisms, such as cyanobacteria and
dinoflagellates, grow quickly into blooms and produce toxins that can harm people, animals,
and aquatic life. These blooms can sometimes cover large portions of water bodies including
salt, fresh, and brackish waters. HABs can look like floating mats, scums, or discolored water.
Colors caninclude shades of green, blue-green, yellow, brown, or red. As HABs die, they emit an
odor of rotting plants.

Figure 1: HAB in The Lake in Central Park. Figure 1: HAB in The Lake in Central Park.
Photo: NYS DEC Photo: NYS DEC

HABs are caused by a combination of environmental factors, including:

¢ Nutrient pollution: Excessive nutrients, such as nitrogen and phosphorous from urban
runoff and wastewater discharge, can fuel algae growth.

e Water temperature: Warmer water temperatures can enhance the growth of some
algae. Climate change may bring warmer temperatures and increase carbon dioxide
levels in both air and water, intensifying the magnitude and duration of HABs due to
accelerated algae growth.

e Light availability: Sunlight supports algae growth through photosynthesis.

e Stagnant water: Lack of water flow creates stable conditions for nutrients to
accumulate, temperature to increase, and algae colonies to grow.

HABs regularly occur in waterbodies across New York State. A statewide HAB-associated illness
surveillance system piloted in 2015 found 51 human and three canine suspect cases. All three
dogs had gastrointestinal symptoms and two were hospitalized. All dogs survived and the
owners reported possible ingestion of water or algae.” National surveillance data from the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) in 2022 reported 95 human illnesses and at


https://dec.ny.gov/environmental-protection/water/water-quality/harmful-algal-blooms
https://experience.arcgis.com/experience/e5dec19912454731a308bbb7af605fb3/
https://www.cdc.gov/harmful-algal-blooms/about/index.html
http://dx.doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.mm6643a5
https://services6.arcgis.com/DZHaqZm9cxOD4CWM/arcgis/rest/services/Archived_HAB_Reports/FeatureServer/0/39071/attachments/18739
https://services6.arcgis.com/DZHaqZm9cxOD4CWM/arcgis/rest/services/Archived_HAB_Reports/FeatureServer/0/39253/attachments/18957

least 56 HAB events causing 102,071 animal illnesses. Most were aquatic animals, but 20 cases
involved dogs. Common signs in dogs were vomiting, lethargy, and ataxia. The median time to
illness onset was 1.25 hours and median duration of illness was 2 hours. Most illnesses
occurred during August and September.?

Toxicity and Clinical Illlness

Cyanobacteria can produce hepatotoxins and neurotoxins, as well as irritants that can cause a
dermatologic allergic reaction. Clinical manifestation depends on the exposure route
(consumption or contact). Dogs are especially susceptible because they are more likely to drink
and swim in water. They may also ingest cyanobacterial toxins when grooming themselves after
being in HABs. A tentative diagnosis is based primarily on history (recent contact with
cyanobacteria) and signs of toxicosis.

Common signs of HAB toxicosis can include:

Toxin Class Clinical Signs Severe Complications
Hepatotoxins | Excess drooling, vomiting, diarrhea, foaming at Bleeding abnormalities,
and mouth; jaundice, hepatomegaly; malaise; loss of blood in urine; dark
Nephrotoxins | appetite; photosensitization in recovering urine, bleeding
animals; stumbling, abdominal tenderness, abnormalities
malaise, loss of appetite
Neurotoxins | Progression of muscle twitches, ataxia Saxitoxin: respiratory

paralysis and death
without ventilation
support

Dermal Skin rashes, hives —

toxins

Prevention

Advise owners to look for posted warning signs around

bodies of water. If a HAB has been identified, or if there

is a suspected HAB in a body of water, owners can ®® @
reduce the risk of cyanobacterial toxicosis in dogs by

doing the following: CAUT'ON

Harmful algal blooms have been found in this water body.
+ Do not wade or fish near blooms or surface scum.
« Do not drink the water.

L4 Keep dogS ona leaSh When near the Shoreline to + Keep children and animals away from any blooms or surface scum.
. . . . . « Rinse with clean water if exposed.
keep them from wading, swimming, or drinking the & )
water. =

e |fadoggoes inthe water, remove immediately and
do not allow the dog to lick its fur or paws.

e Use atowel or cloth to remove algal debris and wash
the dog thoroughly with soap and clean water using rubber gloves.

e Dogowners should immediately wash their hands afterwards with soap and clean water.

Figure 3: NYC Parks HAB caution sign
Photo: Central Park Conservancy



https://www.cdc.gov/ohhabs/data/summary-report-united-states-2022.html
https://www.centralparknyc.org/articles/a-growing-challenge-harmful-algal-blooms-in-central-park

e Monitor the animal closely for any signs of illness.

Treatment

While no therapies have been investigated in detail, activated charcoal slurry is likely to be of
benefit in addition to palliative care tailored to the individual patient according to the Merck
Veterinary Manual. Additionally, cholestyramine has been used to treat microcystin toxicosis
with varying success.® Veterinarians can call the ASPCA Animal Poison Control Center at 888-
426-4435 for assistance, and refer to the ASPCA treatment page. Because there is a strong dose
dependent curve, dogs that survive the initial exposure are more likely to survive illness from
neurotoxins. This is less clear with hepatotoxins, as secondary effects (e.g., fibrosis) can result
in more long-term sequelae.

Reporting Suspected HABs to NYS DEC

To report a suspected HAB, visit the NYS DEC website to submit the online Suspicious Algal
Bloom Report Form. You may also send an email to HABsInfo@dec.ny.gov.

Reporting HAB Poisoning in Animals

To report suspected HAB poisoning in a dog or other animal, call the NYC Health Department at
347-396-2600 and ask to speak with someone in the Zoonotic and Vector-borne Disease Unit, or
use the secure reporting platform online.

Additional Resources

Health promotion webpages and materials are available from CDC and the American Veterinary
Medical Association:

e Informational poster for animal owners (also available in Spanish)

e Veterinary HAB Reference Card for Cyanobacterial Blooms

e Preventing Pet and Livestock Illnesses Caused by Harmful Algal Blooms

e AVMA HAB resources and tools
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As always, we appreciate your continued collaboration with our efforts to monitor public health
issues in New York City.

Sincerely,

Asha Abdool, MPH; Maya Hajny Fernandez, MPH; Renee King, MPH; Kevin Lovingood, MPH; Ryan
MacDonald, MPH; Marc Paladini, MPH; Christina Ng, MPH; Sally Slavinski, DVM, MPH, DACVPM
Zoonotic and Vector-Borne Disease Unit

Bureau of Communicable Disease

ZIVDU@®@health.nyc.gov

347-396-2600

Yin Ling Leung, MPH; Emily McGibbon, MPH; Lisa Alleyne, MPA
Waterborne Disease Unit

Bureau of Communicable Disease

347-396-2600

Visit our webpage: Zoonotic and Vector-borne Diseases: Information for Providers
If you would like to be added to the distribution list, email zivdu@health.nyc.gov
Report animal diseases to the NYC Department of Health and Mental Hygiene:

e Online through a secure web-based reporting platform

e (Call 347-396-2600

e Faxthe AnimalDisease Case Report form to 347-396-2753
Report upon suspicion: Anthrax, brucellosis, glanders, influenza (novel with pandemic potential), mpox,
plague, Q fever, SARS, tularemia
For rabies, call the Animal Bite Unit at 646-364-1799 to report suspect rabid animals or for assistance with pets
exposed to rabies.
Report upon laboratory diagnosis: Arboviral encephalitides, carbapenem-resistant organism (CRO),
leptospirosis, psittacosis, Rocky MounAtain spotted fever, salmonellosis, tuberculosis
Report within 24 hours any outbreak or suspected outbreak of any disease, condition, or syndrome, of
known or unknown etiology, which may pose a danger to public health.



mailto:ZIVDU@health.nyc.gov
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/providers/health-topics/zoonotic-and-vectorborne.page
mailto:zivdu@health.nyc.gov
https://a816-health.nyc.gov/REDCap/surveys/?s=RNW93HDKDM
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/zoo/zoo-disease-report-form.pdf

