
Grascen Shidemantle, PhD
Executive Director

Community Science Institute

What’s the Harm in Harmful Algal 
Blooms?

Rural Finger Lakes Environmental Health Summit
September 15, 2025

NY Kitchen 800 South Main St. Canandaigua, NY

Community Science Institute (CSI)  •  www.communityscience.org  •  info@communityscience.org



Agenda

Intro: Community Science Institute

HABs 101

What’s the Harm in HABs?

HAB Monitoring Initiatives

Wrap Up

Community Science Institute (CSI)  •  www.communityscience.org  •  info@communityscience.org



Agenda

Intro: Community Science Institute

HABs 101

What’s the Harm in HABs?

HAB Monitoring Initiatives

Wrap Up

Community Science Institute (CSI)  •  www.communityscience.org  •  info@communityscience.org



Our Mission: To inspire and empower communities to safeguard water resources by cultivating scientific literacy 
through volunteer water quality monitoring, certified laboratory analyses, and education.

CSI is a 501(c)3 non-profit and NYSDOH-ELAP certified water testing lab in Ithaca, NY

Community Science Institute

Volunteer Water Monitoring 
Partnerships Outreach and Education Fee-for-Service Water Testing
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Community Science Institute
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Our work is centered around the 
Cayuga Lake Watershed

Proudly serve other watersheds, 
too (e.g., Seneca Lake, Upper 
Susquehanna River)
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Harmful Algal Blooms (HABs)
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H = Harmful

A = Algal

B = Bloom

Actually 
cyanobacteria,
not algae!

Explosive growth

Human & animal health, economics, aesthetics, 
ecological

Microcystis sp. Dolichospermum sp.
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Harmful Algal Blooms (HABs)

Image from Cayuga Lake HABs Action Plan

Bloom 23-3407-B1

Bloom 23-3402-B1

Bloom 23-3433-B1

Know it!

Avoid it!

Report it!
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Test your ID skills!



Test your ID skills

HAB 
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Test your ID skills

HAB 
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HABs often accumulate in and 
around docks and coves
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What Causes HABs?

Climate Change Invasive Species
Nutrients

Randy Westbrooks, U.S. Geological Survey
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Under what conditions are we most likely 
to see HABs?

Long lake fetch

Hot, sunny 
weather

1-2 days after 
rainfall

Little to no wind
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What’s the Harm in HABs?

Health Economy Ecology

NOAA

NYSDOH HAB-related Beach 
Closure Summary (2024)

Miglione et al. 2021
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HABs and Health

Cyanotoxins:
• Microcystins (liver toxin)

• Most common in NY

• Anatoxins (neurotoxin)

• Saxitoxins (neurotoxin)

• Cylindrospermopsins (liver and kidney toxin, DNA damage)

• Endotoxins/Lipopolysaccharides (skin irritants and allergens)  

Can not determine toxicity by LOOKING at a HAB
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HABs and Health

Potential health effects:
• Diarrhea, nausea, vomiting
• Skin, eye, or throat irritation
• Allergic reactions
• Headache
• Muscle weakness
• Dizziness
• Liver damage
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Routes of Exposure to HAB Toxins:

Any exposures should be reported to your local county department of health!

Dermal
Inhalation

Consumption



Animal Exposure to HABs

If you suspect your dog has been exposed, seek immediate veterinary care!
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Federal Level
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State Level - NYHABS

Report a HAB

Reports confirmed with photos
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Lake Level – e.g., Cayuga Lake HAB Monitoring Program

Led by CSI since 2018 in partnership with: 

~100 volunteers

Purpose: to collect and publish actionable data on cyanobacterial blooms, protect public health, 
and communicate timely results as efficiently as possible.
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Lake Level – e.g., Cayuga Lake HAB Monitoring Program

HAB Harriers perform 
weekly shoreline 
surveys for HABs

Blooms are reported to 
CSI via HABs Hotline

Samples are analyzed in CSI’s lab

Alerts public to HABs
- CSI’s interactive map/database
- NYSDEC NYHABs
- County Health Depts
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2024 Cayuga Lake Harmful Algal Bloom (HAB) 
Monitoring Season

2024 
Cayuga 

Lake HAB 
Reports
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Further Reading



Stay in touch!

gshidemantle@communityscience.org

(607) 257-6606

www.communityscience.org

@communityscienceinstituteJoin CSI’s email list for 
monthly updates

Follow us on social media

Set up a meeting with me
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