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Dog Tips

Sniff, Splash, Sick? Keep Your Dog
Safe from Toxic Algae

Be warned. Even water that appears clean and safe could be harboring this deadly toxin. Here's how to ensure your dog's safety at all times.

Reviewed by Dr. Arielle Walton

STORY AT-A-GLANCE

e Blue-green algae (cyanobacteria) thrive in warm stagnant water. Even small amounts can release deadly toxins
that attack your dog's liver, nerves, kidneys, or skin

e Dogs face higher risks because they swallow contaminated water during play, lick it off their fur, and rarely
avoid smelly or discolored ponds the way humans do

e Symptoms of poisoning appear quickly and may include vomiting, diarrhea, drooling, weakness, seizures,
breathing problems, jaundice, or skin blisters

e There is no antidote for blue-green algae poisoning. Treatment focuses on removing toxins, stabilizing organ

function, and managing symptoms, but survival rates are low once poisoning occurs

e Prevention is critical — avoid stagnant water, check advisories, carry fresh water, rinse dogs after swimming,

and report suspicious blooms. When in doubt, stay out to protect your dog

Walking by the river, playing fetch at the lake, or taking a cooling swim on a hot day are some of the best joys of being
a dog parent. But hidden in those sparkling waters is a danger you may not think about until it's too late: toxic blue-

green algae.

This microscopic threat is so powerful that even a single sip of contaminated water can make your dog seriously ill, or
worse. Because symptoms appear fast and treatment is limited, prevention is the key.

What Is Blue-Green Algae Really?

The term "blue-green algae" is a little misleading. What you're actually dealing with is cyanobacteria, a kind of bacteria
that thrives in water but clumps together to look like algae.

When conditions are right, these bacteria multiply quickly, creating what's called a bloom. Blooms often give water a
thick, green, paint-like appearance. Sometimes, the water looks like pea soup or has mats of slimy scum floating on

top."?

Some people think that blue-green algae only pose danger during summer, but this is inaccurate; in fact, while blooms
thrive during hot weather, they can occur all year round. Lakes, rivers, reservoirs, and even brackish water (where rivers
meet the sea) can all be affected by blue-green algae.
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And here's the catch: not every bloom looks scary. Some are barely noticeable. And you can't tell by sight whether a
bloom is toxic or not. Toxins can be present even when the water looks clean. That's why veterinarians recommend

treating all algal blooms as dangerous.

Why Dogs Are at Higher Risk Than People

Humans usually avoid murky, smelly water, but dogs? Not so much. They live in the moment, and their habits put them
right in harm's way:>

e They swallow water while playing — A fun splash or a game of fetch means they're gulping water more
often than you realize.

e They lick themselves clean afterward — Even if they didn't drink directly, toxins cling to fur and paws, and
dogs instinctively lick it all off.

e They aren’t picky — Dogs don't judge water by how it looks or smells. A muddy pond smells like fun, not
danger.

Because of this, dogs often get sick from toxic algae before people do, making them an early warning sign for water
safety.

The 4 Types of Toxins in Blue-Green Algae

Blue-green algae can produce several different toxins, each harmful in its own way. These include:*

1. Neurotoxins — These attack the nervous system, and signs include tremors, seizures, paralysis, and difficulty
breathing. Neurotoxins can cause sudden death within hours.

2. Hepatotoxins — These toxins damage the liver. Symptoms include vomiting, diarrhea, weakness, jaundice
(yellow gums or eyes), and collapse.

3. Dermal toxins — They irritate the skin, causing redness, rashes, or blisters, usually appearing days after
contact.

4. Nephrotoxins — These toxins harm the kidneys, leading to weakness, dehydration, and organ failure.

Neurotoxins and hepatotoxins are the most dangerous and are often fatal within minutes to hours.

Symptoms to Watch Out For

Since timing is everything, recognizing symptoms early could make the difference between life and death. If your dog
Is exposed to areas with blue-green algae, remember to rinse immediately once you get home. Use clean water to

wash off fur and paws. Don't let them lick themselves dry. At the same time, make sure to watch out for symptoms
like:>®

e Vomiting or diarrhea (sometimes bloody)
e Excessive drooling or tearing

e Sudden weakness or collapse



e Tremors, stiff muscles, or seizures

e Trouble breathing or panting heavily
e Jaundice (yellow eyes, gums, or skin)
e Blue discoloration of the skin or gums

e Blisters or redness where the skin touched water

Immediate action is necessary when it comes to this issue. Even if your dog shows one mild sign, don't wait. Contact
your vet as soon as possible.

Veterinary Care — What to Expect

Unfortunately, there's no antidote for blue-green algae poisoning. Treatment depends on how quickly you get help
and what symptoms are showing. Vets may:’

e Induce vomiting or perform a gastric lavage (stomach pump) to remove toxins
e Give activated charcoal to absorb toxins still in the stomach
e Provide IV fluids and plasma to stabilize electrolytes, support organs, and prevent shock

e Use medications like atropine for excessive salivation, muscle relaxants for tremors, and anti-seizure drugs if

convulsions occur

Recovery can take weeks to months. Some dogs may suffer permanent liver damage, but can still enjoy a good quality
of life with ongoing care.

Prevention Is the Best Medicine

Since survival rates are low once poisoning occurs, the most effective strategy is prevention. Here are practical safety

tips to remember if you and your pet are going to areas with water.®?

o Stick to clean, flowing water — Choose rivers or streams over stagnant ponds.
e Check advisories before outings — Many states monitor and post harmful algae bloom warnings.

e Carry fresh water — Bring a portable bowl and bottled water so your dog isn't tempted to drink from ponds
or puddles.

e Leash control is essential — Keep your dog on a leash near unfamiliar water so you can redirect them.

e Always rinse after swimming — Even in safe-looking water, rinsing reduces risk from hidden toxins or

bacteria.

e Report suspicious blooms — Your |local health department can warn others and investigate.

Some pet owners add supplements like milk thistle to support liver health. While it's not a cure or treatment for
poisoning, it may help your dog's liver handle everyday toxins. Always check with your vet before starting
supplements.



Final Word — Your Dog Relies on You

Blue-green algae poisoning is a frightening threat due to its rapid onset and the limited treatment options available.

But the good news is that it's also one of the most preventable dangers.

With awareness, preparation, and quick action, you can make sure your dog enjoys safe summer adventures without

risk.
So next time you head outdoors, pack that leash, bring extra water, and keep your eyes on the shoreline. Because

when it comes to toxic algae, the safest swim is the one you skip.
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