
Numerous sightings of filamentous algae attached to plants, rocks, docks, and other structures have been reported along shorelines in the Finger 
Lakes. Often referred to as nuisance algal blooms (NABs) or muck when the algae washes to shore, much of the nuisance algae in the Finger 

Lakes region is comprised of types of green algae including species of Cladophora, Spirogyra, Zygnema, and others.

Green algae are not known to produce toxins like cyanobacteria or blue-
green algae can. But, the green algae can be a nuisance that hinders aquatic 
recreation including swimming. Further, the green algae can foul beaches 
when wind and wave conditions result in sloughing of the algae from where it 
is attached and it washes onto shore. While sitting on shore, decomposition 
of the organic material can start to occur resulting in unpleasant odors. And, 
the sloughed algae can also harbor bacteria and other potential pathogens in 
nearshore areas.

These nuisance algal blooms differ from harmful algal blooms (HABs) in 
several ways. Most importantly, organisms in HABs are cyanobacteria, which 
are 3.5 billion year old single-celled organisms that can photosynthesize. 
Cyanobacteria are found in almost all environments on earth and can produce 
toxins, potentially impacting drinking water systems and recreational activities 
in the water including swimming and boating.

Are they NABs or HABs?
A comparison of NABs and HABs characteristics and features

Features NABs or Muck HABs

Common genera Cladophora, Spirogyra, Zygnema Microcystis, Dolichospermum, Aphanizomenon

Toxins produced? No Can produce liver, skin, or nervous system toxins

Locations commonly 
found

Attached to plants, rocks, docks, breakwalls; sloughed 
algae can be found in mats on shore

Floating on the surface of the water; can resemble 
spilled paint, floating dots, pea soup

Timing Generally late spring and early summer Generally late summer and early fall

Cause
Grow in response to nutrients and light; mats can be 
dislodged during high wind events and will wash to 
shore as muck

Grow in response to nutrients and light; can proliferate 
in calm water and warm temperatures

What do they look 
like? Long filaments commonly attached to a substrate Microalgae (microscopic cells) floating on and in the 

water - Plankton

Other ecological 
effects

When blooms die, the filaments can float to the 
surface. Their final location depends on wind and water 
circulation.

When blooms die, sink to bottom, often responsible for 
depleted oxygen on bottom

Impact of invasive 
zebra and quagga 
mussels

Promote growth by providing substrate for attachment 
and rapidly recycled and localized nutrient sources

Promote growth by selectively filtering other 
phytoplankton and giving cyanobacteria a competitive 
advantage for rapidly recycled and local nutrients.
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What does this have to do with invasive species? 

Extensive beds of invasive quagga and zebra mussels are good substrates 
for Cladophora to attach (see pictures left). Furthermore, the invasives are 
very good filter feeders and can process nutrients from sources including 
non-point runoff from agriculture, streams, septic systems, and wastewater 
treatment plants that then become available to fuel Cladophora growth. And, 
the filter feeding invasive mussels have removed much plankton from the 
water resulting in increased light penetration in many lakes thus enabling 
benthic algae to grow at deeper depths. Thus, the presence and growth of 
Cladophora and invasive mussels are very tightly linked.
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For more information on NABs, visit  
hws.edu/fli/projects_nabs.aspx

   
For more info on HABs, visit the NYS DEC webpage 

dec.ny.gov/chemical/77118.html?PRISM
FINGER LAKES 

Finger Lakes Institute at Hobart and William 
Smith Colleges (FLI) is dedicated to the promotion of 
environmental research and education about the Finger 
Lakes and surrounding environments. In collaboration 
with regional environmental partners and state and local 
government offices, the Institute fosters environmentally 
sound development practices throughout the region, and 
disseminates accumulated knowledge to the public.

The goals of the FLI are to:
•	 Advance, coordinate, and disseminate scientific 

understanding about the Finger Lakes environment;
•	 Provide interdisciplinary training for the next generation 

of environmental researchers, educators, and policy 
makers;

•	 Serve as a clearinghouse for environmental information 
about the region; 

•	 Enhance understanding of environmental issues by 
regional policy makers and the public;

•	 Promote models that integrate economic, environmental, 
and social impacts of specific economic development 
strategies; and

•	 Create and disseminate educational resources and 
opportunities at all levels.

These goals are accomplished through four primary program 
areas:

RESEARCH projects conducted by FLI researchers are 
often interdisciplinary and primarily focus on water quality 
and other issues relevant to the Finger Lakes region. 

EDUCATION develops and integrates curricular materials 
and resources to support and extend middle school and 
high school inquiry based environmental education. 

COMMUNITY OUTREACH promotes knowledge, 
resources, and life experiences leading to the 
stewardship of the Finger Lakes across a variety of 
learners and ages.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT considers environmental 
quality, and includes comprehensive land use planning, 
policy development, and sustainable enterprise to 
promote economic vitality and environmental integrity in 
the region.


