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Blue-Green Algae in Lake Connewarre, Barwon Estuary and beach east of the river mouth
Questions and Answers: 7 February 2012 
What is the current situation?
A blue-green algal bloom of the species Nodularia spumigena is currently affecting Lake Connewarre, sections of the Barwon Estuary and sections of the beach around 18W, Ocean Grove. 
Concentrations of Nodularia spumigena found in these areas currently exceed recreational health alert levels as specified in the Guidelines for Managing Risks in Recreational Water
.The levels of blue-green algae are high enough to warrant the installation of signs warning people not to come into contact with the affected water.
Information about the bloom will be updated regularly on the DSE website www.dse.vic.gov.au 
How might the algae at Lake Connewarre and affected areas of the Barwon Estuary affect me?
Coming in contact with water affected by blue-green algae may result in skin irritation and respiratory or hayfever-like symptoms. Toxin may be produced by the algae and ingestion of water through swimming may lead to symptoms related to liver function. 
The Department of Health advises that contact with the affected water at the Lake, estuary and beach east of the river mouth should be avoided in areas where discoloured, greenish water, scum in the water and green algae on the beach are evident. 
As the water could also affect animals, pets should not be allowed to swim in affected water.
Can I swim and undertake other water sports at Lake Connewarre 
High levels of blue-green algae mean swimming and other activities that involve direct contact with the affected water is not advised. Appropriate boating can still occur if all precautions are undertaken. 
Can I swim and undertake other water sports near the Barwon heads Bridge or in the beach east of the river mouth?

The levels of blue-green algae fluctuate in the estuary as a result of tidal fluctuations. Swimming and other water contact activities should be avoided in areas where discoloured, greenish water and scum are evident. 

Where else can I swim? 
The advice is for patrons to swim in areas unaffected by the blue-green algae. The areas unaffected by blue-green algae include the Geelong foreshore, and at all coastal locations from Geelong to east of 18W, and then west from Barwon Heads to coastal towns, around the Bellarine Peninsula and including the Ocean Grove Main Beach (15W) where there are life saver patrol flags on weekends.
How can I tell if there is Blue-Green Algae present in the water?

The blue-green algae bloom is moving intermittently downstream from Lake Connewarre and out through the mouth of the Barwon River. If water looks green or has a scum on the surface, or if there is green algae on the beach, the concentration of blue-green algae is likely to be harmful. 
Where signs are present, people should avoid direct contact with the water and prevent children and pets in their care from coming into contact with the water. 
People should look for and adhere to any information signs at affected areas.

Can I go fishing or boating at Lake Connewarre or the Barwon Estuary?
People are still able to enjoy fishing and boating in Lake Connewarre along the upper and lower Barwon Estuary with the following precautions:

· Remove affected clothing and wash skin immediately if you come into contact with contaminated water.
· Remove the guts and gills of all caught fish and clean in uncontaminated water before cooking. Please take rubbish including internal organs of fish home to discard.
· Do not cook the fish whole as this may distribute toxins from the gut to the fish flesh, making it unsafe to eat.
· Wash down water vessels with fresh water to avoid translocation to another site.
Can I eat fish caught in Lake Connewarre, parts of the Barwon Estuary?

Fish which have had gills and guts removed are safe to eat as toxin is generally concentrated in the internal organs of fish
Recreational anglers are advised to remove and take home or bin guts and gills from fish prior to cooking. Offal should not be thrown back into the water nor fed to pets. 
Fish should not be cooked whole as this will re-distribute toxins from the guts to the fish flesh, making it unsafe for consumption.

Can I eat mussels, prawns or crabs caught in Lake Connewarre, or parts of the Barwon Estuary?

Mussels, prawns and crabs caught in the lake or estuary continue to remain unsafe for human consumption.
What should I do if I or those in my care come into contact with affected water?

People who come in direct contact with affected water should remove any affected clothing and wash themselves thoroughly with clean water. 

Wetsuits should be thoroughly rinsed before being worn again to remove any traces of algae.
People who experience any health effects following water-based recreational activities at the Lake or along the Barwon Estuary should seek medical advice.
For further information on health issues contact the Department of Health on 1300 761 874.
Can my dog swim at Lake Connewarre or in the Barwon Estuary?

Dogs and other pets can also be affected, so it is safer not to let them enter or drink the water in areas where there are warning signs in place or discoloured water is evident.
If your dog or other pets come in contact with affected water, wash them thoroughly with freshwater and dry them to avoid self grooming.  
What is being done?

Parks Victoria, Barwon Coast Committee of Management and the Department of Sustainability and Environment (DSE) are working with a multi-agency Incident Management Team to monitor the situation. Signs have been erected at key sites around the Lake and along affected parts of the river to advise the public not to come into contact with affected water, additional signage has been erected advising patrons not to collect mussels or prawns and to gut and clean fish prior to cooking. 
How long will the bloom last?

Tests are being conducted on a regular basis to monitor the type, amount and extent of algae present. There is no definite length of time that the bloom will remain. It may last for weeks or possibly months. As soon as the testing shows levels of algae no longer pose a risk to health, the public will be informed.
Where else can I go for information?

Office hours: 

Barwon Coast Committee of Management

Ewing Blyth Drive, Barwon Heads

Weekends:

Visitor Information Booth – identified with an i sign

Bridge Car Park (adjacent to the bridge pedestrian plaza), Ewing Blyth Drive, Barwon Heads
People with upstream considerations should check Corangamite Catchment Management Authority and City of Greater Geelong websites or call centres.

General information about blue-green algae

What is blue-green algae?

Blue-green algae (cyanobacteria) are bacterial organisms that undergo photosynthesis, and have some of the characteristics of bacteria and of algae. They are an important, naturally occurring component of aquatic ecosystems. They can appear singularly or in colonies, and are present in almost all aquatic ecosystems, including creeks, rivers, lakes and wetlands.  Individual cells are very small, so blue-green algae can be present in a water-body without being visible.

What is a blue-green algae bloom and how does it occur?

Under certain environmental conditions, numbers can increase rapidly and bloom, or form scums which become easily visible across the water surface. The blooms can range in colour from dark-green to yellow-brown.

Blue-green algae rely on sunlight for energy and their growth rate is determined by the level of nutrients available in the water. Unlike other algae they contain pockets of gas called “vacuoles” which help control their buoyancy and allow them to move within the water column. This gives blue-green algae an advantage over other organisms in competing for nutrients. 

A blue-green algal bloom generally occurs during the summer/autumn period. It is likely to form when nutrient levels are high, temperatures are warm and the water is relatively still or flows slowly with low turbulence. 

How long could a bloom last?

A bloom may last weeks to months if conditions remain favourable and nutrient levels are high. However, as soon as the water becomes turbulent, blue-green algae cannot remain afloat, and this lessens their advantage and so reduces the growth rate.  

Cooler, windy weather or increased flow may also reduce or stop a bloom fairly quickly. When a bloom dies, the decomposing algal cells use up the oxygen in the water. When a large bloom breaks down it can use up water oxygen levels to the point where fish suffocate. 

Who can I call if I see signs of blue-green algae or signs of dead or dying fish?

You can report the location of any signs of blue-green algae to DSE’s Customer Service Centre on 136 186. 

You can report a fish death event to the Environment Protection Agency (EPA) on 9695 2777. Fish that are dead, dying or swimming erratically should not be handled or consumed. 

Useful resources:

NHMRC, 2006, Guidelines for Managing Risks in Recreational Water.  National Health and Medical Research Council.
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