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Algal Toxin Linked 0 Marine Mammal Dea hs

When t oxins from co mmon microscop ic algae build up in fish and seagrass, they can kill large numbers of dolph ins and manatees, accord ing t o
new research . The find ings may help exp lain th e recent deaths of th ese creat ures in Flor ida wat ers, ev en when harmful alga l blooms w ere no
longer present .

Poison pill. Toxic a lgae (inset ) f rom red ti des can
accumulate in sea grass and k ill t he manat ees t hat
graze on it.
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Flor ida is no stranger t o harmful alga l blooms, also known as red tides .
Th e phenomenon occurs when popu lations of t oxic microscopic alga e
explode , turning the sea red , br own , green , or y ellow . Th e organism
resp ons ible for red t ides (Karenia br evis ) produ ces a potent poison ca lled
bre vetoxin that kills fish and sickens people when they eat fi lter-feeding
organisms such as c lams and oy st ers. Sc ientists suspected that the same
t oxin was causing th e deaths of dolph ins and manatees, but th ey couldn't
understand why the creat ures conti nued t o die long after the bloom had
passed .

The search t o find the cause of the deaths gained greater urg ency in
2002 when 34 manatees turned up dead in sout hwe st Flor ida . T wo y ears
lat er, 107 dolph ins died . Alt hough a test of the wat ers show ed re lative ly
low co ncent rat ions of K. brevis, marine biologist Jerome Naar of the
Univ ers ity of North Caro lina , Wilmingt on, and co lleague s found th at th e
stoma ch tissues fr om the dead animals co nt ained high lev els of
brevetoxin, suggesting th e poison w as int roduced th rou gh food . Further
testing showed that sea grass in the manatee stoma chs was loaded wit h
the t oxin, as w ere th e menhaden fish inside th e dolph ins .

Since ev en sma ll amounts of bre vetoxin can kill fish , Naar wo ndered if liv e
fish co uld accumulate and reta in th e poison . When he fed fish in his lab
t oxic c lams and red t ide algae wit h low lev els of th e t oxin, the fish stayed
healthy but accumulated th e t oxin in th eir t issu es. Th e find ings indicat e
that fish can rema in a potent source of alga l t oxin long after a red tide
has disappeared, says Naar, whose t eam pub lishes it s find ing s in the 9
July issue of Nat ur e .

"T his is v ery bad news , " say s Dav id Town send , an oceano grapher at the
Univ ers ity of Maine, Orono . Already fa c ing danger from fish ing nets and acc idents wit h boats, he says , "Florida's manatees and dolph ins don 't
need any more help dy ing ."
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