
Blue-green algae most often occur in lakes as tiny green particles mixed into lake water. At low 
concentrations in the water, they won’t be quite as dense as in this image, which was 
photographed in a shallow dish. You might see concentrations in a lake similar to this image if 
algae numbers are higher and wave action is keeping the water mixed. 
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Duckweed – look for roots 

Blue-green algae – looks like  
pale green floating dust as it 
starts to form a scum. 
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If weather is calm, blue-green algae can float to the surface and start to form a scum.  
These  scums are blown around by wind and can accumulate close to shore. 



Duckweeds (Lemna, 
Spirodela) have roots. 
 
Watermeal (Wolffia) is 
tiny, firm, and grainy 
in texture. Wolffia are 
oval or doubled ovals 
in shape. 

Watermeal (Wolffia) 

Lemna, Spirodela, Wolffia 
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Unless you look closely, you might mistake tiny floating plants for a blue-green algae bloom. 
These plants also grow where you might see blue-green algae – in quiet, nutrient-rich water. 
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Pollen floating on a lake might be mistaken for a blue-green algal bloom in the early stages of 
formation. Pollen tends to be yellow; look for yellow “dust” on surfaces on land. 

Pine pollen as seen through a microscope 
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intact bloom 
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decomposing blooms 
pigments are released 

These images show very concentrated blue-green algae 
blooms. Keep kids & dogs out if it looks like this! 
Growing, intact blooms are often green, while other 
colors appear when blooms decompose. 
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Bottom-dwelling blue-green algae mats may float to the surface. Some are brightly colored. 
Filaments are usually very narrow and short, less than a quarter inch in length. Mats often appear 
around boat launches due to water turbulence. Some species may make toxins, so avoid 
swimming in areas with many floating mats, and don’t let pets eat the mats. 

small floating mats filaments 



zygospores 
(resting cells) 

Starts on the bottom Floats to the top via O2 bubbles 
Reproduces, makes 
resting cells, decays. 
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Filamentous green algae might be mistaken for blue-green 
algae. These algae, including Spirogyra and its relatives, look 
long and hair-like when lifted out of the water. Blue-green algae 
do not grow to be this long. Spirogyra is unbranched and may 
feel slippery. Other common filamentous green algae may be 
branched. 



If you use common-sense precautions, you can safely enjoy recreation on Wisconsin’s lakes 
and rivers. You can’t tell if a bloom is making toxins just by looking at it, so be wary of any high 
concentration of blue-green algae in water. For a good rule of thumb, if you can wade knee-
deep into water (without disturbing the sediment) and cannot see your feet because the water is 
green and opaque, any other unusual color, or is densely filled with tiny particles, you should 
stay out, and always keep small children and pets out of the water in these conditions. 
 
• Choose locations without noticeably green water for swimming, because wind can 

concentrate blooms close to shore. Do not swim in water that looks like "pea soup," green or 
blue paint, or if it has a scum layer or puffy blobs floating on the surface.  

• Do not boat, water ski, etc. over water that looks like "pea soup," green or blue paint, or if it 
has a scum layer or puffy blobs floating on the surface (to avoid exposure via inhalation of 
water droplets). 

• Do not let children play with scum layers, even from shore. 
• Always wash off  with soap after coming into contact with any surface water, whether or not a 

blue-green algae bloom appears to be present. Surface waters may contain other species of 
potentially harmful bacteria and viruses. 

• Always avoid swallowing untreated surface water – it may contain pathogens and parasites 
other than blue-green algae that could make you ill. 

  
• Animals don’t instinctively know if water is safe. Do not let pets swim in or drink waters 

experiencing blue-green algae blooms, noticeably green water, or scummy water.  
• Provide fresh, clean drinking water for pets. 
• Pets should be washed off immediately after swimming, before they groom. 
• Don’t allow dogs to eat dried scum on shore or floating mats of algae. 
• If your pets eat grass, avoid using lake water for lawn irrigation if blooms are present. 



dnr.wi.gov  and  dhs.wisconsin.gov 
Search for “algae” 

Have questions? 
Gina LaLiberte – Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources 
608-221-5377 
Gina.LaLiberte@wisconsin.gov                 Updated September 13, 2016 
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