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Blue-green algae poisoning a deadly threat to animals

Letting a dog swim or drink from a pond or
lake may seem like a harmless activity, but it
can result in sickness or death if certain types of
blue-green algae, commonly referred to as pond
scum, are present.

“Blue-green algae, or cyanobacteria, are found
in most freshwater bodies, but at very low densi-
ties,” said Dr. Patricia Talcott, a WSU associate
professor and board-certified veterinary toxicolo-
gist for the Washington Animal Disease Diag-
nostic Laboratory in Pullman. “With appropriate
environmental and water conditions, such as
stagnant water with a high nutrient load and
calm weather conditions, the cyanobacterial
organisms rapidly proliferate to form blooms

A pond containing blue-green algae.

that rise to the surface of the water, giving the
appearance of pond scum.”

There are many types of cyanobacteria, but
only a few cause toxicities. Certain species
(Anabaena, Aphanizomenon, and Oscillatoria) can
produce neurotoxins, which if ingested cause
clinical signs of illness within 15-60 minutes,
including excessive salivation, labored breath-
ing, muscle twitching, weakness, recumbency,
seizures, and eventually death. Microcystis
[Anacystis], Nodularia, and Oscillatoria species can
produce hepatotoxins, which affect the liver and
may cause massive liver failure within four hours
to several days after ingestion. Other species can
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cause non-lethal skin irritation and rashes if an animal’s skin
comes in contact with the algae.

Nearly all animals can be poisoned by blue-green algae, includ-
ing humans, dogs, cats, cattle, sheep, horses, ducks, fish, and
wildlife animals. Unfortunately, those affected by neurotoxins
or hepatotoxins carry a poor prognosis, although this is very
dependent on the exposure dose and how rapidly the animal can
be treated.

“It is a concern in companion animals, but mostly for dogs
and cats, and in livestock,” Dr. Talcott said. “It is interesting that
we have problems with blooms every year in Washington and
see illness and fatalities every year, but most of the cases [ am
familiar with involve dogs and cattle.”

Dog owners that take their dogs hunting or hiking should
especially be aware when enjoying these activities, and not let
their dogs swim, drink, or retrieve in stagnant ponds, lakes, or
ditches that have pond scum or blue-green algae present.

As for human risk, people are unlikely to drink water contami-
nated with blue-green algae because of the scum in the water
and the odor it emits. Fresh blooms smell like newly mown grass,
and older blooms smell like rotting garbage. Blue-green algae are
not the type that grows in mats along shorelines, but disperse in
water when handled and do not hang in stringy masses. Blue-
green algae blooms look and have the consistency of pea soup or
paint residing in the upper layers of the water, possibly several
inches thick. They can also be a variety of colors, including blue,
green, brown, red, purple, or black depending on the pigments
that the cyanobacterial organisms are synthesizing. Any distur-
bance in the weather, such as rain or wind, will tend to break up
blooms and make poisonings less likely.

It is important to know that boiling water will not destroy or
remove toxins from it, and it is impossible to know if toxins are
present in water by its taste, odor, or appearance. It is also best
to avoid eating fish or feeding them to pets if they were caught
in water containing blue-green algae. If people swim in or wash
with contaminated water, they may experience itchy, irritated
eyes and skin, and hay-fever-like reactions.

About 30 to 50 percent of blue-green algae blooms are consid-
ered harmless, but water testing is the only way to know. “You
cannot determine by visual inspection whether the cyanobac-
teria present in a bloom are producing toxins—only testing can
confirm the toxin's presence,” Dr. Talcott explained. “It has not
been determined how much water animals have to consume to

receive a toxic or lethal dose, but based on clinical case reports,
it appears to be easy for an animal to receive a lethal dose in a
single exposure.”

In the Northwest, blue-green algae blooms can grow during
the spring, and can remain a problem throughout the summer,
fall, and into the early winter months. In a particular water
source, the organisms can persist for hours, days, weeks, or
even months depending on the weather and water conditions.
Algacide treatments can be applied to treat water sources diag-
nosed with blue-green algae.

“It is a myth that cyanobacterial blooms occur only during the
hot dry months of August and September,” Dr. Talcott said. “It
is true that this is the peak time to see blooms in the Northwest;
however, we have confirmed toxic cyanobacterial blooms in
Washington and Idaho from the early spring to late January and
into early February.

“Another myth is that if the bloom is toxic, you should see
other dead animals around, and even in, the contaminated
water, such as fish, coyotes, dogs, deer, and elk. Many times you
do not see any other animals affected,” she said. “Fish will swim
to other areas of the lake, pond, or stream, and wildlife are apt to
die away from the watering hole. Livestock, who typically loiter
near watering holes, will be more likely to die close by.”

If blue-green algae blooms are found or suspected in a water
source, contact the local health department or the Washington
State Department of Ecology at 425-649-7288. The Washington
State DOE has a freshwater algae control program, and offers an
algal identification service. Water samples can also be sent to the
Washington Animal Disease Diagnostic Laboratory at WSU in
Pullman for fee-based algae identification and possible toxin test-
ing. Specimens from affected animals (alive or deceased) can also
be collected for histopathological examination, algal identifica-
tion, and toxin testing, but a veterinarian needs to collect the
samples.

For more information regarding human or animal exposure
and risk, contact the Washington State Department of Health
at 877-485-7316 or go to www.doh.wa.gov/ehp/algae. In case of
animal poisoning, contact the WSU Veterinary Teaching Hospital
at 509-335-0711 or the Washington Animal Disease Diagnostic
Laboratory at 509-335-9696. In case of human poisoning, call
the Washington Poison Control Center at 1-800-222-1222 or 911
for emergency services.



Fall hunting and hiking tips for pets

Hunting or hiking with your dog requires some planning for
yourself and your pet. First, consider some pre-season walks
or other forms of conditioning to get you both ready for the
physical activity and
to prevent discomfort
or injury. If you can’t
condition or if the ani-
mal is mostly sedentary,
limit the length and
duration of time afield.
When packing for
a hike, must-have
items to bring along
include a first aid kit
with sterile bandages,
gauze, disinfectant,
and surgical tape. Also
bring insect repellant
for fleas and ticks.
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bring enough water for
both you and your dog
as streams and stand-
ing water may contain
bacteria that can make
a dog sick, including
blue-green algae. You
may also want to carry
pet snacks, as well as an
extra leash and collar.
Dogs can get lost in
unfamiliar surround-
ings, so make sure your pet has adequate identification, such as
an ID tag on the collar or an identification microchip, or ideally,
both.

If a pet gets hurt on the trail and is bleeding, place a clean
cloth over the wound and apply pressure for several minutes. Do
not remove the cloth to see if the bleeding has stopped. Doing so
only disrupts any clotting. If the bandage soaks through, simply
add more bandage material over the top and continue to apply
pressure. If practical, try to elevate the wound. Next, do your best
to get your pet to a veterinarian as quickly as possible.

Grieving? You don’t have to be alone

Have you lost a beloved animal companion? Perhaps you know
someone who has. Please know that the WSU College of Veteri-
nary Medicine has a Pet Loss Hotline for those who would like to
reach out for a caring listener. The WSU’s Pet Memorial Program
also offers families a wonderful way to memorialize and celebrate
the life of their pet while supporting the education of future
veterinary care providers.
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During hunting season, make sure pets are in safe areas and
cannot be mistaken for game. Also apply a tick control product
and make sure your dogs are vaccinated for leptospirosis, a seri-
ous bacterial disease
that can potentially
spread to people. Infec-
tion sources include
pond water or puddles
contaminated with the
bacteria from wildlife
urine, so hunting dogs
are in greater need of
vaccination.

Always carry along an
adequate, fresh, water
supply for yourself
and your dog. Even
if no trauma occurs
after a hike or hunt
check paws and ears for
thorns and other mate-
rial that may have been
picked up. Check daily
too, for sporting injuries
and foreign objects
such as grass awns that
may become lodged in
the feet, ears, eyes, and
nose.

Early season hunts
can cause heat stress in
unconditioned animals.
Pre-season walks will
help, but be aware of
signs of heat stress. If overheating occurs, cool your pet first and
then seek veterinary attention soon. Signs of overheating include
heavy, rapid panting, a body temperature of 104 degrees F. or
more, weakness, diarrhea or vomiting, seizures, and potentially
coma or death. To get an overheated dog’s body temperature
down, soak the animal in cool water or use wet towels to wet the
skin, place the pet in front of a fan if possible, and call a veteri-
narian. If out on the hunt, use the car air conditioner to help
cool the dog. But also remember that pets, like children, should
never be left unattended in a car during warm weather.

Jaeger and Baxter

To contact the Pet Loss Hotline, call 509-335-5704 or e-mail
plhl@vetmed.wsu.edu. For more information about the WSU Pet
Memorial Program or to make a donation, contact Tim Osborn at
509-335-9516 or tosborn@vetmed.wsu.edu. Information can also
be found online at www.vetmed.wsu.edu/depts-prd/memorial.
aspx.



Raising healthy semi-aquatic turtles

Turtles are popular pets that can live for years if properly cared
for. Among the most common types of pet turtles are semi-
aquatic turtles, which can be found in fresh water lakes, rivers,
and ponds. Wild turtles do not make good pets as they often have
many parasites and do not adjust to captivity well. But those bred
for the pet trade can make splendid pets. One popular species is
the red-eared slider.

Semi-aquatic turtles do best in a specially arranged aquarium
with part as a water enclosure to swim in and another part with
elevated land for basking and drying under a heat source. They
should be able to feed and bask on “land” both for drying and
thermoregulation since they are cold-blooded creatures.

Scooter

Some species grow to large sizes (20-40 inches), and in some
areas they can be kept outdoors with provisions for safety, basking,
and temperature regulation. In the Northwest, pet turtles are rarely
kept outside year-round due to less than ideal environmental con-
ditions. Some people keep turtles in their outdoor ponds, but these
are generally treated more as feral animals than as actual pets.

Semi-aquatic turtles have some specific health requirements.
They should always have clean pond water or filtered water if they
are in an aqua-terrarium. In general, turtles need a temperature
range of 75-82 degrees E., though this can vary greatly depending
on the species of turtle. In addition, there should be a warmer bask-
ing area that is easy for the turtle to access.

Proper lighting is also essential. Natural sunlight is best but
shade should be provided at all times to assure that the animal
does not get too hot. If natural sunlight cannot be provided, U.V.

emitting reptile lights are required. Replacement of light bulbs
every 6-8 months is essential.

Establishing a light/dark cycle of 12/12 hours is important.
Reptile lights should be no closer than 18 inches to the animal
(at the closest position). Lights that are closer can result in eye or
skin damage.

When it comes to diet, young turtles are mostly carnivorous and
can have fish and pet-food-quality earthworms as treats in addition
to commercial turtle foods. Avoid feeding bait earthworms as they
often have residual pesticides and herbicides in their systems. As
pet turtles mature, they become increasingly herbivorous. But if a
young turtle becomes adapted to fish and worms exclusively, they
can become extremely stubborn about switching to
more appropriate foods later on.

“I recommend these turtles be fed a base of a
pelleted diet,” said Dr. Nickol Finch, a WSU clinical
instructor who specializes in zoological animal medi-
cine and helps run the Exotic Animal Service at the
college. “When a turtle becomes old enough, in some
cases as early as four months, owners can add in fruit
and vegetables.”

What can go wrong

In nature, semi-aquatic turtles hibernate, but for
most pet turtles, hibernation is not recommended.
Hibernation consists of a very complex series of events
for which an animal has to be well prepared.

“The average pet turtle is rarely prepared to undergo
this process, and the time a turtle spends in hiberna-
tion is very dangerous,” Dr. Finch explained. “The
animal’s immune system is severely diminished, as are
most of its other bodily functions. This means that the
turtle is at increased risk from attacks by other animals
as well as parasitic, fungal, and bacterial infections. For
these reasons, owners should not attempt to bring a
turtle that is in captivity into hibernation.”

There are also some common health problems that
affect turtles that owners should be aware of, including
vitamin A deficiency and shell rot. These conditions
often require veterinary attention. A turtle may have a
vitamin A deficiency if it has swollen eyes, inflamma-
tion of the eyelids, plugged nasal cavities, or pneumo-
nia. A veterinarian should treat a turtle with this condition because
multiple systems are often affected.

Shell rot occurs in turtles that are not allowed, or do not leave,
the water often enough. It also occurs if they don't stay out long
enough to dry adequately, are kept in dirty surroundings, or are
kept too cold by either air or water temperatures. If shell rot is
suspected, owners should make an appointment with a veterinar-
ian familiar with reptiles. One is Dr. Finch at the WSU Community
Practice Service.

“When purchasing a turtle from a pet store, it is a good idea
to bring the turtle in for a veterinary checkup to make sure it is
healthy and gets a good start,” Dr. Finch said. “After that itis a
good idea to bring them in once a year or every other year to go
over husbandry issues that can prevent illness later in life.”



Why seek care at WSU’s
Veterinary Teaching Hospital?

Every day, veterinarians at WSU’s College of Veterinary Medicine
provide state-of-the-art medical care for animals and return them
to their caring owners. From dogs, cats, and horses to parakeets,
cattle, alpacas, llamas, and iguanas, animals from all walks of life
are treated in our world-class clinical teaching facilities.

The Washington State University Veterinary Teaching Hospital
(VTH) is open to the public without a referral 24 hours a day. It is
a full service hospital serving the Pacific Northwest and Western
Canada. The hospital offers services to both large and small ani-
mals, as well as some nearby livestock units.

The VTH is a state-assisted $38 million facility that opened
in September 1996. Each year, about 15,000 animals are treated
here. The nearly three-acre building encompasses the hospital,
clinical laboratory, and epidemiological surveillance service
under one roof. The central core provides space for surgery suites

The WSU Community Practice Team (left to right): veterinary
technician Tami Montgomery, Dr. Raelynn Farnsworth, Dr.
Matt Mickas, veterinary technicians Melody Gerber and Teresa
Crawford Carson, and Dr. Helen Chapman.

for small and large animals, clinical pathology, seminar rooms,
administrative areas, reception, special medicine and diagnostic
areas, and the state’s only pharmacy dedicated exclusively to
animals.

The VTH enjoys the finest medical imaging capabilities avail-
able to veterinary medicine. WSU is one of the most advanced
veterinary hospitals in the world with such sophisticated systems
as magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), computerized tomography
(CT scan), and nuclear scintigraphy (bone scanning). In addi-
tion to these services, ultrasound, endoscopy, arthroscopy, laser
surgery, and therapeutic technologies including surgery, medical
management, and radiation therapy are available.

Specialized medical treatments in certain areas are also avail-
able at the VTH. These include cancer treatments involving
advanced surgical techniques, radiation therapy provided by the
college’s $2 million linear accelerator, chemotherapy, and pallia-
tive care. Soon, the college will begin bone marrow transplants
for dogs suffering with lymphoma.

Client animals are treated by renowned specialists who are
also in the process of training compassionate and capable future
veterinarians. Faculty in the Department of Veterinary Clini-
cal Sciences conduct research to enhance current knowledge of

diseases, diagnostics, and treatment. WSU veterinarians have
made recent advancements in the diagnosis and treatment of
brain tumors, neurological problems, and canine osteoarthritis.
They’ve conducted field disease investigations affecting herds
and flocks and expanded our knowledge of exercise and cardiac
physiology, and the passive transfer of immunity.

The Community Practice at WSU offers primary veterinary
care to animals owned by the public. It operates much like a pri-
vate veterinary hospital. Examinations and treatments proceed
more slowly than in private practices, however, because of the
increased attention given to patients associated with training
third and fourth-year professional students and postgraduate stu-
dents. A team approach is used to evaluate patients that include
faculty, residents, interns, students, and staff.

The Community Practice has in-house consultation services
available for specialized diagnostic tests and treatments, includ-
ing radiographic imaging, such as CT scans or MR imaging, and
cancer treatment.

Hours of Operation

The Veterinary Teaching Hospital is open for large and small
animal appointments from 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., Monday
through Friday. Emergency care service is also available for large
and small animals on a 24-hour basis. Clients with animals in
need of emergency care should call the hospital at 509-335-0711
before arrival.

Fees

Fees on par with local private practices are charged for all ser-
vices provided by the VTH, with payment due in full at the time
of service. Clients with animals treated as outpatients will be
given an estimate of the cost before the service is provided, with
payment due upon completion of the visit.

Clients with hospitalized animals will also be given an esti-
mate, with prepayment of half the estimate due upon admission.
The other half is due when the animal is discharged.

Directions

The WSU Veterinary Teaching Hospital is located on the
Washington State University campus in Pullman off Grimes Way
on Ott Way, south of the Lighty Student Services Building. To
get to the hospital, turn right off of Stadium Way heading east
onto Grimes Way. Then take the second right hand turn heading
south on Ott Way where a brown sign on the corner says “Veteri-
nary Hospital.”
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Third annual bike ride raises money
for veterinary care for pets in need

Mark your calendars to join Bill Johnson and friends as he fin-
ishes his third annual bike ride for the Sonny Angel and Cody
Jo’s Gift of Hope Endowment on Thursday, August 21, 2008.

The 214-mile ride begins in Cle Elum, Washington, and ends at
WSU's Veterinary Teaching Hospital. There will be a reception at
the teaching hospital at approximately 7:30 p.m. The reception is
open to the public.

The endowment is named for Johnson’s golden retrievers:
Sonny, who died from canine lymphoma in 2006, and Cody Jo,
who died from hemangiosarcoma in 2008. The funds are used to
care for sick animals needing life-saving procedures that do not
have an owner or whose owners do not have the means to pay for
veterinary care. To date, the fund has raised more than $34,000
in donations. The bicycle ride retraces the route that Johnson and
his beloved pets made so often for cancer treatments at WSU'’s
Veterinary Teaching Hospital. This year, Johnson will be riding to
honor the memories of both Sonny and Cody Jo.

You are also invited to get on your bicycle and ride along! The
last leg of the journey, approximately three miles, will begin
around 7:00 p.m. on Davis Way just after turning off State Route
195. For those interested in a longer ride, meet in Colfax between
6:00 and 6:30 p.m. Of course, riders are welcome to join any-
where along the 214-mile trip.

For more information about the ride or to make a donation,
contact Lynne Haley, director of veterinary development at

Bill Johnson trekking down Highway 26 between Washtucna
and Colfax during his 214-mile bike ride last year to benefit
pets in need.

509-335-5021 or lhaley@vetmed.wsu.edu. Information is also
posted online at www.vetmed.wsu.edu/depts-prd/donors/
johnson.aspx. You can also read about Bill Johnson's first ride in
the summer 2007 issue of the WSU Community Practice Newslet-
ter at www.vetmed.wsu.edu/depts-vth/newsletters/Summer07.pdf.

Want to know more about the Community Practice and small animal
specialty services, or receive our quarterly newsletter online?

Visit the WSU Veterinary College Web site at www.vetmed.wsu.edu/depts-vth/smallAnimalServices.aspx,
or subscribe to the online newsletter at www.vetmed.wsu.edu/depts-vth/newsletters/online.asp.

Also feel free to call 509-335-0711 for veterinary appointments or emergency care.



