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Meeting Agenda
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In accordance with the Open Public Meetings Act (RCW 42.30) PHAC meetings are recorded and posted 
(audio only) to the PHAC website per RCW 42.30.220.

https://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=42.30&full=true
http://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=42.30.220


Language Access Voicemail Dashboard
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Within the first five months:
o We have received and returned 12 

calls.

o All calls have been in Spanish.

o 8 programs have responded to the 

calls.

o All calls have been closed within 

two business days.

o 62% of calls have been 

closed same day they were 

received.



Swim Beach Water Quality 
Program: a Highlight of 
Harmful Planktonic Algae 
Blooms and Benthic Algae Mats

Recreational Water Safety, Clark County Public Health

Maggie Palomaki, Environmental Health Specialist

May 21, 2025

Photo: Vancouver Lake 8/20/2024



Harmful algae blooms go by many names: 
planktonic blooms, blue-green algae, 
cyanobacteria, toxic algae, HABs, and 
CyanoHABs.

DEFINITION: a harmful algal bloom (HAB) 
is an overgrowth of algae in the water body 
that could affect water quality and aquatic 
life. Some HABs produced by bacteria can 
create toxins that may also harm people, 
animals, and the local environment. (CDC)

How they appear:

• Thick scums or “blooms” in the water 
from rapid cyanobacteria growth

• Thrive in warm, nutrient rich, slow-
moving water

• Typically green, brown, red, or blue/teal

• Strong odor of decay

What is a harmful algae bloom (HAB)? 
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Round Lake 8/12/2024

Vancouver Lake 8/19/2024



What Public Health does with harmful algae blooms
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• Weekly site visits to areas 
prone to harmful algae 
blooms May-October.

• Investigations for water 
quality complaints, illnesses.

• If a bloom is present, a water 
sample is collected for 
laboratory toxin analysis in 
Seattle.

• Issue advisories when toxin 
levels exceed state-defined 
thresholds.

• Provide education to the 
public at events such as 
farmers markets, Camas 
Days, and lake cleanups.

Student Intern Hannah Sebby, 

Summer 2024, Vancouver Lake

CCPH Staff and student interns at 

outreach event summer 2024



Field Work

•  █ 66+ site visits 

•  █ 38 water samples sent 

for toxin analysis 

•  76 toxin tests (2 per 

sample)

•  █ 17 tests above advisory 

threshold

2024 harmful algae monitoring by the numbers
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Emerging topic in toxic algae: benthic algae mats
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Benthic algae mats

• First tested in Clark County in 2024.

• Attached to the bottom in mats, blobs, or spires, or 
detached and floating in clumps.

• Can occur anywhere in a fast or slow-moving water 
body.

• Does not affect water clarity.

• Texture is slimy, gelatinous, slippery.

Both can produce potentially harmful levels of toxins!

Lacamas Lake 10/10/2022 Provided by Benton-Franklin Health District

Planktonic algae blooms

• Monitored in Clark County since 2007.

• Mixed into the water column, collects in diffuse 
scums surface

• Often accumulates at or near shoreline.

• Reduces water clarity as bloom gets more dense

• Found in ponds, lakes and slow-moving water.



October 2024

• Dog death reported to Public Health after 
recreating on Ackerman Island, accessible 
by boat via the Columbia River.

• Dog had onset of tremors, salivation, 
stumbling, vomiting, and died at an 
emergency veterinarian office.

• The vet sent stomach sample and CCPH 
coordinated with WA DOH & King County 
Environmental Lab to test for cyanotoxins.

• High levels of anatoxin-a and dihydro-
anatoxin were found in stomach contents, 
indicating cyanotoxin poisoning as 
cause of the dog’s death.

• The dog’s owner also experienced 
symptoms, such as numbness and tingling 
of the mouth, after providing rescue 
breaths but fully recovered.

Addressing benthic algae mat concerns
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Ackerman Island, Columbia River

192nd Ave

Hwy 14

Ackerman 

Island



Key details

• Dog owner was well-informed of the 
dangers of harmful algae blooms. 

• There was no visible algae bloom at 
the Port of Camas-Washougal, 
Columbia River, or Ackerman Island.

• At no point did the dog submerge 
himself or swim in the river (the dog 
did not like to be in water).

• Dog had plant-like material in their 
stomach at the time of death, 
believed to be a benthic algae mat.

• Site visit 11/9/24 found brown, mat-
like material at the water line which 
was sent for toxin analysis.

Addressing benthic algae mat concerns
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Ackerman Island, Columbia River 11/9/2024

Possible location 

of benthic mats



How did this happen?

• Benthic algae mats are not 

familiar to the general public.

• Prior to 2024, Public Health had 

not received reports of benthic 

mats in Clark County waters.

• CCPH’s monitoring and 

education focus has been on 

planktonic blooms. 

• What can we do differently?

Addressing benthic algae mat concerns

12

Ackerman Island, Columbia River 11/9/2024

Provided by Benton-Franklin Health District



Next steps

• Immediately posted 
temporary educational 
signage at all 11 marinas 
and boat launches on the 
Columbia River.

• Produce new educational 
materials and signage that 
addresses benthic algae.

• Adding information to our 
website about benthic mats 
and related illness 
incidents.

• Public Health staff have 
been learning and training 
on benthic mat monitoring. 

Addressing benthic algae mat concerns
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Coordinating across agencies

• Monthly meetings with CCPH, 
WA DOH, Oregon DEQ, and 
Oregon Health Authority to 
discuss advisory strategies.

• Oregon had a dog death in St. 
Helens area August 2024.

• Develop and review new 
signage and outreach 
materials to align messaging.

• Coordinating communication 
between state and local 
agencies.

• Identifying contact lists for 
future Columbia River 
concerns.

Addressing benthic algae mat concerns
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Addressing benthic algae mat concerns
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Addressing benthic algae mat concerns
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Addressing benthic algae mat concerns
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Addressing benthic algae mat concerns
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Ongoing challenges

• Columbia River is very big! ~40 

miles of shoreline + islands.

• Toxin tests of water samples alone 

are not a good indicator of potential 

mat toxicity.

• King County Environmental Lab is 

not set up to routinely test algae 

mats.

• No defined toxicity thresholds for 

benthic mat advisories.

• Approach moving forward is 

primarily educational to the public.

Addressing benthic algae mat concerns
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Ackerman Island 11/9/2024



Where we are now

• Continuing weekly monitoring and advisories for 
planktonic algae blooms.

• Investigate benthic algae mat complaints if there 
is a suspected human or animal illness and 
provide notice to the community.

• Targeted benthic algae mat education and 
outreach through social media, newsletters, 
website, community events. 

• Ongoing conversations with governing agencies 
and lake partners.

• Adjust and evolve as we learn more.

Clark County swim beach monitoring at present
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Provided by Benton-Franklin Health District

Lacamas Lake 10/23/2023



Thank you!
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Comments and questions

Clark County Center for Community Health

1601 E Fourth Plain Blvd • PO Box 9825

Vancouver, WA 98666-8825

Recreational Water Safety team: 

DLcntyhealthwaterrec@clark.wa.gov 

mailto:Dlcntyhealthwaterrec@clark.wa.gov
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