
  

 
 
WHAT IS RED TIDE? 
Red Tide is caused by a "population explosion" 
of toxic, naturally occurring microscopic 
plankton (specifically, a subgroup known as 
dinoflagellates). "Blooms" of the poison-
producing plankton are coastal phenomena 
caused by environmental conditions that 
promote explosive growth. Factors that are 
especially favorable include warm surface 
temperatures, high nutrient content, low salinity, 
and calm seas. Rain followed by sunny 
weather in the summer months is often 
associated with red tide blooms. Organisms 
that cause theses blooms around the United 
States are as follows: 
 Alexandrium fundyense, along the Northeast 

Atlantic coast, ranging from the Canadian 
Maritimes to Southern New England; 

 Alexandrium catenella, on the Pacific West 
Coast from California to Alaska; and 

 Karonia brevis, in the Gulf of Mexico along 
the West Florida coast. 

DOES IT REALLY COLOR THE WATER?  
Yes, water in coastal areas can be colored red 
by the algae, thus the term "red tide." Although 
toxic blooms often turn the water reddish 
brown, many nontoxic species or reddish 
brown plankton cause the same discoloration. 

Conversely, toxic plankton may be numerous 
enough to toxify shellfish, but not sufficiently 
abundant to discolor water. Discolored water 
should always be regarded with suspicion. 
However, it should be noted that even during 
high concentrations during a red tide event 
caused by Alexandrium fundyense, there is no 
risk with regard to swimming in the water.  

WHAT SEAFOODS ARE UNSAFE TO EAT 
FROM WATERS WHERE RED TIDE OCCURS? 
Only a few marine animals accumulate these 
toxins. Shellfish, including hard-shell clams, 
soft-shell clams, oysters, mussels, and 
scallops, are particularly prone to 
contamination as they feed by filtering 
microscopic food out of the water. If toxic 
planktonic organisms are present, they are 
filtered from the water along with other 
nontoxic foods. Whelks and moon snails can 
also accumulate dangerous levels of the toxin 
during red tide as they feed on contaminated 
shellfish. 

During red tide blooms, hard-shell clams, soft-
shell clams, oysters, mussels, whelks, and 
moon snails harvested from areas affected by 
the blooms are not safe to eat. Since toxins are 
stored in the digestive tract (stomach) and 
viscera (intestines) of these animals, scallops 
are safe to eat as long as only the cleaned 
adductor muscle (the only part generally eaten) 
is consumed. Lobster meat, crab, shrimp, and 
most finfish do not normally accumulate toxin 
and are safe to eat from affected waters. 
Lobster tomalley (the green part or liver) is not 
safe to eat in general, but particularly during 
red tide events because this part of the lobster 
can build up high levels of toxins and other 
pollutants. 

 

 

MASSACHUSETTS DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC HEALTH |  BUREAU OF ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH 

Red Tide 
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http://www.mass.gov/eea/agencies/dfg/dmf

