Harmful Algal Bloom in Gladstone Harbour Coincides with Toxic Algal Symptoms in 42 Fishermen

Dr Andrew Jeremijenko, Dr Matt Landos

Introduction - On 16 September 2011, Fisheries Queensland closed Gladstone Harbour and the surrounding area to fishing under
section 46 of the Fisheries Act 1994 while the Queensland Government investigated a condition affecting some locally caught fish. A
poorly built bund wall was leaking in the vicinity of 180 tonnes per hour of dredge spoil according to engineering reports which was con-
tributing to poor water quality and toxic algal blooms. At that time, and contributing to the harbour closure, health issues were noted in

42 fishermen. Ihe health department was tasked to investigate the symptoms in fishermen.
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January 2004 Blue Harbour June 2011 Brown Harbour Badly built bund wall with torn geotextile leaked dredge spoil into the har-
Dredging the World Heritage Gladstone Harbour contributed bour with heavy metals and nutrients and contributed to algal blooms.
to an environmental disaster— fishing industry collapsed. (Independent review of the bund wall Port of Gladstone)

Methods - Fishermen were interviewed and the data available from the Gladstone Ports website, DERM, Fisheries Queensland, the Glad-
stone Fish Report and the Health Departmentwas reviewed. Toxic Algal bloom data and water quality data that had been withheld from the
public for over two years was analysed

Results - There were multiple symptoms reported in the fishermen that could be attributed to toxic algae. The harmful algal bloom levels
peaked in August 2011 and remained at extremely high levels in September and October 2011. This coincided with the fishermen’s peak
complaints in August, September and October 2011. The experienced fishermen linked their disease with dredging. A case of respiratory
symptoms in 2 members of a family required ambulance transfer to hospital. Their nets were tested and found to be heavily contaminated
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have been a possible contributing factor in the fish disease syndrome.” (Vision 2011)
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Discussion:

Algal toxins are well known to cause illness. The temporal association of health symptoms with high toxic algal counts, high turbidity associ-
ated with dredging and a leaking bund wall in an occupationally exposed group (fishermen) is highly suggestive of environmental exposure
to toxic algae. Qld Health was not fully informed about the bund wall leak, the water quality and the toxic algal blooms which made it difficult
to investigate the potential sources. The harmful algal bloom plan was not implemented as the data was hidden and the public were not no-
tified or educated. The bund wall leak of dredge spoil modelled to be 180 tonnes per hour in September 2011, may have created an envi-
ronment conducive to toxic algal blooms. The Gladstone harbour
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