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Background: Algal blooms are exuberant occurrences of microalgae such as dinoflagellates, diatoms, cyanobacteria etc.  Harmful algal blooms (HABs) are occurrences of microalgae that cause harm to people, animals, or the local ecology by producing toxins and/or by inducing hypoxia.  HABs occur in all aquatic environments, including the oceans.  The incidence and geographic range of HABs may be increasing due to global warming and other anthropogenic causes. The primary effects of HABs on humans and other animals are through exposure to toxins produced by the microalgae via water, food chain, and aerosol exposures.  Even low numbers of algal cells often result in seafood becoming unfit for human consumption due to the high potency of algal toxins. In humans and other animals, these toxins can target multiple organ systems (including the nervous system, the liver, the skin, and the respiratory tract).  The toxins can also induce chronic illnesses including long term neurologic disease, tumor-promotion and genotoxic damage.  In addition, there is a well documented impact on economy and ecosystem services.  The IOC of UNESCO is working with observations and data on HAB and other ocean hazards to provide a basis for management decisions and policy for protection of human health.    
Major Oceans and Human Health Issues: Are HABs increasing in incidence and geographic spread? Are HABs having increasing impacts on human and ecosystem health and the economy? Can we prevent, mitigate, and predict HABs? What ocean observations are needed to assess impact of the state of the oceans on human health?


