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‘Chattonella’ toxin same as red tide
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NEW POISONOUS ALGAE DISCOVERED

UNCW’s research professor Carmelo R. Tomas holds a micro titer plate full of the Chattonella algae, which is blamed for an August fish kill at Indian
Inlet Beach in Delaware.

Investigating a fish kill in Dela-
ware’s coastal waters, UNCW
researchers discovered algae that pro-
duce the same poisons as the red tide
phenomenon that plagues the Gulf of
Mexico.

Daniel Baden, director of the Center
for Marine Science at the University of
North Carolina at Wilmington, said on
Friday the results of the research were
shared with Delaware environmental
authorities and will published soon
in a scientific journal.

A team of UNCW researchers dis-
covered that Chattonella cf. ver-
ruculosa, a microscopic algae com-
mon in East Coast bays and rivers, pro-
duces the same nerve-damaging poi-

son, called brevetoxin, produced by the
tiny organism that causes red tides.

The discovery is important, scien-
tists said, because it shows a new
danger to animal and human health in
East Coast estuaries and provides
more evidence that the toxic algae

problem continues to spread and
become more complex.

Officials with the Delaware Depart-
ment of Natural Resources and Envi-
ronmental control said they had
worked closely with UNCW
researchers through August and early
September.  The Agency will issue a
news release next week to share the
information with the public.

“You don’t often have moments like
this in science, where you can quickly
provide information to protect human
health,” said Dr. Baden, who was on a
team of five that conducted the
research.

The organism, which looks like a
lumpy green slipper under a micro-
scope, is not directly related to the
much-publicized Pfiesteria piscicida,
which can also kill fish and cause neu-
rological problems in the humans that
eat infected animals.

“As a matter of fact, there were no
Pfiesteria in the samples we obtained
from Delaware,” said Carmelo Tomas,
a UNCW research professor.  “The
samples had incredible concentrations
of Chattonella.”

Chattonella now joins a growing list
of harmful algae identified by scien-
tists. Brevetoxin was discovered by
scientists in 1981 and successfully rec-
reated in a laboratory only recently.

Red tides are caused by toxins
released by certain forms of life called
phytoplankton.  They get their name
from the pigment of some algae that
cause the water to appear red or
brown.

That Chattonella produces toxins
already identified and under study
may make it easier to develop iden-
tification and treatment strategies.

UNCW researchers were con-
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‘You don’t often have
moments like this in
science, where you can
quickly provide
information to protect
human health.’

Dr. Daniel Baden, director of the Center for
Marine Science at UNCW

‘Chattonella cf.
 verruculosa’

A microscopic algae common in
East Coast bays and rivers that
produces the same nerve-
damaging poison, called
brevetoxin, produced by the
tiny organism that causes red
tides, has been discovered.

tacted by Woods Hole Oceano-
graphic Institute, which had been
called in to help solve the mystery of
August fish kills in Delaware’s
Rehoboth Bay and reports from bath-
ers at nearby Indian Inlet Beach, who
complained of numbness, muscle
spasms and respiratory irritation.

Research included several types
of chemical analysis of water
samples, including work sent to labo-
ratories of the Medical University of
South Carolina, Dr. Baden said.

A 13-page scientific report, to be
published in the journal Environmen-
tal Health Perspectives, also credits
UNCW researchers Andrea
Bourdelais, Jerome Naar and Julia
Kubanek.

The research conducted from late
August until mid-September, was
funded by portions of existing grants,
Dr. Baden said, including one from
a study of threats to human health
provided by the National Institutes
of Health.UNCW’s Jerome Naar fills a micro titer plate full of the ‘Chattonella’

algae that is blamed for an August fish kill at Indian Inlet Beach in
Delaware.
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