Your Health and the Algal Bloom - WACRA public forum
10 December 2025

Panel

Chair - Prof. Fran Baum AO

Prof. Philip Weinstein — Epidemiologist

Emeritus Prof. lan Gibbins — Neuroscientist & filmmaker
Dr. Kathie Muir — Social scientist & local resident

Includes a special screening of Professor. Gibbins’ short film Dead Eye

Forum overview: algal blooms and human health

This forum brought together researchers, health experts and community voices to examine the
human health, social and ecological impacts of the ongoing algal bloom, with a particular focus
on lived experience, emerging science and gaps in public health response.

Professor Fran Baum introduced the forum by framing the algal bloom as a major public health
issue, not only an environmental one. She emphasised that while there are some things known
about the bloom, there are many “known unknowns” and “unknown unknowns,” particularly in
relation to human health impacts. The forum, she explained, was designed to focus specifically on
these health dimensions, which she felt had been underrepresented in earlier discussions.

She described widespread reports from coastal communities of physical symptoms, including
coughs, respiratory irritation, itchy skin, eyes and noses, noting her own experience of needing
asthma medication for the first time. Professor Baum stressed that these physical effects are
occurring alongside significant mental and emotional impacts, including grief, anxiety and distress
caused by the loss of beach access, disruption of daily routines, and repeated exposure to dead
marine life and polluted foam.

Fran highlighted the cumulative psychological toll of losing familiar coastal spaces and
communities, describing this as an under-acknowledged consequence of the bloom. She noted
that the personal and emotional impacts can be as confronting as the ecological damage itself
and positioned the forum as an opportunity to listen to both expert analysis and lived experience.

Professor Baum introduced lan Gibbins’ film Deadeye as a grounding context, and encourage
informed discussion about health impacts, uncertainty, and the need for stronger public health
attention and research.

Dr Kathie Muir made a powerful personal and community account of living through the bloom.
She described respiratory iliness triggered by coastal exposure, profound emotional distress, and
the loss of everyday connections to the sea. Drawing on concepts such as “solastalgia”, she
highlighted widespread community grief, inadequate health reporting systems, and the deep
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cultural harm experienced by Ngarrindjeri people. Her presentation called for urgent action on
climate, environmental protection and public-health monitoring.

Video link
Powerpoint

Professor lan Gibbins provided a detailed scientific explanating what is known of the bloom,
outlining the organisms involved, known toxins, and what remains unknown. He explained likely
mechanisms behind respiratory and irritation symptoms, the role of aerosols, and why some
impacts cannot yet be fully explained. He emphasised the complexity of the bloom, the limits of
current knowledge, and the need to fund continued research.

Video link

Graphics on Professor Gibbins’ website

Professor Philip Weinstein placed the bloom in a public-health context, explaining why
responses are largely reactive and why “dose” and exposure matter. He outlined practical advice
for reducing risk, clarified seafood safety, and acknowledged the lack of baseline data and funded
research. He also highlighted the certainty of mental-health impacts alongside scientific
uncertainty about long-term physical effects.

Video link

PowerPoint

Questions and discussion

The Q&A explored data gaps, impacts on vulnerable groups, chronic exposure for coastal
residents, ecological grief, pollution and aquaculture, climate drivers, and the adequacy of
government responses to the consequences and factors that contribute to them. Speakers and
participants consistently called for coordinated research, better health reporting, and stronger
upstream environmental action.
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https://youtu.be/onhny63NaB0
http://wacra.org.au/new/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/Algal-Bloom-talk-Henley-2025.pdf
https://youtu.be/qOB-D9Dc8mg
https://www.iangibbins.com.au/science/citizen-science/south-australian-harmful-algal-bloom-2025/introduction-to-toxins-in-the-south-australian-bloom/
https://youtu.be/jhBR-9AZo9M
http://wacra.org.au/new/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/10-Dec-2025-HAB-Weinstein.pdf

