Your Health and the Algal Bloom - WACRA public forum

Key points raised by presenters and audience

Dr. Kathie Muir — Social scientist & local resident

Kathie described her personal experience of the algal bloom as typical of what many coastal
residents have gone through. Although she had lived on the coast since 1987 without respiratory
issues, her first reaction occurred on 22 March after haze settled over Waitpinga when she
developed a severe coughing and asthma attack. During the major die-off on metropolitan
beaches, she repeatedly visited Grange to document species, experiencing deep chest pain and
emotional shock afterwards. She described profound grief, guilt and loss — captured by concepts
such as solastalgia and the Welsh word “hiraeth” — as people confronted dead marine life,
degraded beaches and uncertainty about the future.

Her respiratory symptoms escalated, requiring four medications and oral steroids, leading to a
postponed surgery. Attempts to report these health impacts received minimal response from
government. Kathie shared her sadness at losing the ability to walk on the beach that left her
unanchored and powerless.

She observed widespread distress, anxiety and grief in the community, along with emerging
mutual support, creative responses and vigils. She criticised government inaction and
minimisation of both physical and psychosocial impacts, and highlighted the deep cultural harm
experienced by Ngarrindjeri people. She concluded by urging urgent action on climate,
environmental protection and public-health systems.

Emeritus Professor lan Gibbins — Neuroscientist & filmmaker

Professor Gibbins’ presentation at the WACRA algal bloom forum focused on what is currently
known — and not yet known — about the causes and behaviour of the recent harmful algal
blooms (HABs)along South Australia’s coast. He outlined how blooms are influenced by a
combination of factors including water temperature, ocean circulation, nutrient availability and
seasonal conditions, and emphasised that no single cause can fully explain the scale and
persistence of this bloom.

Professor Gibbins explained that nutrient inputs come from multiple sources, both natural and
human-derived, and that separating their relative contributions is complex. He cautioned against
drawing simple conclusions without robust data, noting that coastal systems are dynamic and
that lag effects can occur between nutrient release and bloom formation.

A key theme of Professor Gibbins’ presentation was uncertainty. He stressed that current
monitoring provides only partial coverage in time and space, limiting the ability to make definitive
attributions or predictions. He argued that improved, long-term monitoring — particularly closer to
shore — is essential for understanding patterns, detecting early warning signs and informing
effective responses.
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His presentation highlighted the need for better data, careful interpretation of evidence, and
coordinated scientific effort if communities and governments are to respond meaningfully to
harmful algal blooms and their growing impacts on coastal ecosystems and public confidence.

Professor Philip Weinstein — Epidemiologist

Professor Philip Weinstein outlined the public-health implications of HABs, drawing on decades of
experience in environmental health and climate-related disease. He emphasised that algal blooms
are not just an ecological issue, but a complex human health concern requiring precaution,
transparency and long-term planning.

Professor Weinstein explained that exposure pathways can include direct contact with
contaminated water, inhalation of aerosolised toxins (particularly during windy conditions), and
consumption of affected seafood. Health effects may range from skin and eye irritation to
respiratory symptoms and, in some cases, more serious neurological or gastrointestinal impacts.
He noted that impacts are often under-reported, partly because symptoms can be non-specific
and because monitoring systems are still developing.

A key theme of the presentation was uncertainty. Professor Weinstein stressed that uncertainty
should not delay protective action, arguing that public health responses must err on the side of
caution when evidence is incomplete but risks are plausible. He highlighted the importance of
clear public communication, accessible reporting mechanisms, and coordinated responses
across health, environment and fisheries agencies.

Professor. Weinstein placed the current bloom in the broader context of climate change, warming
seas and nutrient enrichment, warning that such events are likely to become more frequent. He
called for stronger surveillance, community engagement and preventative strategies to reduce
future risk.
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Summary of the Q&A session

The Q&A focused on gaps in knowledge, data collection, protection of vulnerable groups, and the
adequacy of government responses. Several speakers raised concern that no systematic baseline
data existed on health impacts, making it difficult to measure or manage community harm. Panel
members explained that algal blooms are unpredictable, which makes pre-event baseline studies
almost impossible. Existing data sources such as GP visits, hospital admissions and pharmacy
sales are limited because many affected people do not seek medical care. The lack of funded
research was repeatedly identified as a major barrier.

Questions highlighted the experiences of vulnerable populations, including infants, young
children, people with asthma or chronic lung disease, and coastal residents in older, poorly sealed
housing where it is difficult avoid exposure. Participants described people effectively trapped
indoors, unable to escape onshore winds or access fresh air, with little targeted support. Panel
members agreed that qualitative research focused on chronically exposed residents would be

valuable but is not currently funded.

Mental health and ecological grief emerged as strong themes. Divers and coastal users described
distress at witnessing long-term ecological damage, including barren shipwreck reefs and mass
fish deaths. Several speakers emphasised that these impacts are cumulative and ongoing, not
short-term.

Pollution and ecosystem degradation were raised as underlying contributors, including historical
reef destruction, bottom trawling, and nutrient pollution from aquaculture. Questions were asked
about whether state and federal inquiries were adequately addressing these systemic causes.

The panel noted that public health advice remains largely focused on reducing exposure, but
acknowledged uncertainty, with limited evidence on long-term effects from sustained exposure,
and the need for coordinated research, policy reform and upstream environmental action.

Dan Monceaux - audience member

Dan Monceaux introduced himself as a water user, snorkeller and documentary filmmaker working
on Cuttlefish Country, and spoke from both personal and community perspectives. Although he
had avoided entering the water during the bloom, he reported experiencing the full range of
respiratory and irritation symptoms after spending several hours DJing at Henley Square with
strong onshore winds. At first he thought it was a cold, but then realised it was exposure to algal
aerosols.

He described deep grief within the dive community, particularly among those familiar with
underwater habitats. He gave the example of local shipwrecks, once rich artificial reefs, now
stripped of invertebrate life and rendered barren, leaving no support for other marine species. He
also described seeing long ribbons of dead leatherjackets along the high tide line, noting that
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nearly a year into the event, the cumulative ecological loss was overwhelming for those who
recognise what these habitats should look like.

Dan argued that society must be honest about the damage humans have inflicted on marine
ecosystems. He pointed to historical bottom trawling, bucket dredging of oyster reefs, ongoing
prawn trawling, and particularly fish-farm aquaculture as major contributors to ecosystem
degradation. He highlighted the lack of transparent reporting of aquaculture nutrient pollution and
asked whether state and federal inquiries were adequately examining these systemic causes and

Australia’s broader relationship with the sea.

Links

Presenter Powerpoints
Professor lan Gibbins

Dr Kathie Muir
Professor Philip Weinstein

Bloomin’ Algae

A volunteer collective of researchers and analysts bringing our skills together to help turn the tide
on the South Australian harmful algal bloom (HAB). Link to a form where you can report health
symptoms related to the South Australian harmful algal bloom, which commenced in March 2025.
This includes human or pet symptoms, and both specific/acute events and longer-term effects,
including mental health symptoms.

Kathy Muir’s submission to the Senate inquiry into the Algal Bloom

Professor lan Gibbins Video - Deadeye

This video uses images of fish that have been killed by the bloom and washed up on beaches
along the eastern side of Gulf St Vincent together with audio created from samples taken from
videos of living fish, crabs and squid before the bloom hit. The text is what the fish might say to
us, if only they could...

Report of the Senate Inquiry into Algal Blooms in South Australia
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https://www.iangibbins.com.au/science/citizen-science/south-australian-harmful-algal-bloom-2025/introduction-to-toxins-in-the-south-australian-bloom/
https://www.bloominalgae.com.au
https://www.bloominalgae.com.au/health-incident-reporting
https://www.iangibbins.com.au
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Environment_and_Communications/AlgalBloom48P/Report

