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Dense shoreline collection of duckweed, pollen, and assorted aquatic plants, Spring Lake, Avon, CT. 

 

  



Introduction: 

The Connecticut Department of Energy and Environmental Protection frequently receives reports of 

suspected cyanobacteria blooms, which after investigation, turn out to be naturally occurring 

phenomenon that have a very similar appearance to a cyanobacteria bloom. These cyanobacteria άlook-

alikesέ are very different from the microscopic organisms responsible for potentially harmful algal 

blooms. The three most common naturally occurring άƭƻƻƪ-ŀƭƛƪŜǎέ reported as suspected cyanobacteria 

blooms are pollen, duckweed and other aquatic plants.  

 

Pollen: 

During the spring and summer months, pollen can often be confused with cyanobacteria blooms on the 
surface of rivers, lakes, and ponds, as well as Long Island Sound. Pollen grains are very buoyant and are 
easily carried through the air to water surfaces where they can collect and float in large slicks1. Many 
different kinds of plants and trees release their pollen across the U.S every year. In Connecticut, pollen 
season typically starts in the Spring (May and June) with trees such as birch, maple, oak, juniper, and 
pine2 producing waves of pollen, which tend to leave heavy coatings. If you see heavy coatings of pollen 
on your vehicle, this is a good reminder: it is pollen season. Some weeds and grasses are primarily 
responsible for pollen releases experienced throughout July and August. Transitioning into the fall, weeds 
such as ragweed and sorrel produce heavily in August through September.  
 
Weather has a large impact on the distribution and severity of pollen. On a day to day scale, precipitation 
can quell airborne pollen by washing it into soils or rivers, lakes and ponds, and Long Island Sound. 
Depending on wind direction and human activities such as boating, wind and waves can cause pollen to 
concentrate against shorelines or in coves of lakes and ponds. This is often when pollen is mistaken for 
cyanobacteria because it looks like the typical paint slicks or shoreline concentrations of a cyanobacteria 
bloom. As global climate change continues, the amount and variety of pollen will likely increase as trees 
and plants expand their habitat ranges3. 
 
To get a sense of how much pollen can come off of a single tree, Smithsonian Magazine has a great article 
with a video that shows a backhoe taping a tree. 

https://portal.ct.gov/DOAG/Aquaculture1/Aquaculture/Harmful-Algal-Blooms
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/watch-pine-tree-unleashes-huge-fluffy-pollen-cloud-180969048/


 

  

  

Pollen shoreline aggregations and scum formations (top, middle, and bottom left). Pollen mixed with 

aquatic plants along a swimming area (top right). Pollen concentrating in cattails at Stratton Brook State 

Park, Simsbury, CT (middle right). Pollen accumulating against a buoy line at Lake Waramaug (bottom 

right). 



Duckweed: 

Another common look-alike to cyanobacteria blooms are duckweed patches. Duckweed is an aquatic 
plant4 that floats on the surface of lakes, ponds, and slow-moving fresh or brackish waters5. Duckweed is 
composed of four genera ranging in size from 2 mm (Wolffia species) up to 15 cm in diameter6. On a large 
scale, the aggregation of the small leaves can create an expansive floating mat, covering the surface in a 
similar manner to a cyanobacterial mat. However, upon closer inspection, duckweed can be easily 
distinguished by its leaves and roots.  
 

 

 

 
Duckweed in Curtiss Park, Simsbury, CT (top left). Continuous duckweed (top right). Duckweed 

concentrating in Dibbles Brook, Bethel, CT (middle row). Individual duckweed up close from Dibbles Brook 

(bottom left). Individual duckweed aggregated across the waters surface (bottom right). 


