
Information for health professionals 

Marine algal blooms - 

Brevetoxin in seafood 
Brevetoxins are an algal toxin produced by Karenia spp.  Recent routine monitoring of 

shellfish has detected brevetoxin for the first time in Australia in multiple locations in 

South Australia. Following these detections, shellfish harvesting in these areas has 

been stopped reducing the public health risk. 

 

Monitoring within the area impacted by the marine algal bloom as part of the South Australian 

Shellfish Quality Assurance Program (administered by the Department of Primary Industries 

and Regions) have detected brevetoxins in commercial shellfish harvesting areas in South 

Australian coastal waters This is the first detection of brevetoxins in Australia.  

When brevetoxins are detected at a prescribed threshold, harvesting from these areas has 

been closed and are not reopened until repeat samples demonstrate the shellfish is safe to 

consume. 

Clinical features  

Brevetoxins are neurotoxic shellfish poisons. Filter feeding shellfish such as oysters, mussels 

and scallops can accumulate and concentrate toxins from microalgae present in seawater 

Consumption of contaminated shellfish can cause vomiting, diarrhoea, stomach cramps, 

headaches and fatigue, joint and muscle pain, tingling around the mouth, fingers and toes, 

burning sensation or skin pain and extreme itchiness.  

Investigations 

 Diagnostic testing is normally not indicated if the history supports recent consumption of 

shellfish from locations where detection of brevetoxin has been reported. 

 Importantly, if a relevant exposure history and timeline is not available, consideration needs 

to be given to other causes of symptoms with testing focused on ruling out these causes. 

Treatment strategies 

Treatment is mainly supportive and symptom-directed.  There are no specific antidotes for algal 

toxins or specific treatments for human illnesses caused by them. 

 For gastrointestinal symptoms, the patient can stop the exposure by avoiding the 

contaminated shellfish. If needed, replenish their fluids and electrolytes.  

Recommended strategies to reduce exposures 

The public is advised to: 

 Monitor public information on detections and closures. 

 if you have symptoms that are severe or do not resolve, seek medical advice from your 

doctor. Call 000 in a medical emergency. 

  

tel:000


 

Further information on the marine algal bloom 

 SA Health 

https://www.sahealth.sa.gov.au/wps/wcm/connect/public+content/sa+health+internet/public

+health/water+quality/water+quality+alerts 

 Department for Environment and Water https://www.environment.sa.gov.au/news-

hub/news/articles/2025/05/sa-harmful-algal-bloom-update 

 Department of Primary Industries and Regions 

https://www.pir.sa.gov.au/research/research_areas/aquatic_sciences/marine_ecosystems/

harmful_algal_bloom 

 US CDC Patient Care for Illnesses Caused by Harmful Algal Blooms | Harmful Algal Bloom 

(HAB)-Associated Illness | CDC 
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