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The Many Faces of Algae 
Out of control 

Sometimes algae can cause 
problems for us. They need certain 
minerals to help them grow. If there 
are a lot of these minerals in the 
water, algae grow like crazy. 

Sometimes algae's wild growth is 
caused by pollution such as sewage 
runoff. Algae love the extra nutrients 
found in animal or human waste. 

If there are too many algae in an 
area, they can strip the oxygen from 
the surrounding water. Overall, 
algae do produce more oxygen than 
they use. But at night, when there 
is no sun, they can take in so much 
oxygen that there is not enough for 
fish to breathe. Also, when algae 
die, the process of decay uses a lot of 
oxygen. 

Large groups of algae can block 
sunlight from reaching plants living 
in the water. Also, certain types of 
algae produce poison that can kill 
fish or make shellfish poisonous to 
eat. It isn't safe for people either. 
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This "red tide," or "algal bloom," in the 
Gulf of Mexico is a type of algae super 
growth. Red tides can occur naturally, but 
are often fueled by pollution. They can be 
poisonous, or toxic. 
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A scientist checks an algae sample at 
OriginOil Inc. The blue and red colors in 
the tank take the place of the sunlight 
needed for photosynthesis. 

Super creature 
Besides being a major food 

source, experts believe algae could 
be an important source of fuel and 
fertilizer. They could also be used to 
clean up sewage. 

Just as animals store extra food 
as fat, algae store extra food as oil. 
Researchers hope they can use algae 
oil as a biofuel. For example, the U.S. 
Navy is experimenting with using a 
mixture of algae oil and animal fat to 
fuel its ships and aircraft. 

If algae are put into a tank full 
of sewage, they can "eat" much 
of the harmful waste. The algae 
growing in the sewage can then be 
fed to livestock. They can clean the 
environment and feed animals at the 
same time. 

For years, people have been 
gathering algae from the shore and 
feeding them to livestock or using 
them as fertilizer. 
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Partnerships 
Algae often form partnerships, 

or symbiotic (sim-BEE-aht-ic) 
relationships, with other organisms. 
For example, lichen (LI-kuhn) is 
formed by a partnership with a 
fungus and algae. 

The colors of 
hard coral are 
caused by algae 
living inside the 
bodies of the 
coral animals. If 
the algae leave 
the coral, the 

r " = -...,., _. , . I coral will die. 
photo courtesy Florida Keys National Marine Saoctuary 

This leafy green algae lives in the Gulf of 
Mexico. 

The Mini Page thanks Barrett Brooks, 
National Museum of Natural History, 
Smithsonian Institution, for help with this 
issue. 
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Look through your newsp"per for "ds of 
products th"t might cont "in "Ig"e. 

Next week, The Mini Page is about maple 
trees. 
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We Owe It All to Algae 
Have you ever eaten algae? You 

probably have, although you might not 
have known it. Just what are algae, 
anyway? 

The Mini Page talked with a 
scientist from the National Museum 
of Natural History, Smithsonian 
Institution, to learn more about algae 
and their importance to humans and 
animals. 

What are algae? 
An alga (AL-guh) is a plant-like 

organism. Most live in groups, so we 
usually use the plural, algae (AL-jee). 

Algae are simple organisms. 
Sometimes larger algae look like 
plants, but they don't have specialized 
parts, such as leaves or roots. 
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Kelp, such 
as these 
at the 
Monterey 
Bay 
Aquarium, 
are a type 
of algae. It 
looks as if 
kelp have 
leaves, 
but they 
don't 
really. 
Kelp can 
be as 
tall as 
300 feet 
(about as 
tall as a 
3O-story 
building). 

There are thousands of different 
types. Algae can 
be single cells 
so small that 
hundreds could 
fit on the period 
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at the end of this Bubble algae 
~ One type of algae lives by using the 

sentence. Or they can be large, many
celled organisms. 

Phytoplankton (FIE-toe-PLANK
tun) are a type of algae that live in 
bodies of water. They are usually made 
of only one cell. (Zooplankton, or 
single-celled animals, are not algae.) 

morning dew in the desert. 
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This algae 
from 
Australian 
waters was 
photographed 
through a 
microscope. 

Feasting on sunlight 
Like plants, most algae use sunlight 

to turn carbon dioxide gas and water 
into food. When organisms create 
their food out of light, it is called 
photosynthesis (foe-toe-SIN-the-sis). 

Algae and plants take in carbon 
dioxide and give off oxygen. Luckily 
for people and animals, oxygen is 
the waste product of photosynthesis. 
We couldn't live without the oxygen 
produced by algae. 

Algae are often organized by their 
colors, which are usually shades 
of green, red or brown. Different 
colors have different ways of using 
photosynthesis. Experts believe each 
color probably developed, or evolved, 
from a different organism. 

One beautiful type of algae is a diatom 
(DIE-uh-tahm). Diatom cell walls are made 
of glass. The tiny one-celled organisms 
come in many shapes. These live between 
crystals of sea ice in Antarctica. 
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