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NOTE CONCERNING HUMAN RESPIRATORY IRRITA-
TION ASSOCIATED WITH HIGH CONCENTRATIONS
OF PLANKTON AND MASS MORTALITY OF
MARINE ORGANISMS!

By

ALFRED H. WOODCOCK
Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution

There is increasing evidence that high concentrations of plankton
are sometimes associated with mass mortality among marine animals
(Taylor, 1917, see ref’s pp. 14-16; Marchand, 1928; Brongersma-
Sanders, 1947; Gunter, et al., 1947).

Human respiratory irritations, also concurrent with mass mortality
of fish, have been recorded by Taylor (1917), Lund (1934-35), and
Gunter, et al. (1947). The respiratory irritant, commonly termed a
gas, is said to produce hard coughing and a burning sensation in the
nose, throat and lungs. This irritation is reported to occur in persons
near the shore during onshore winds, as well as on the open sea.

This paper gives support to the work of Somner, et al. (1937),
which indicates that certain dinoflagellates produce irritating or poison-
ous effects when present in high concentrations. It is the purpose of
this paper to list qualitative subjective tests which show that the
above-mentioned respiratory irritation is associated with the presence
in the inhaled air of minute drops originating in sea water discolored
by high concentrations of dinoflagellates.

The presence of sea water nuclei in oceanic air under ordinary con-
ditions is well known (Owens, 1926; Jacobs, 1937, 1939; Cunningham,
1942; and Dessens, 1947). These nuclei are sometimes crystalline,
sometimes liquid, depending upon the relative humidity of the ambient
air. This phase change usually occurs somewhere between 60 and
75% relative humidity (Owens, 1926; Wright, 1939; and Dessens,
1947). The nuclei vary in radius from about 0.3 to 30w.. These aerosols
from the sea are probably formed by bursting bubbles from breaking
waves in a manner similar to that shown to occur in effervescing H,O
(Stuhlman, 1932). Zobell (1940) has found that marine bacteria exist
in oceanic air and he suggests that they are carried into the air by sea
water nuclei produced by spray. Therefore it is reasonable to suppose
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