
 Waterwatch Filamentous Algal Observations 

How to repor t your  Algal Score: 

Step 1. Choose the score for Abundance of Algae that best describes the general site.  

Abundance of Algae: 

Score Category Descr iption 

1 
Little or no 

growth observed 
Conditions vary from no algae to only very small populations 

2 
Thin layer 

present 
A thin layer of algae visible, either floating suspended, or tufts 

covering some submerged surfaces 

3 
Crusts or 
coatings 

All submerged stones, snags covered 

4 Rafts and plumes 
Sufficiently concentrated that rafts or balls of algae are visible, 

and starting to move across the water column. This includes 
scums and blooms 

5 
Carpets or 
blankets 

Outlines of substrate hardly recognizable, algal growth often 
extending well into the water column 
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Step 2. Using the key or flow chart make a decision about the probable main alga present. 

A simple key to filamentous freshwater  Macroalgae 

1. Algal material either encrusting or attached to the substrate (periphyton) 
a. Encrusting 

i. Slimy or greasy, more or less robust, drying in flakes Cyanoprokaryotic crusts 
ii. Gritty or gelatinous, fragile, drying as a white powder  Bacillariophyceae (diatoms) 

b. Attached 
i. Discrete cushions or balls 

1. Dark green or black  Rivularia,  Tolypothrix or Nostoc 
(Cyanoprokaryota) 

2. Bright green or glassy Chaetophora or Coleochaete (green algae) 
ii. Tufts or streamers 

1. Apple green, slippery, fragile  Stigeoclonium or Draparnaldia 
2. Dull green to yellow, coarse, robust 

a. Like a blanket, smell of wet wool or tom cat  Cladophoraceae or  
b. Full of silt, fishy or geosmin smell Vaucheria 
c. Bottle green, no smell  Tolypothrix 
d. As a fringe on aquatic vegetation Oedogonium,  Klebsormidium 

      3. Pink or dusty mud coloured, soft  Audouinella 

     c. Small ‘conifer-like’  free standing plant    Chara or Nitella. 

 
2. Algal material free floating (metaphyton) 

a. Coarse to feel, often yellowish or brownish grey 
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i. Fragile, little or no smell   Oedogonium 
ii. Robust, wet wool or tom cat smell  Cladophoraceae  

b. Fine to feel, often bright or bottle green or bluish 
i. Silky to feel, green   Zygnemaceae 
ii. Slimy to feel, sometimes bluish  Compsopogon or filamentous desmids 
iii. Bulky, and either tubular or net-like 

1. Net-like    Hydrodictyon reticulatum 
2. Tubular, like bait-weed  Enteromorpha sp 

c. Tubular and compact, usually with a whitish end Duck poo! 

 

Step 3. Find that alga in the Rating of Algal Form table. 

Rating of Algal Form: 

Rating Algal form Algal names Descriptive notes 

8 pink tufts Audouinella Fluffy pink or muddy tufts on 
rock or water plant stems  

7  ‘snot balls’  Rivularia or Nostoc 
Attached dark green or black 
cushions or balls on rocks or 

snags 

6 Bright green cushions Chaetophora or Coleochaete 
Attached bright green or glassy 
cushions or balls on vegetation, 

rock, or snags  
5 Apple green tufts usually Stigeoclonium or Draparnaldia Slippery and fragile  

5 Algal fringe 
Oedogonium  also includes 

Klebsormidium, Microspora, and 
Tribonema 

Coarse, breaks up in the hand, 
often dirty grey or even purple, 

little or no smell.  

4 Stoneworts Chara and Nitella 
Small plants like Christmas trees, 
sometimes with orange and black 

decorations  

3 velvet moss or foxtails Vaucheria 
Coarse, full of silt, fishy or 

geosmin smell. When on damp 
soil forms a dark green velvet.  

2 Bottle green cushions or 
tufts Tolypothrix Attached bottle green cushions or 

tufts, common on aquatic plants  

2 Silky rafts Zygnemaceae: Spirogyra, Zygnema or 
Mougeotia. 

Silky, starts bright green or bottle 
green; when floating at surface 
may show yellow patches of 

sunburn. Grassy smell.  

2 Cyanoprokaryotic Crust Phormidium, Oscillatoria and relatives 

Slimy or greasy, robust, dark 
coloured crust, drying to sheets 
or flakes (can float as ragged 

sheets) 

2 Bulky, tubular, water-net Hydrodictyon, Enteromorpha 
Wet grass look in water; nets 

visible in cupped hand but if just 
tubes its bait-weed  

1 Blanket weed streamers or 
blankets 

includes Rhizoclonium, Cladophora and 
Pithophora 

Coarse, robust, dull green to 
yellow, attached (and often 
crinkled when stranded) or 

suspended ‘blanket-weed’ , smells 
‘wet wool’  or ‘ tom cat’   

1 Blue streamers Compsopogon, Hyalotheca 

Bluish green streaks on soil or in 
water, slimy; branching filament 

structure should be visible in 
hand 

1 Diatom crust Melosira or Tabellaria 
Gritty or gelatinous, fragile, rusty 
brown or dirty grey crusts, drying 

to a white powder 

1 Re-suspensible scum Microcystis, Anabaena and related 
organisms 

Cyanobacterial blooms; 
suspended flecks congregate into 



wettable surface scum;  

1 Water repellent scum Euglena sanguinea and Botryococcus 

Scum forms a skin on the water 
surface, will stick to anything 
poked in it, but water beads on 

top;  
 

Step 4. Divide the Abundance of Algae score, by the Algal Form score.  

ex: A thin layer of Stigeoclonium tufts would be 2/5 = 0.4. 

Step 5. Make any pertinent comments in either the Algal Comments, or the General Comments 
space. 

Catchment Health Indicators for  Conspicuous Algae 

Excellent [1] Good [2] Moderate [3] Poor [4] Degraded [5] 

<0.45 0.46–0.59 0.6–0.99 1.00–1.99 >1.99 

 

What the score indicates. 

Abundance scores of 1 or 2 indicate conditions favouring the successful grazing of algae or low 
nutrients or light levels. Abundance scores of 3 or 4 indicate conditions favouring moderate algal 
growth in excess of grazing pressure, sufficient light or slightly elevated levels of nutrients. 
Abundance scores of 5 indicate imbalance in the system, although a stonewort carpet may substitute 
for vascular aquatics in ponds and sandy pools. 

Sensitive or demanding algae will score high in the form ratings, common and widespread species 
will score between 3 and 5, while algae scoring 2 or 1 have the potential to be a nuisance. As with the 
SIGNAL ratings for macroinvertebrates, any site may have a suite of different rating algae present, 
and water chemistry, season of the year and other factors need to be considered before site condition 
can be perceived. This scheme gives an indication not a prescription. 

There may be occasions when two or more kinds of algae are readily distinguishable. On these 
occasions score them separately, then average the results. 

The result of the two scores gives a rating for the conspicuous alga at that site. If every rock in the 
riffle in an alpine stream were to be decorated with pink tufts of Audouinella, then it would get a 
rating of 0.375 (abundance 3, form 8) still in the Good Catchment Health indication. On the other 
hand, a similar coating of blanket weed would score 3.0 (abundance 3, form 1) and indicate Degraded 
Catchment Health. 

 

 

A Ready Reckoner  for  the algal scores. 

1/8 = 0.125 2/8 = 0.25 3/8 = 0.375 4/8 = 0.5 5/8 = 0.625 



1/7 = 0.14 2/7 = 0.28 3/7 = 0.43 4/7 = 0.57 5/7 = 0.7 

1/6 = 0.16 2/6 = 0.3 3/6 = 0.5 4/6 = 0.6 5/6 = 0.83 

1/5 = 0.2 2/5 = 0.4 3/5 = 0.6 4/5 = 0.8 5/5 = 1.0 

1/4 = 0.25 2/4 = 0.5 3/4 = 0.75 4/4 = 1.0 5/4 = 1.25 

1/3 = 0.3 2/3 = 0.6 3/3 = 1.0 4/3 = 1.3 5/3 = 1.6 

1/2 = 0.5 2/2 = 1.0 3/2 = 1.5 4/2 = 2.0 5/2 = 2.5 

1/1 = 1.0 2/1 = 2.0 3/1 = 3.0 4/1 = 4.0 5/1 = 5.0 

 

 

Caveat: This is all a data collecting exercise, as I have based the whole scheme on a hunch. At this stage there is nil (none, 
nix, naught, zero, zot, zippo) science to back up the numbers. Hopefully as data accumulates we will be able to modify the 
algal list so that it reflects reality more directly. 

 



 

Gallery 

  Audouinilla [8]   

 

 Snot Balls [7] 

 Algal fr inge, mostly Oedogonium [5] 



 Stoneworts [4] (Photo Gillian Towler, RBG Syd.) 

 Bottle green cushions or  tufts [2] 

 

 Silky rafts [2] 

 Bulky, 
tubular , water  net [2] 



 

 Suspended cyanobacter ial bloom [1]�

Water  repellent Euglenoid bloom. [1] 
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