Environmental Close-Up:  Farming, Fish Kills, and Pfiesteria piscicida
During the summer of 1997, several instances of fish kills by Pfiesteria piscicida were suspected along the East Coast of the United States.  Pfiesteria piscicida is a dinoflagellate that has over 20 stages in its life cycle.  Four of the stages release a toxin that causes fish to become lethargic, develop open sores, and often die.  Pfiesteria piscicida appear to be triggered to transform into the toxic forms when they detect the presence of large numbers of fish.  Fish are often caused to concentrate when nutrient-rich waters become depleted of oxygen.  The fish move from oxygen-depleted water to the areas that have the best oxygen concentrations.  It appears that Pfiesteria piscicida detects some component of the excrement of these concentrated populations of fish and develops into its toxic forms.  The Pfiesteria piscicida organism then feeds on the tissues of the sick and dying fish.  Humans working with Pfiesteria have been affected by the organisms as well.  Symptoms include sores, lightheadedness, and asthmalike symptoms, among others.

It appears that the problem occurs in areas of the oceans that are shallow and nutrient rich.  Human and swine effluent overflows have been implicated in some cases, as has fertilizer runoff from farming operations.
