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Farmington River Watershed Association
749 Hopmeadow St. Simsbury, CT

With lower flows and less flushing in summer 2025, a cyanobacteria bloom occurred on Rainbow
Reservoir in July and August. The Farmington River Watershed Association (FRWA) responded by
repeating the monitoring protocols developed for the 2021 study funded by CT DEEP AIS grant. The
shore of Camp Shalom was monitored on dates  7/28, 7/30, 8/4 and 8/18 via multiparameter meter.
The shore at the state boat launch was monitored on 8/18 and 8/25 due to bloom regression. Shore
algae and toxin samples were collected at On 7/28 and 8/16 at the state boat launch, and 7/28 at
Camp Shalom. A complete lake sampling was performed on 7/30 which included multiparameter
meter measurements for turbidity, dissolved oxygen, temperature, conductivity, and chlorophyll and
phycocyanin, algae samples at station 4 and 5, nutrient samples at all stations, and secchi
measurements.

Rainbow Reservoir Cyanobacteria bloom 2025

Figure 1. Rainbow Reservoir Monitoring Stations



On July 23  FRWA staff were present at Camp Shalom on
Rainbow Reservoir and noticed the reservoir water was slightly
green. 
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Staff returned to Camp Shalom on July 28  to find the
reservoir was bright green. A multiparameter meter measuring
turbidity, conductivity, temperature, chlorophyll (Chl-a), and
phycocyanin (PC) was used along the shore. Chlorophyll and
phycocyanin are used as indicators of a cyanobacteria bloom,
in particular when phycocyanin is higher than chlorophyll. Chl-
a measured at 2.13 RFU and PC at 3.08 which indicates an
active cyanobacteria bloom (Figure 1). 
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On July 30 , staff performed a full lake sampling at 5 sites
along the reservoir (and additional meter measurements at
R2.5), from inlet to dam. Visibly, the reservoir had thick shore
scum and streaking. The top meter of the reservoir had PC
higher than Chl-a indicating an active bloom from Camp
Shalom to the dam. Additionally, within the upper meter of
the water column temperature was high and dissolved oxygen
was low.
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Staff checked the shore with the multiparameter meter on
August 4 , 18 , and 25 , and a visual only check on the 13 .
The bloom persisted in color and higher in PC, until the staff
check on August 25 , where PC had decreased significantly
and clarity improved, confirming the cyanobacteria bloom
was no longer active.
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Figure 1. Chlorophyll and Phycocyanin RFU 7/28/25 - 8/25/25

Timeline, Chlorophyll, & Phycocyanin



Multiparameter meter measurements were taken during lake sampling on 7/30 (Table 1). Thermal
gradients showed high temperatures and low dissolved oxygen, especially in the top meter at stations
R2, R2.5, and R5 (Figure 2). Turbidity was highly variable and highest in the upper waters from stations
R2-R4, leading to declining and generally low water clarity. Chlorophyll and phycocyanin were low at
station R1, but phycocyanin increased beyond chlorophyll at stations R2.5-R4. Secchi depths were
relatively low at stations R2-R5.

Multiparameter Meter Measurements

Table 1. Multiparameter Meter Measurements on 7/30/25

Figure 2. Thermal Oxygen Profiles of 6 Stations on 7/30/25



Algae samples were collected on 7/28 at the state boat launch and Camp Shalom shores. Station R4
and R5 algae samples were taken as a composite of the top 3 meters. A final algae sample was taken
at the state boat launch on 8/16 due to bloom regression from Camp Shalom. Samples were analyzed
microscopically to quantify the types of algae present in the water column (Table 2 and 3). The bloom
in 2025 included Microcystis with several other potential toxin-producing cyanobacteria present.

Algae Samples

Table 2. Phytoplankton Density (Cells/ml)

Table 3. Phytoplankton Biomass (ug/l)



Total nitrogen (TN) includes all measurable forms of nitrogen and is usually compared to total
phosphorus to get an impression of which of these two key plant and algae nutrients is more limiting
to productivity. TN values <0.6 mg/L are usually considered low and values >1 mg/L are often
considered high. Much higher values are possible where wastewater or runoff from agricultural areas
is substantial. Concentrations of TN at the five stations within Rainbow Reservoir over the 2025
sampling period were mostly between 0.676 and 0.841 mg/L (Figure 3). Overall, nitrogen was not
excessive in Rainbow Reservoir but concentrations were mostly moderate and there was ample nitrate
for non-cyanobacteria algae to flourish. 

Total Nitrogen

Nitrate Nitrogen Nitrate nitrogen is the most available form of this essential plant and algae nutrient
and is often exhausted in lakes during the summer. Nitrite nitrogen is measured as part of nitrate
nitrogen in this testing program but is a very minor component of the total in oxic waters; the
combined total is often referred to as NOx. Many cyanobacteria can utilize dissolved nitrogen gas and
depend less on NOx, so the loss of NOx tends to favor cyanobacteria. NOx concentrations <0.3 mg/L
are considered low while values >0.6 mg/L are considered high. Concentrations of NOx at the five
stations within Rainbow Reservoir on the sampling date was >0.3 mg/L at station R1 and R4 and R5
bottom samples (Figure 4). 

Nitrate Nitrogen

Figure 3. Total Nitrogen at 5 Stations on 7/30/25

Figure 4. Nitrate Nitrogen at 5 Stations on 7/30/25



Ammonium Nitrogen Ammonium nitrogen (NH4) is another available form of nitrogen used by algae
and higher plants but tends to be relatively low in oxic waters, the conversion to nitrite and nitrate
being fairly rapid in the presence of oxygen and key bacteria. A portion of the ammonium nitrogen,
depending on pH, dissolved solids, and temperature, will be ammonia (NH3), which can be toxic.
However, in oxic waters it is very rare to have ammonia at a high enough level (>0.02 mg/L) to cause
any toxicity. NH4 concentrations <0.3 mg/L are considered low while values >0.6 mg/L are considered
high. Concentrations of ammonium nitrogen at the five stations within Rainbow Reservoir on the
sampling date were <0.3 mg/L at most sites with a high of 0.167 mg/L at station R5 bottom and
increase above 0.3 mg/L at station R4 bottom (Figure 6).

Ammonium Nitrogen

TKN is a measure of organic nitrogen plus ammonium nitrogen. Adding NOx to TKN yields total
nitrogen. The organic fraction (TKN minus NH4-N) may reflect algal abundance, but other particles in
the water column also contain organic nitrogen (e.g., leaf bits, zooplankton). By themselves, TKN
values are hard to interpret, as the split between organic nitrogen and NH4 is important, but values
<0.5 mg/L are often considered low and values >0.8 mg/L are considered high. Concentrations of TKN
at the five stations within Rainbow Reservoir one the sampling date were <0.5 mg/L with only station
R5 being higher (Figure 5).

Total Kjeldahl Nitrogen

Figure 5. Total Kjeldahl Nitrogen at 5 Stations on 7/30/25

Figure 6.  Ammonium Nitrogen at 5 Stations on 7/30/25



Total dissolved phosphorus (TDP) is the readily available form of phosphorus in the aquatic
environment but is rarely abundant in natural waters. It is measured by the same method as total
phosphorus (TP) after a filtration step to remove particulates. TDP is not the same as soluble reactive
phosphorus or orthophosphorus, potentially including other dissolved phosphorus forms, but the values
for those various dissolved fractions are usually similar. Phosphorus is most often the limiting nutrient
for growth of higher plants and algae in freshwater lakes and is rapidly taken up. TP may be much
higher than DP and is usually a better indicator of overall fertility, as DP is often undetectable but is
recycled rapidly in the water column. 

TP is most often the nutrient that determines how much algae can be present. It may not always be
the limiting factor, as light or flushing may control algal biomass, but TP tends to correlate best with
overall algal biomass in most lakes whereas total nitrogen (TN) and its ratio to TP tends to determine
which types of algae will be most abundant. TP <10 ug/L is considered low while values >25 ug/L are
considered high, a fairly narrow range from minimal bloom probability to a high probability of algal
blooms. Sometimes the TP is mostly refractory (unavailable organic) particles and TP will correlate less
well with algal biomass, and sometimes other factors (like light or flushing) control algal biomass, but
TP is considered a major predictive factor for algae blooms. 

Total Phosphorus

Total Dissolved Phosphorus

Figure 7. Total Phosphorus at 5 Stations on 7/30/25

Figure 8. Total Dissolved Phosphorus at 5 Stations on 7/30/25

Concentrations of DP <10 ug/L are low
while concentrations >20 ug/L are high, a
fairly narrow range. Concentrations of DP
at the five stations within Rainbow
Reservoir on the sampling date were
routinely high, often very high, with most
values exceeding 50 ug/L (0.05 mg/L)
(Figure 8). This suggests a large source of
readily available P for algae growth.

Concentrations of TP at the five stations
within Rainbow Reservoir on the sampling
date were primarily >40 ug/L (Figure 7).
Once TP exceeds 100 ug/L phosphorus is
often not limiting, so most of the TP values
are in what could be considered a transition
zone.



Samples for nutrient chemistry (Table 4) suggest elevated concentrations for total N and total P.  Total
dissolved nitrogen (TDN) was highest at the upstream station (St 1) with some decline in the
downstream direction and with increasing water depth. Total N and P did not change substantially in
the downstream direction. N to P ratios (Table 5) were generally low to moderate, favoring
cyanobacteria. 

Total nitrogen and total phosphorus inputs were calculated based on the flows into Rainbow
Reservoir on the sampling date (Figure 9). The corresponding total nitrogen concentration at station 1
had a daily load to the reservoir of 728 kg/day. The corresponding total phosphorus concentration at
station 1 had a daily load to the reservoir of 59 kg/day.

Nitrogen and Phosphorus Ratios

Total Nitrogen and Total Phosphorus Inputs

Table 4. Nutrient Chemistry

Table 5. Nitrogen and Phosphorus Ratios

Figure 9. Total Nitrogen and Total Phosphorus Inputs at Station R1 on
7/30/25


