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RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
▪ Use earth observation data to improve algal bloom monitoring systems 

▪ Create user-friendly tools to monitor near real-time remotely sensed 

algae and environmental indicators and to help our partners determine 
when and where harmful algal events are likely to occur. 

▪ Detect historical hotspots to help inform future field sampling efforts.
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BACKGROUND
The increasing frequency and extent of the development of algal blooms in the 

many thousands of human-constructed water reservoirs is of particular concern not 

only from the perspective of aquatic habitat but also due to the frequent use of 

these reservoirs as both drinking water sources and recreational spaces. Beginning in 

2019, harmful algal events have caused canine deaths in both Lady Bird Lake and 

Lake Travis located near Austin, Texas. These two reservoirs are part of the larger 

Highland Lakes chain, managed by the City of Austin Department of Watershed 

Protection (COA DWP) and the Lower Colorado River Authority (LCRA), which fulfill 

municipal, commercial, and agricultural water demands. The LCRA and the COA 

DWP have been collecting in situ water samples and routinely monitoring lake 

conditions for decades. But limitations such as cost and lab delays result in insufficient 

monitoring coverage from field sampling alone. Given the recent increase in 

favorable environmental conditions for algal events in Central Texas, our NASA 

DEVELOP team partnered with the LCRA and COA DWP to improve their monitoring 

and detection of algal events, through the application of NASA Earth observations 
and machine learning.
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The resulting products enable 

near real-time monitoring of 

environmental proxies relevant 

to algal event presence in the 

Highland Lakes chain, and will 

ultimately support water 

management, decision making, 
and risk communication.
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