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Abstract

Harmful algal blooms are an ongoing threat to many aquatic systems throughout the world.

In the Chowan River, North Carolina, the frequency of toxin producing Microcystis aerugi-

nosa blooms has increased since 1975 along with an average 0.71˚C rise in water tempera-

ture. The combined effect of microcystin-LR toxin and rising temperatures on a dominant

zooplankter in the system, Bosmina longirostris, was the focus of this study. Laboratory

studies were conducted to determine how microcystin-LR, produced from M. aeruginosa

blooms, affected B. longirostris mortality under different temperature regimes. At 25˚C, the

LC50 for B. longirostris was 26.3 μg L-1 suggesting that B. longirostris can survive typical cur-

rent bloom microcystin-LR concentrations ranging 0.1μg L-1 to 2.0 μg L-1, but would be sus-

ceptible to higher concentrations they may be periodically exposed to. Mortality was

assessed at a constant microcystin-LR concentration of 26.3 μg L-1 over 15–35˚C, and it

was found that B. longirostris mortality increased at higher temperatures. B. longirostris mor-

tality increased approximately 18% due to microcystin-LR alone over 2˚C between 25˚C and

27˚C when exposed to the LC50 concentration. The increased prevalence of toxic M. aerugi-

nosa blooms and increasing temperatures due to climate change may reduce B. longirostris

populations, potentially affecting larval fish and fisheries in the Chowan River, North

Carolina.

Introduction

Harmful algal blooms have been increasing worldwide and continue to be a major manage-

ment concern [1–3]. A consensus among scientists revealed that the persistence and expansion

of harmful algal blooms was cause for further empirical studies [4]. Climate change remains

one of the most important environmental stressors, leading to increased harmful algal blooms

and contributing to higher global temperatures [5, 6]. Warmer temperatures often result in a

positive feedback cycle for harmful algal blooms [7]. Increasing sea surface temperatures have

specifically led to concern of changes in cyanobacteria harmful algal bloom taxa and increased

frequency, worldwide [8, 9].
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Harmful algal blooms are known to occur under highly eutrophic conditions in lower salin-

ity waters [10]. These conditions are currently present in the Chowan River, a coastal river in

North Carolina. Thirty years ago, blooms of the cyanobacterium Microcystis aeruginosa were

common in the Chowan River [11]; however, a combination of the phosphorus detergents ban

in the early 1980s and the shutdown of a local fertilizer plant [12] resulted in a reduction of

blooms until recently. Over the last decade, M. aeruginosa blooms have been reoccurring in

the Chowan River [13, 14]. In August of 2013, a M. aeruginosa bloom exhibited a particularly

high microcystin-LR toxin level of 68 μg L-1, which is up to 34 times the typical toxin concen-

trations in the Chowan River of 0.1 μg L-1 to 2.0 μg L-1 [13]. Blooms are therefore increasing in

frequency and occasionally high concentrations making them more dangerous and

problematic.

Microcystin-LR toxins are released into surrounding waters when M. aeruginosa cells die

and cell lysis occurs [15], exposing the toxins to the entire aquatic food web. At the planktonic

level, zooplankton serve as one of the major trophic links between microcystin-LR and the rest

of the food web. Zooplankton can be exposed to microcystin-LR that has dissolved directly in

the water column or via ingestion of M. aeruginosa cells. Microcystin-LR can cause direct mor-

tality [16–18], eliminating susceptible zooplankton from the food web, and thereby reduce the

prey available to larval and juvenile fish. Bosmina longirostris is a ubiquitous species of herbiv-

orous, freshwater zooplankter that is dominant in abundance within the Chowan River system

in the spring months of April through June [19]. B. longirostris does not preferentially avoid

toxic M. aeruginosa cells [18], which suggests that they may be resistant to microcystin-LR and

survive in its presence [20]. B. longirostris is found in the diets of anadromous fish species pres-

ent along the Southeast United States’ coast, such as American shad (Alosa sapidissima) and

both species of river herring Alewife (A. pseudoharengus) and Blueback herring (A. aestivalis)
[21–23]. Within the Southeast, American shad and river herring fish stocks are considered

depleted [24], and therefore a diet composed of B. longirostris is particularly important.

Microcystin-LR can be prevalent for up to two weeks after a bloom and may be found in

higher concentrations at higher temperatures [25]. Some species of small zooplankton have

also been correlated with microcystin concentrations [26]. Since zooplankton biological rates

are temperature dependent and grazing rates increase with temperature [27, 28], microcystin-

LR poses a threat to zooplankton and aquatic food webs. Global sea surface temperatures have

risen approximately 0.6±0.3˚C since 1854 [29]. The Chowan River, specifically, has warmed by

0.71˚C since 1975 [11, 13].

Temperature changes due to climate change could increase the susceptibility of zooplank-

ton to toxins produced by harmful algal blooms. The reoccurring frequency of M. aeruginosa
blooms in the Chowan River suggests the need for research to determine how microcystin-LR

toxins at an individual level impact zooplankton under increasing temperatures. Several other

studies have looked at the effect of temperature and toxic M. aeruginosa cells on zooplankton

mortality. Most studies tend to focus on the Genus Daphnia [17, 30], often overlooking small-

bodied cladocerans, like B. longirostris. Hietala, Laurén-Määttä, and Walls exposed Daphnia
pulex, a larger-bodied cladoceran, to microcystin-LR at two different temperatures: 19˚C and

24˚C [31]. D. pulex showed increased mortality to microcystin-LR at higher temperatures [31].

This pattern was also seen in rotifers where increasing temperatures increased the sensitivity

of rotifers to M. aeruginosa cells [32]. Jiang et al. previously examined the effect of toxic M. aer-
uginosa cells and temperature on B. longirostris separately and found that B. longirostris experi-

enced a greater mortality at higher temperatures when exposed to M. aeruginosa cells [33]. No

studies; however, have effectively evaluated the combined effect of temperature and specifically

microcystin-LR at a set concentration on B. longirostris. The purpose of this study was to inves-

tigate the effect of temperature on B. longirostris susceptibility to microcystin-LR at a specific
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concentration as it has important effects on the aquatic food web and determine if increasing

temperature during exposure to microcystin-LR would result in increased mortality.

Materials and methods

Organism collection

B. longirostris were collected from Catherine’s Creek, a tributary of the coastal Chowan River

in North Carolina (N36.314706, W76.670449) in May and June of 2016 and April of 2017

using a 0.25 m diameter, 200 μm mesh plankton net towed via kayak. Collection of organisms

did not require permission or involve endangered animals. At each sampling time, back-

ground microcystin-LR concentrations were below the detectable limit of 0.15 ng mL-1 via

Enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA) analysis conducted by Greenwater Laboratories

in Palatka, FL. B. longirostris were stored in 4 L plastic containers on ice during transport from

the field to East Carolina University. Organisms were fed unicellular Instant Algae Isochrysis
1800 (stock density 3.9 billion cells mL-1) within unfiltered Chowan River water medium and

kept at 4˚C in the dark until experimental use. Organisms were acclimated to room tempera-

ture during experimental set up (approximately 6 hours, see details below) in order to mini-

mize stress before experiments began. Organisms used in experiments were actively

swimming, healthy adults, approximately 0.5 mm in size. All collected B. longirostris were used

in toxicity and temperature experiments within one week of collection from Catherine’s

Creek, NC in an effort to minimize long-term stress effects.

Chowan River water for toxicity experiments was collected simultaneously with organism

collection using 10 L containers. Water for experiments was vacuum-filtered immediately

using 45 mm diameter, 0.7 μm Whatman glass-fiber filters. Filtered Chowan River water was

then stored in the dark at 4˚C until experimental use.

Microcystin-LR LC50 for B. longirostris
In order to determine the LC50 concentration for B. longirostris, a dose-response curve experi-

ment was set up with a range of microcystin-LR concentrations: 0, 0.005, 0.05, 0.5, 5.0, 50, and

100 μg L-1 Microcystin-LR (Sigma-Aldrich). Each microcystin-LR concentration contained 10

B. longirostris individuals and 10 μL of Instant Algae Isochrysis 1800 in 100 mL glass contain-

ers of filtered Chowan River water. B. longirostris for this experiment were collected from the

Catherine’s Creek, Chowan River in May of 2016. Organisms were separated from stock bot-

tles and acclimated to 25˚C for six hours (one hour for acclimation and five hours to set up

experiment and add organisms to treatment vials), prior to addition of microcystin-LR. Tripli-

cate bottles were set up for each microcystin-LR concentration and experiments were con-

ducted for 48 hours at 25˚C to determine the LC50 concentration. An exposure time of 48

hours was chosen because it is the most commonly used exposure period [30, 31, 34, 35]. The

temperature of 25˚C was selected because it is the median between the study ranges of 15–

35˚C. The LC50 is defined here as the lethal concentration that is fatal to 50% of a population.

After 48 hours, B. longirostris were filtered out using a 60 μm mesh sieve and assessed for mor-

tality using microscopy by counting the number of live and dead organisms. In this instance,

death was determined by complete cease of all movement. This entire experiment was repeated

twice.

It is important to note that the microcystin-LR stock used in the dose-response study was

created from dissolving 1 mg of microcystin-LR vial in 1 mL of 100% ethanol (per for the man-

ufacturer’s recommendation) in order to make the microcystin-LR more soluble in Chowan

River water. Then, approximately 46.66 μL of the microcystin-LR stock vial (1 mg mL-1 in

100% ethanol) was diluted with 100 mL of filtered Chowan River water to create a
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PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0219342 July 9, 2019 3 / 15

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0219342


microcystin-LR stock solution to be used in experimentation. This new microcystin-LR stock

solution was then used to create triplicates of seven different microcystin concentrations, as

mentioned before, by adding calculated amounts of the stock solution into respective 100 mL

jars filled with filtered Chowan River water. At the lowest microcystin-LR concentration of

0.005 μg L-1, there was approximately 0.0005 μL of ethanol remaining in the 100 mL jar. Com-

paratively, at the highest microcystin-LR concentration of 100 μg L-1, there was approximately

10 μL of ethanol remaining. At the LC50 concentration there was approximately 2.6 μL of etha-

nol remaining, contributing to approximately 2% mortality. The remaining amount of ethanol

was not notably toxic to organisms based on a preliminary experiment conducted and did not

affect the overall statistical significance of the results of microcystin-LR toxicity to B. longiros-
tris for all experiments, nor did it affect calculation of the range of the LC50.

All statistical analyses were conducted using SAS University Edition. Prior to statistical tests,

homoscedasticity (via Levene’s Test and Welch’s ANOVA) and normality were assessed.

Assumptions of the Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA) and Analysis of Variance (ANOVA)

were met. A single factor ANOVA followed by a Fisher’s LSD pairwise comparison a posteriori
test was used to determine which microcystin-LR treatments were statistically different from

each other. A dose-response curve was initially used to determine the LC50 at the value in which

50% of B. longirostris mortality was reached. This LC50 was later confirmed by the probit analysis

method described by Finney [36]: a common method used in the literature to calculate LC50 val-

ues from toxicology studies [30, 34, 35]. The probit analysis method transforms sigmoid dose-

response data into a straight line in which a linear regression can be fit to calculate the LC50 [36].

Data from this experiment exhibited a normal distribution and therefore a probit analysis was

used rather than a logit analysis, which assumes a non-normal distribution. Percent mortalities

were transformed into empirical probits corrected for mortality, using Table 3.2 described in

Finney [36], from the log-transformed controls and microcystin-LR concentrations.

Effect of temperature on microcystin-LR toxicity

B. longirostris mortality was then assessed at the LC50 (26.3 μg L-1) over a range of temperatures:

25˚C, 27˚C, 30˚C, 32˚C, and 35˚C during a 48-hour exposure to determine the effect of varying

temperature at a constant microcystin-LR concentration on B. longirostris. Each temperature

treatment was maintained within ±0.1˚C using an incubator. Each temperature treatment con-

tained 10 B. longirostris, 10 μL of Instant Algae Isochrysis 1800, and 26.3 μg L-1 of microcystin-

LR in 100 mL glass containers of filtered Chowan River water. Control treatments were set up

for each temperature treatment, which contained no microcystin-LR toxin. B. longirostris for

this experiment were collected in June of 2016. Triplicate bottles were set up for each tempera-

ture treatment with the entire experiment repeated three times. After 48 hours, B. longirostris
were filtered out using a 60 μm mesh sieve and assessed for mortality using microscopy by

counting the number of live and dead organisms, in the same manner as before.

This entire experiment was then again repeated three times using a lower range of tempera-

tures within B. longirostris’ range of thermal tolerance [37]: 15˚C, 17˚C, 20˚C, 22˚C, and 25˚C.

B. longirostris used in this temperature range study were collected in April of 2017 and the

same experimental setup as the higher temperature range was followed. An ANCOVA then

was conducted for temperature experiments to determine the significance of the interaction

between microcystin-LR and temperature on B. longirostris mortality.

Microcystin-LR concentration analysis

Concentrations were measured to determine if the microcystin-LR concentration changed due

to degradation within the 48-hour exposure period during the temperature experiment.

Effects of temperature on toxicity
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Evaluation of microcystin-LR concentration (LC50) used for the temperature experiments was

conducted using an ELISA analysis at Greenwater Laboratories in Palatka, Florida. One sam-

ple from the 27˚C temperature treatment and two samples from the 25˚C treatments were ana-

lyzed for microcystin-LR content to determine the treatment effects on the LC50

concentration.

Results

Microcystin-LR LC50 for B. longirostris
Results from this experiment showed that B. longirostris mortality increased with increasing

microcystin-LR concentrations (Fig 1). The LC50 for B. longirostris exposure to microcystin-

LR was determined to be 26.3±6.4 μg L-1 for 48 hours at 25˚C using Finney’s [36] probit analy-

sis method (Fig 2). The difference in percent mortality between treatments was significantly

explained by the change in microcystin-LR concentration (Fig 1) (ANOVA, F5,30 = 139.96,

p<0.0001). Microcystin-LR concentrations of 0.5, 5.0, and 50 μg L-1 were found to be statisti-

cally different from each other, with the LC50 concentration of 26.3 μg L-1 calculated in

between 5.0 μg L-1 and 50 μg L-1 (Fig 1) (Fisher’s LSD, p<0.001). A two-tailed, two-sample t-

test revealed that the LC50 of 26.3 μg L-1 was significantly higher than typical concentrations of

Fig 1. LC50 dose-response curve for B. longirostris. Average percent mortality of B. longirostris collected in May 2016 following a 48-hr exposure at 25˚C to a

range of microcystin-LR concentrations. Data corrected for control percent mortality. Error bars represent standard deviation. N = 6. Different letters indicate

significant difference (p-value<0.05, Fisher’s LSD). One-way ANOVA: p<0.0001. F5,30 = 139.96. R2 = 0.96.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0219342.g001
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microcystin-LR in the Chowan River for 2012: 0.1 μg L-1 to 2.0 μg L-1 (p<0.05) [13]. Results

from the ELISA analysis of one 27˚C sample and two 25˚C samples, one replicate from the

higher temperature range experiment (25˚C-35˚C) and one replicate from the lower range

experiment (15˚C-25˚C) revealed no change in microcystin-LR concentration over the course

of 48-hour treatments due to evaporation and confirmed that the microcystin-LR concentra-

tion used for all studies was consistent within the range of the LC50 of 26.3±6.4 μg L-1.

Effect of temperature on B. longirostris susceptibility to microcystin-LR

The typical temperature range that B. longirostris may experience in the Chowan River (15–

35˚C) was tested. Increasing temperatures resulted in a significant increase in temperature

plus toxin percent mortality (combined mortalities of microcystin-LR and temperature) when

B. longirostris collected in June 2016 were exposed to microcystin-LR at 26.3 μg L-1 from 25–

35˚C (64.6%-100%) (Fig 3, ANOVA: R2 = 0.68, F4,30 = 15.92, p<0.0001). There was a 30%

increase in temperature plus toxin mortality specifically between 25˚C and 27˚C. An analysis

of covariance showed that the presence of microcystin-LR significantly affected the mortality

of B. longirostris between 25˚C and 27˚C (ANCOVA, F1,68 = 23.18, p<0.0001).

Temperature increased the susceptibility of B. longirostris to microcystin-LR. There was an

18% increase in mortality between 25˚C and 27˚C due to microcystin-LR, alone, calculated

from the difference between the average increase in mortality between the temperature plus

toxin and the temperature control for 25˚C to 27˚C. This 18% increase in mortality over a 2˚C

increase in temperature shows that, while the concentration of microcystin-LR remained the

same at 26.3 μg L-1, B. longirostris became more susceptible to microcystin-LR. Combined

temperature and microcystin-LR exposure led to a 94% temperature plus toxin mortality at

27˚C (Fig 3). Above 30˚C, 100% temperature plus toxin mortality was observed.

When the experiment was repeated in April 2017 over a lower temperature range (15˚C-

25˚C) within B. longirostris’ lower thermal tolerance, it was seen that temperature plus toxin

mortality also increased significantly with temperature, indicating this trend was not limited

to the higher end of the tolerance range (Fig 4) (ANOVA, F4,37 = 85.37, p<0.0001). Tempera-

ture plus toxin mortality increased by 83% over the 10˚C range from 15˚C to 25˚C (Fig 4).

Between 15˚C and 17˚C, temperature plus toxin mortality averaged 18.8%, but then increased

to 82.5% over a 3˚C range from 17˚C to 20˚C (Fig 4). An analysis of covariance confirmed that

the presence of microcystin-LR significantly affected the mortality of B. longirostris at each

lower temperature treatment (ANCOVA, F1,83 = 92.48, p<0.0001). This again demonstrated

that while the concentration of 26.3 μg L-1 remained constant, the susceptibility of the April

2017 B. longirostris population to microcystin-LR increased with temperature over this range.

Discussion

This study found that B. longirostris demonstrated an LC50 of 26.3 μg L-1 when exposed to

microcystin-LR at 25˚C. Based on an LC50 of 26.3 μg L-1, B. longirostris populations would be

able to survive typical current microcystin-LR concentrations in the Chowan River and sur-

rounding Albemarle Sound, which range from less than 0.1 μμg L-1 to 2.0 μg L-1 [13]. Between

the concentrations of 0.1–2.0 μg L-1, B. longirostris experiences a mortality of 3.6% to 7.1%,

compared to the 50% mortality at the LC50 (26.3 μg L-1) (Fig 1). Therefore, approximately

93% of B. longirostris survive current microcystin-LR concentrations in the Chowan River.

However, high microcystin-LR concentrations may negatively affect B. longirostris population

survivorship. The 2013 bloom, for example, which had a microcystin-LR concentration of

68 μg L-1 [13], could have killed a high proportion of the population of B. longirostris (approxi-

mately 75% of the population based on the conditions tested here) (Fig 1). Additionally, sub-
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lethal effects of microcystin-LR to B. longirostris include: inhibited filtering rate [38], decreased

growth rate [33], and decreased or non-existent reproduction [20]. Therefore, if blooms of this

concentration were to increase in frequency in the future, then the B. longirostris populations

may experience large population size changes. Monitoring these population sizes after high

concentration blooms will help link these results to in situ conditions in the Chowan River and

account for other environmental factors that may play a role.

In comparison to other zooplankton, B. longirostris were found to have the lowest resistance

to microcystin-LR, indicating that B. longirostris may be more susceptible to the effects of

microcystin-LR than other species (Table 1). Larger-bodied cladocerans, like D. pulex, have an

LC50 of 9600 μg L-1 when exposed to microcystin-LR [30]. Other cladocerans, like Daphnella
hyalina and Daphnia pulicaria, appear to have the highest LC50 values and demonstrate higher

Fig 2. Probit analysis of the effect of microcystin-LR on B. longirostris mortality. Percent mortality converted to empirical probits versus log of the microcystin-LR

concentrations [36]. Log-LC50 = 1.42, based on linear regression with 100 μg L-1 concentration treatment omitted: y = 0.6666x+4.0531. R2 = 0.602. LC50 = 26.3±4.6 μg L-1.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0219342.g002
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resistance to microcystin-LR compared to B. longirostris [30]. Copepods are another zooplank-

ton group that demonstrate resistance to microcystin-LR. Copepod resistance varies by spe-

cies, but ranges from an LC50 of 270 μg L-1 to 1550 μg L-1 [30, 34, 35]. Although the LC50

calculations from these studies may not be directly comparable to this study due to the differ-

ences in conditions tested and methods used, the orders of magnitude difference in the LC50

between B. longirostris and copepods and cladocerans still shows a notable difference in toxic-

ity. In this case, the resistance of copepods refers to the population’s ability to survive by 50%

microcystin-LR concentrations of 270–1550 μg L-1. Copepods, while showing a greater sur-

vival to microcystin-LR than B. longirostris (LC50 of 26.3 μg L-1), are known for their chemo-

sensory avoidance of M. aeruginosa cells, unlike B. longirostris [38, 39]. Therefore, while

copepods are very resistant to microcystin-LR, the likelihood that they would willingly ingest

toxic M. aeruginosa cells is low, but they could still be exposed to lysed microcystin-LR in the

Fig 3. Temperature and microcystin-LR exposure from 25˚C-35˚C. Average percent mortality of B. longirostris collected in June 2016 over a range of temperatures

when exposed to the LC50 of 26.3 μg L-1 microcystin-LR for 48-hrs. Temperature control treatments did not contain microcystin-LR. Error bars represent standard

deviation. N = 9. Different letters indicate significant difference (p-value<0.05, Fisher’s LSD). ANCOVA: p<0.0001. R2 = 0.80. F1,1 = 23.18. Temperature one-way

ANOVA: R2 = 0.84. p-value<0.0001. F4,30 = 40.23. Temperature plus Toxin one-way ANOVA: R2 = 0.68. p-value<0.0001. F4,30 = 15.92.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0219342.g003
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environment. In comparison, B. longirostris actually feeds on M. aeruginosa blooms regardless

of poor nutritional value or algal morphology (unicellular or colonial) [38, 39]. B. longirostris,

Fig 4. Temperature and microcystin-LR exposure from 15˚C-25˚C. Average percent mortality of B. longirostris collected in April 2017 over a range of temperatures

when exposed to the LC50 of 26.3 μg L-1 microcystin-LR for 48-hrs. Temperature control treatments were without microcystin-LR. Error bars represent standard

deviation. N = 9. Different letters indicate significant difference (p<0.05, Fisher’s LSD). ANCOVA: p<0.0001. R2 = 0.88. F1,1 = 92.48. Temperature one-way ANOVA: R2

= 0.21. p<0.05. F4,44 = 2.27. Temperature plus Toxin one-way ANOVA: R2 = 0.90. p<0.0001. F4,41 = 85.37.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0219342.g004

Table 1. Common zooplankton species and their corresponding LC50 values when exposed to dissolved microcystin-LR. Dashes indicate value not reported.

Zooplankton Species LC50 (μg L-1) Duration Temperature Reference

Cladoceran B. longirostris 26.3 48 hours 25˚C This study

Cladoceran Daphnia pulex 9600 48 hours — DeMott et al., 1991

Cladoceran D. hyalina 11600 48 hours — DeMott et al., 1991

Cladoceran D. pulicaria 21400 48 hours — DeMott et al., 1991

Copepod Eurytemora affinis 1550 48 hours 18˚C Ger et al., 2009

Copepod Pseudodiaptomus forbesi 520 48 hours 24˚C Ger et al., 2009

Copepod E. affinis 270 48 hours 13.5˚C Reinikainen et al., 2002

Copepod Diaptomus birgei 450 48 hours — DeMott et al., 1991

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0219342.t001
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therefore, may have a higher probability of being exposed to microcystin-LR due to the M. aer-
uginosa cells that they ingest and microcystin-LR dissolved in the surrounding water column.

Additionally, in this study, susceptibility of B. longirostris to microcystin-LR toxicity

increased as a function of temperature. This finding indicates that increasing temperatures

within the environment increased the susceptibility of B. longirostris to microcystin-LR. This is

also seen in other studies that have exposed zooplankton to temperature and microcystin-LR

or toxic M. aeruginosa cells. D. pulex was shown to have increased mortality when exposed to

higher temperatures [31] and exposure rotifers to M. aeruginosa at different temperatures

showed that as temperature and concentration of cells increased, survivability and reproduc-

tion of rotifers decreased [32]. In a study exposing B. longirostris to M. aeruginosa cells at dif-

ferent temperatures, Jiang et al. estimated the effects of temperature on toxicity and found that

at 20˚C B. longirostris exhibited a higher growth rate than at 28˚C, indicating that higher tem-

peratures may negatively affect population growth [33]. In this current study, B. longirostris
experienced a greater mortality at 27˚C, compared to 20˚C (Figs 3 and 4). With the addition of

microcystin-LR at 27˚C, B. longirostris mortality increased significantly (Fig 3). Comparatively,

during exposure to toxic M. aeruginosa cells, B. longirostris experienced a greater mortality at

28˚C than at 20˚C [33]. This finding is supported by the data from this study: at 27˚C, B. long-
irostris had a significantly higher mortality to microcystin-LR (26.3 μg L-1) than at 25˚C. From

25˚C to 27˚C, temperature plus toxin mortality increased by nearly 30% (Fig 3). This demon-

strates that regardless of how B. longirostris are exposed, whether by direct exposure to micro-

cystin-LR or to M. aeruginosa cells [33], they experience a greater mortality at higher

temperatures. It is important to note, while the concentration of microcystin-LR in our experi-

ment (26.3 μg L-1) did not change between the 25˚C and 27˚C treatments based on ELISA

analysis, some studies have shown that microcystin degrades at temperatures above 30˚C [40,

41]. Additionally, while the initial acclimation time for the organisms prior to the experiment

may have added additional stress, making them susceptible to higher temperatures, they were

all treated similarly and results of the experiments were reproducible, suggesting that the com-

bination of temperature and microcystin-LR was an important factor in toxicity.

It was also noted that B. longirostris populations were more or less susceptible to microcys-

tin-LR temperature treatments depending on what time of year they were collected and

exposed to microcystin-LR. B. longirostris collected in April 2017 had a temperature plus toxin

mortality approximately 33% higher than the temperature plus toxin mortality for B. longiros-
tris collected in June 2016 at 25˚C. In temperature only controls in which no microcystin-LR

was added, both populations were exposed to 25˚C under the same conditions and showed no

significant difference in mortality, indicating that this was not a response to temperature stress

alone. We suggest, in turn, that this may be a seasonal effect between the two different popula-

tions of B. longirostris used in this study (April 2017, 15–25˚C and June 2016, 25–35˚C),

because the respective temperature plus toxin mortality at 25˚C was not identical for both pop-

ulations. While demonstrating seasonal effects and adaptation to microcystin-LR exposure is

beyond the scope of this study, the results presented here suggest it is possible that microcys-

tin-LR toxicity may not be static within all Bosmina spp. populations. There may be a potential

for B. longirostris to adapt to microcystin-LR concentrations as they persist in the environ-

ment, additionally altering the LC50. Microcystin-LR is only present in the Chowan River sea-

sonally with M. aeruginosa blooms from June to September [13]. B. longirostris collected in

June 2016 may have been previously exposed to microcystin-LR from a M. aeruginosa bloom

and adapted to the toxin as well as the higher summer temperatures. This suggests that B. long-
irostris collected in April 2017 may be less tolerant to microcystin-LR exposure, since it occurs

in the Chowan River after they were collected. Evidence has been shown that other cladocer-

ans, such as Daphnia spp., can adapt to continuous toxic M. aeruginosa cell exposure [42–46].

Effects of temperature on toxicity

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0219342 July 9, 2019 10 / 15

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0219342


Therefore, additional research is warranted to determine if seasonal acclimation or adaptation

to microcystin-LR is a possibility for B. longirostris and if it is consistently seen across all

coastal systems in addition to the Chowan River.

Based on previous literature, B. longirostris were expected to be largely resistant to toxic

strains of M. aeruginosa. Fulton conducted a prominent study exposing B. longirostris to toxic

M. aeruginosa cells and demonstrated that B. longirostris, while gaining no nutritional value

from the toxic M. aeruginosa cells, did not actively avoid ingesting them and were resistant

(post ingestion) to these cells [20]. On the contrary, this study found that B. longirostris were

very susceptible to microcystin-LR compared to other zooplankton, (Table 1). It is unclear

which specific toxins, such as microcystins or anatoxins, or what the concentration of the tox-

ins present (either intracellular or in the medium) were used by Fulton [20], which could

explain the discrepancies with the results of this study. Additionally, mode of toxin delivery

could be responsible for the difference in resistance seen. In previous studies, B. longirostris
ingested M. aeruginosa cells [18, 20, 38], whereas in this study, mode of delivery was microcys-

tin-LR dissolved directly in the water column and filtered by B. longirostris. To the author’s

knowledge, this is the first study that directly quantifies the LC50 of microcystin-LR to B. long-
irostris when exposed to dissolved microcystin-LR in the water column, rather than ingested.

Because dissolved toxins in the water column is an important mechanism through which

exposure can occur, this study advances our understanding of how B. longirostris may respond

in the environment, such as the Chowan River, and how it may ultimately affect the food web.

While these results do not directly simulate all environmental conditions and have limitations,

they provide a framework for predicting what may occur. Possible removal of B. longirostris
from the Chowan River food web (due to increased temperatures from climate change and

microcystin-LR concentrations above the LC50 (26.3 μg L-1) for the species) effectively places

pressure on anadromous fisheries along the Southeastern coastline, potentially decreasing the

economic output of the fishery and severely impacting ecosystem functions. Findings from

this study also have potential large-scale implications with respect to increasing global sea sur-

face temperatures due to climate change on coastal marine food webs. Increasing water tem-

peratures have been linked to the expansion and increased intensity of cyanobacterial blooms

coastally, like Microcystis spp. [6, 7, 47–49]. Consistently warmer temperatures could also lead

to a prevalence of higher microcystin-LR concentration harmful algal blooms [6, 25, 49]. Cur-

rent projections for water temperature rise for the Southeast region of the U.S. continental

shelf is 2.1±0.1˚C to 3.4±0.1˚C by 2100 (predicted from four different climate change models)

[50–54]. Longer blooms with higher toxin concentrations are also particularly harmful for

aquatic life [25]. While B. longirostris have long coexisted with M. aeruginosa blooms, and

while some studies suggest they are associated with higher microcystin concentrations [26],

increased temperatures and higher microcystin-LR concentrations could increase susceptibil-

ity to microcystin-LR. Results from this study can be used as a critical first step in informing

environmental managers concerned about the spread of M. aeruginosa and microcystin-LR

toxins throughout the Southeast region of the U. S. and globally in conjunction with climate

change.

This study helps to clarify the relationship between the specific effects of microcystin-LR

when dissolved in the water column and toxicity response by B. longirostris under varying tem-

peratures. While additional field-based studies are necessary to link these results to in situ
responses of B. longirostris to harmful algal blooms under increasing temperatures in the Cho-

wan River, the results of this study are a first step in the process of identifying the combined

effects of both temperature and microcystin-LR concentrations on B. longirostris populations.
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31. Hietala J, Laurén-Määttä C, Walls M. Sensitivity of Daphnia to toxic cyanobacteria: effects of genotype

and temperature. Freshwater Biology. 1997; 37(2):299–306.

32. Zhang X, Geng H. Effect of microcystis aeruginosa on the rotifer brachionus calyciflorus at different tem-

peratures. Bulletin of Environmental Contamination and Toxicology. 2012; 88(1):20–4. https://doi.org/

10.1007/s00128-011-0450-5 PMID: 22057279

33. Jiang X, Yang W, Xiang X, Niu Y, Chen L, Zhang J. Cyanobacteria alter competitive outcomes between

Daphnia and Bosmina in dependence on environmental conditions. Fundamental and Applied Limnol-

ogy. 2014; 184(1):11–22.

34. Ger KA, Teh SJ, Goldman CR. Microcystin-LR toxicity on dominant copepods Eurytemora affinis and

Pseudodiaptomus forbesi of the upper San Francisco Estuary. Science of the Total Environment. 2009;

407(17):4852–7. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2009.05.043 PMID: 19539351

35. Reinikainen M, Lindvall F, Meriluoto J, Repka S, Sivonen K, Spoof L, et al. Effects of dissolved cyano-

bacterial toxins on the survival and egg hatching of estuarine calanoid copepods. Marine Biology. 2002;

140(3):577–83.

36. Finney DJ. Probit analysis. JSTOR; 1952.

37. Verbitsky VB, Verbitskaya TI, Malysheva OA. The influence of various temperature regimes on the

abundance dynamics and thermal tolerance of cladoceran Ceriodaphnia quadrangula (OF Müller,

1785). Inland Water Biology. 2009; 2(1):67–71.

38. Fulton RS, Paerl HW. Effects of colonial morphology on zooplankton utilization of algal resources during

blue-green algal (Microcystis aeruginosa) blooms1. Limnology and Oceanography. 1987; 32(3):634–

44.

39. Fulton RS. Grazing on filamentous algae by herbivorous zooplankton. Freshwater Biology. 1988; 20

(2):263–71.

40. Ger KA, Faassen EJ, Pennino MG, Lürling M. Effect of the toxin (microcystin) content of Microcystis on

copepod grazing. Harmful algae. 2016; 52:34–45. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hal.2015.12.008 PMID:

28073469

41. Tonk L, Welker M, Huisman J, Visser PM. Production of cyanopeptolins, anabaenopeptins, and micro-

cystins by the harmful cyanobacteria Anabaena 90 and Microcystis PCC 7806. Harmful Algae. 2009; 8

(2):219–24.

42. Sarnelle O, Wilson AE. Local adaptation of Daphnia pulicaria to toxic cyanobacteria. Limnology and

oceanography. 2005; 50(5):1565–70.

43. Sarnelle O, Gustafsson S, Hansson L-A. Effects of cyanobacteria on fitness components of the herbi-

vore Daphnia. Journal of Plankton Research. 2010; 32(4):471–7.

44. Gustafsson S, Rengefors K, Hansson L-A. Increased consumer fitness following transfer of toxin toler-

ance to offspring via maternal effects. Ecology. 2005; 86(10):2561–7.

45. Gustafsson S, Hansson L-A. Development of tolerance against toxic cyanobacteria in Daphnia. Aquatic

ecology. 2004; 38(1):37–44.

46. Jiang X, Gao H, Zhang L, Liang H, Zhu X. Rapid evolution of tolerance to toxic Microcystis in two cladoc-

eran grazers. Scientific reports. 2016; 6:25319. https://doi.org/10.1038/srep25319 PMID: 27122137

47. Harke MJ, Steffen MM, Gobler CJ, Otten TG, Wilhelm SW, Wood SA, et al. A review of the global ecol-

ogy, genomics, and biogeography of the toxic cyanobacterium, Microcystis spp. Harmful Algae. 2016;

54:4–20. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hal.2015.12.007 PMID: 28073480

48. Paerl HW, Otten TG. Harmful cyanobacterial blooms: causes, consequences, and controls. Microbial

ecology. 2013; 65(4):995–1010. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00248-012-0159-y PMID: 23314096

49. Paerl HW, Paul VJ. Climate change: links to global expansion of harmful cyanobacteria. Water

research. 2012; 46(5):1349–63. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.watres.2011.08.002 PMID: 21893330

50. Arora VK, Scinocca JF, Boer GJ, Christian JR, Denman KL, Flato GM, et al. Carbon emission limits

required to satisfy future representative concentration pathways of greenhouse gases. Geophysical

Research Letters. 2011; 38(5).

Effects of temperature on toxicity

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0219342 July 9, 2019 14 / 15

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1461-0248.2011.01661.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21752171
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00128-011-0450-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00128-011-0450-5
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22057279
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2009.05.043
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19539351
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hal.2015.12.008
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28073469
https://doi.org/10.1038/srep25319
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27122137
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hal.2015.12.007
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28073480
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00248-012-0159-y
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23314096
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.watres.2011.08.002
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21893330
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0219342


51. Collins WJ, Bellouin N, Doutriaux-Boucher M, Gedney N, Halloran P, Hinton T, et al. Development and

Evaluation of an Earth-System Model—HadGEM2. Geoscientific Model Development. 2011; 4:1051–

1075.

52. Gordon HB, O’Farrell S, Collier M, Dix M, Rotstayn L, Kowalczyk E, et al. The CSIRO Mk3. 5 climate

model: CSIRO and Bureau of Meteorology; 2010.

53. Khan AH, Levac E, Chmura GL. Future sea surface temperatures in Large Marine Ecosystems of the

Northwest Atlantic. ICES Journal of Marine Science. 2013; 70(5):915–21.

54. Schmidt GA, Ruedy R, Hansen JE, Aleinov I, Bell N, Bauer M, et al. Present-day atmospheric simula-

tions using GISS ModelE: Comparison to in situ, satellite, and reanalysis data. Journal of Climate. 2006;

19(2):153–92.

Effects of temperature on toxicity

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0219342 July 9, 2019 15 / 15

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0219342


This is an open access article, free of all copyright, and may be freely
reproduced, distributed, transmitted, modified, built upon, or otherwise used by
anyone for any lawful purpose. The work is made available under the Creative

Commons CC0 public domain dedication:
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/(the “License”).

Notwithstanding the ProQuest Terms and Conditions, you may use this content
in accordance with the terms of the License.


