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The Truth About Phosphates Can Save You $$$

Did you know that it is glucose that is the real food for algae, not phosphates-ﬂocculants? Several companies in the pool
industry have promoted the removal of phosphates in pool water to prevent algae growth because they claim that
phosphates are food for algae. However, major US manufactures of fer�lizers which all contain phosphorous say otherwise.
So, what is the truth about phosphates as food for algae?
Organic
Molecules:

Let’s turn to science and well established biological facts for some
answers. In photosynthesis where sunlight, water and CO2 create a
chemical reac�on to produce glucose which is the source of food for
1
plants. This can be veriﬁed by reading ar�cles by various producers of
fer�lizers.

glucose

Sunlight

Carbon dioxide
and water
(phosphates not required)
Source: NOVA Online

1

Moreover, according to fer�lizer
manufactures, it is the nitrogen component that s�mulates lush green growth in plants.
Opposite from what marketers of phosphate remover products say, phosphates are
primarily for the stimulation of stronger buds and roots in plants. The misinforma�on about
phosphates and algae has caused many pool owners to spend money unnecessarily on
resolving an algae problem. At the end of this ar�cle, proper methods for controlling algae
will be oﬀered.
In swimming pool water treatment, flocculants or phosphate removers have proven to be
very helpful to clear and clean the pool water so chlorine and other sani�zers can func�on
more eﬀec�vely. In this2way, chlorine is more eﬀec�ve in killing and preven�ng algae
growth. In ﬂoccula�on, you are removing a variety of suspended solids (i.e. dirt, silt, micropar�cles, algae spores, phosphates, etc.). Therefore, when is this type of treatment needed? The answer could be when all
treatment perimeters are correct such as chlorine levels (free and total), pH, condi�oner CYA and adequate ﬁltra�on and
circula�on for your pool size. Floccula�on would then be the ﬁnal treatment method to help
regain clean, clear and algae free pool water.
So, one might ask “how did the phosphate remover process” get recognized for the control and
preven�on of algae in swimming pools? One main reason may be the ar�cles on this subject were
published by the phosphate remover suppliers themselves. In fact, it was these same suppliers
Non-chlorinate
that began using parts per billion instead of tradi�onal parts per million to elevate the percep�on
(not ﬁltered)
of higher levels in water. Moreover, the marke�ng of phosphate remover treatments drew a
parallel to algae growth problem in lakes and streams back in the ﬁ�ies and six�es. At that �me
when phosphates were a major component of soap detergents (primarily sodium tripolyphosphate)
it was fair to conclude that phosphates were solely responsible for the proliﬁc growth of algae.
However, this was only part of the problem. A condi�on called eutrophica�on which resulted from
drainage runoﬀ and discharge which included fer�lizer nutrients of nitrogen and phosphates
created a situa�on where oxygen level became depleted and ﬁsh died due to proliﬁc growth of
chlorinated
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algae. There is a huge diﬀerence between natural lakes and streams and a swimming pool. It’s
(ﬁltered)
called chlorination. Chlorine has been and remains the most cost-eﬀec�ve method to keep
swimming pool water clean and free from algae blooms if proper treatment
methods are followed. Busy pool owners and service techs have become vulnerable to the claims
of removing phosphates to prevent algae growth. In fact, label instruc�ons on these products usually state to remove algae
before star�ng treatment; however, very few read the label and wrongly assume that the product is actually an algaecide.
To kill and control algae more cost eﬀec�vely without resor�ng to expensive alterna�ve methods, follow basic methods of
pool treatment and algae abatement can be accomplished.
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To prevent algae problems, two areas of control that are o�en overlooked which can signiﬁcantly help to prevent algae
blooms in pools is too much combined chlorine and/or condi�oner (CYA) levels. High levels of either component can
eﬀec�vely reduce the eﬀec�veness of chlorine sani�za�on and lead to algae problems in water.
It is recommended that combined chlorine levels are always kept to a minimum.
Whenever combined chlorine levels exceed free chlorine levels by 25%, it is �me to
shock the pool water. This is accomplished by adding addi�onal chlorine at a rate of 10
�mes the amount combined chlorine. For example, if in your pool tested free chlorine
is 1.0 ppm and total is 1.5 ppm crea�ng a .5 ppm combined (at least 25% diﬀerence),
you must add 5 ppm of chlorine to achieve breakpoint chlorina�on which destroys the
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weak, less eﬀec�ve combined chlorine. Think of combined chlorine
as waste which can easily be detected in your pool by the strong
chlorine odor. Swimmers will say there is too much chlorine in the
pool. The reality is that they are smelling the waste of spent chlorine
and chlorine levels are actually too low.

Chlorine 75-25 Rule:
(not able to hold chlorine residual in your pool water?)
1.

Test pool chlorine free residual.

2.

Test pool chlorine total residual.

3.

Subtract free residual from total residual to obtain
combined chlorine residual. (combined chlorine
= slow acting form of chlorine or waste)

4.

Whenever combined chlorine is greater than
25% of total, it is time to shock pool.

5.

To achieve breakpoint chlorination:
Add chlorine ppm ten times the combined level in
pounds.
Example: a 20,000 gal. pool with .5 ppm
combined chlorine would need 5 ppm. free

chlorine.

The other area of treatment that can easily lead to frequent algae blooms is high
condi�oner (CYA) levels above 50 ppm. The condi�oner or sunscreen allows chlorine to last longer than a few hours
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because UV from sunlight degrades chlorine at a fast rate. Manufacturers recommend 30 to 50 ppm. Once condi�oner
2
levels exceed 50 ppm, the target level of chlorine needed to prevent algae growths can double and triple over the normal
amount of chlorine need to keep pool water clean and algae-free. Therefore, maintaining proper condi�oner levels is an
important step towards keeping water from developing persistent algae problems.
To keep a swimming pool clean and algae-free, one should ﬁrst consider following the basics of established chlorina�on, pH
control, condi�oner maintenance and adequate ﬁltra�on / circula�on before restoring to other treatments. The use of an
algaecide especially one that does not create a chlorine demand (such as sodium bromine or ammonium sulfate) can be an
eﬀec�ve adjunct treatment to prevent algae growths. The addi�on of a ﬂocculant / phosphate remover can also be helpful
to clear pool water of suspended par�cles that may be interfering with proper chlorina�on. Over the past many years, pool
treaters have found this prac�ce to be an eﬀec�ve method to improve overall pool treatment under certain condi�ons. On
the other hand, the author recalls one speciﬁc incident in Tucson Arizona where the service tech could not rid the pool of
algae even though the phosphate levels were zero ppm.
In conclusion, ﬂocculants such as phosphate removers should be used to clear pool water of suspended and excessive solids
but not for algae control. Although phosphates are a component for fer�lizer, it is glucose that is the true nutrient or food
source for algae. The basics of pool water maintenance along with the use of an algaecide will produce be�er results at a
much lower cost.
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