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Scientists study deep sea creatures
BY ERIC ALAN BARTON
N.Y.T. Regional Newspapers

KEY WEST, Fla. – Scientists filled
a moving truck Tuesday with mussels
and bacteria found in the Gulf of
Mexico’s depths that they say may
help erase pollution and cure diseases.

The organisms that live in deadly
poisonous pools nearly two miles
below the surface were found during
a two-week, $2 million expedition led
by University of North Carolina at
Wilmington marine biologist Andy
Shepard.

The team of scientists, funded by
the National Undersea Research Pro-
gram, plans to return next year for
further research.

The scientists used the deep-water
submarine Alvin  to snatch spaghetti
pot-sized samples of the organisms off
Florida’s coast and to study deep
gashes in the Gulf’s floor caused by
mysterious underwater storms. The
research into the fissures off Florida
and the discovery of frozen methane
gas pockets off the Mississippi coast
are expected to help oil companies
searching for new fuel sources and to
protect the foundations of oil rigs from
the underwater storms.

The organisms, stored in formal-
dehyde and on dry ice, will be shipped
to laboratories for months of study.
Like life found on another planet, they
are regarded as unique. They eat hy-
drogen sulfide and methane gas that
would kill most animals and live off
little or no oxygen.

“It’s really like finding an oasis in
the barren desert of the ocean bot-
tom,” said Cheryl Jenkins, a research
scientist for the College of William &
Mary. “No one ever expected to find

such a thing.  They’re novel, and
they’re things you can’t find any-
where else.”

For UNCW’s Mr. Shepard, who co-
ordinated the expedition, going 8,000
feet deep in Alvin  was like living a
boyhood dream. He had never been
below 1,000 feet deep before.

“I’m looking out the window gasp-
ing,” he said. “I’m seeing things I’ve
only heard about in ecology books
before.”

Life among the chemicals seeping
from the ocean bottom was discov-
ered in 1979 by a crew also using
Alvin.

“When they first found this stuff,
they had to pickle it in gin because
they didn’t have any formaldehyde,
because no one knew it would be
there,” Mr. Jenkins said.

Scientists now compare the diver-
sity of life on the Gulf floor to a
rainforest and its colonies. They liken
it to cities where inhabitants must
work together to survive extreme pres-
sure, the poison that’s used as food
and the lack of light.

“It really is otherworldly,” said Mr.
Shepard said. “This trip was really a
gold mine.”

Mr. Shepard said he was struck by
the similarities between organisms
found at each of the sites.

“Somehow or other these animals
are moving back and forth and ex-
changing across the gulf,” he said.

Among the creatures pulled up and
preserved during 14 deep-water dives
were mussels that will be studied to
determine whether there are traces of
pollution in the systems they use to
filter food from the water. Scientists
fear pollution may be infiltrating even
the ocean depths. Gulf mussels will

be compared to others found across
the globe.

The mussels and gigantic clouds
of bacteria floating nearby hold mi-
croscopic parasites that could yield
secrets on how to convert the pools
of poison into energy. Such a discov-
ery could be used to treat pollution
by using the organisms, said Joan
Bernhard, a biological oceanographer
with the University of South Caro-
lina.

Ripples and fissures found along
the Gulf bottom have long been a
mystery to researchers, and dives
during the trip also found mesas and
man-sized piles of sediment. The fur-
rows indicate that the ocean current
at such depths could reach speeds
that would rip up anchors from oil
platforms. The currents, reaching per-
haps 3 knots, pack a punch that’s
multiplied by the ocean’s depth and
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Andy Shepard, a marine biologist at the University of North Carolina at
Wilmington, explains how the deep-water submarine Alvin works after an
expedition in the Gulf of Mexico on Tuesday.
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can send a submarine crashing
across the bottom.

“It’s absolutely staggering,” said
Ian MacDonald, a Texas A&M
oceanologist and the expedition’s
chief scientist. “It really did look like
these (furrows) were dug by a back-
hoe.”

The first results of tests on the
creatures pulled from the Gulf’s
depths during the expedition are ex-
pected back by February. Results are
expected to be published in the jour-
nal Science.

Some of the expedition’s scientists
are now headed to the Indian Ocean
for the first-ever exploration of a simi-
lar deep-water poison pool there.
Next year, a second Gulf expedition
is the include further studies of Gulf
waters off Mexico’s coast in hopes
of scouring the bottom for its secrets,
Mr. Shepard said.


