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Toxic Oil Found Deep on Gulf Seafloor?

Oil may be harming base of food web, early results suggest.
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Toxic Oil Lurking Deep on Gulf Seafloor?

hydrocarbons, an ingredient of oil, according to preliminary results released
Tuesday by the University of South Florida (USF).

During a ten-day research cruise in August, the USF team sampled water and
sediments in DeSoto Canyon—a nutrient-rich gully east of the Deepwater
Horizon wellhead that's also the birthplace of many commercial fish species.

By shining ultraviolet light on the samples, the team indirectly detected
hydrocarbons in the sample that seem to have the same fluorescent fingerprints
as oil from the wellhead, which was capped July 15. (Related pictures: "Glowing
Oil Could Aid Gulf Spill Cleanup.")

The early results are reminders that the oil hasn't been fully dispersed or
degraded away, said cruise member David Hollander, a USF chemical
oceanographer.

"Don't let your finger off the pulse of this," he said. But Hollander emphasized that
his team's observations are preliminary: "I hope they don't get misconstrued as
scientific fact."

Robert Carney, a biological oceanographer at Louisiana State University (LSU) in
Baton Rouge, also cautioned that "we have to be exceptionally careful" about
interpreting the results.

"We cannot base conclusions on short cruises with small groups of people—it
has to be a [major] scientific undertaking," Carney said.

Gulf Seabed "Glow" Caused by Qil?

To collect their seabed samples, the USF team used a box corer, a geological
tool for scooping up sediments that's "as primitive as it gets," Hollander said.

The samples not only emitted the telling fluorescence, but their glow persisted
even after the samples had been frozen for seven hours, suggesting that living
things weren't causing the light, Hollander said.

But there could still be other substances responsible for the brightness, such as
fluorescent minerals. Further laboratory tests—expected early next week—uwill
confirm whether the samples contain Gulf oil, he said.

It's "certainly plausible" there's oil from the damaged wellhead in the deep
sediment and water, added LSU's Carney.

But he added that oil also occurs naturally in the Gulf. Hydrocarbons, for
instance, often escape from natural oil seeps on the seabed. (Read more about
the Gulf of Mexico's natural seeps.)

Oil Means Lights Out for Tiny Creatures

The USF team also tested how bacteria and phytoplankton—microscopic marine
plants—were responding to potentially oil-contaminated water from both the
Gulf's surface and the deep ocean.

"There's been a lot of attention toward upper tropic levels—the sharks, the birds,
the turtles," Hollander said. "We're asking what's going on at the base of the food
web. To our surprise these things haven't come out either through [government]
agencies or the scientific press—and indeed it appears there is a response.”

Healthy bacteria and phytoplankton give off a gentle glow of visible light. So the
team took otherwise fit organisms and exposed them to water samples from the
surface and from the deep sea to see if that diminished their glow.

Phytoplankton showed an “"enormous reduction” in light when they were exposed
to deep-sea samples, but the plants seemed unaffected in the surface samples,
Hollander said. The results were the opposite for bacteria.

The researchers aren't yet sure why the two types of organisms reacted
differently. It's possible, for example, that different species have different
reactions to the toxic effects of oil and chemical dispersants, Hollander said.

For the first time during an oil-spill response, officials used chemical dispersants
to break up oil at ocean depths between 4,000 and 5,000 feet (1,200 and 1,500
meters).
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Oil Found on Gulf Seabed?

A signature glow detected in seafloor
samples may be from Deepwater Horizon oil
—and sea life may be suffering, preliminary

results suggest.

Spill Still Threatens Migrating
Birds

Despite the BP Gulf spill cap, millions of
migrating birds this fall, and for years to

come, may face oil threats—starvation in particular. Video.
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Toxic Oil Lurking Deep on Gulf Seafloor?
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The Moon Has
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One theory is that, in general, phytoplankton are more sensitive to dispersants—
which may be more plentiful in the deep sea—while bacteria (not the oil-eating
variety) react poorly to the purer oil still on the water's surface.

Hollander and colleagues next plan to test how larval fish and tiny animals called
zooplankton respond to the samples.

Deep Gulf Oil "Not Good News"

For Texas Tech University ecotoxicologist Ron Kendall, the bacteria and
plankton's responses confirm his initial fears.

"This is what we've been worried about, because this is the base of the food
chain," he said. "Any effects on that level can work their way right on up." (See
pictures of ten animals at risk from the Gulf oil spill.)

Kendall added that the potential discovery of oil on the seafloor "goes directly to
the issue of the unprecedented use of dispersants.”

Instead of rising to the surface, the bits of dispersant-treated oil may be
suspended in deep water or may have settled on the seafloor, Kendall said.

In the highly sensitive deep Gulf, such dispersants can easily throw the
environment off-balance, he said.

"This is what some of these results are starting to show—and that's not good
news."
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..And what about the people of the gulf living in this toxic matter? |
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You must be logged in to post a comment

Sign in here

41'\.

"Terror Bird" Used Its 5 Years After Katrina, Titanic Is Falling
Ruins—And a Natural Apart
Wonder—Remain

Head to Punch

More From National Geographic

Sponsored Links

Sponsored Links

Casey on his journey with lovable
Brutus the bear!

Vote Now

Over 14,000 photographs were
submitted to the contest. Vote for
your favorite finalists!

BP
Info about the Gulf of Mexico Spill Learn
More about How BP is Helping.

www.BP.com/GulfOfMexicoResponse

Qil Spill Preparation
Emergency Response Kits & Planning

Fire Boom, Skimmers, Best Products
www.appliedfabric.com

CSA Environmental
Marine Environmental Services - GIS

Mapping - Surveys - Assessments
www.csaintl.com

Ads by Google

http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2010/08/100818-gulf-oil-spill-seafloor-toxic-science-environment/[8/19/2010 2:28:37 PM]


http://www.tiehh.ttu.edu/ronald_kendall.html
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2010/05/photogalleries/100506-nation-animals-oil-spill-gulf-pictures/#gulf-oil-spill-wildlife-threatened-least-tern_19950_600x450.jpg
https://signin.nationalgeographic.com/openid/v2/signin?token_url=http://news.nationalgeographic.com/rest/sso/rpx_response/?next=/news/2010/08/100818-gulf-oil-spill-seafloor-toxic-science-environment/
http://www.nationalgeographic.com/naturevalleyparksproject/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2010/08/100818-gulf-oil-spill-seafloor-toxic-science-environment/www.nationalgeographic.com/energizer
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2010/08/100818-gulf-oil-spill-seafloor-toxic-science-environment/www.nationalgeographic.com/energizer
http://www.nationalgeographic.com/user/?UID=21867&plckUserId=21867
javascript:void(0);
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BP2mTmIRtTIisFMuWnQeck5jZBI3m8b8BldqrmhfAjbcB8Ml0EAEYASCLyakNKAM4AFC0rea6B2DJnv2M5KSwFKABq6zC_QOyARtuZXdzLm5hdGlvbmFsZ2VvZ3JhcGhpYy5jb226AQozMDB4MjUwX2FzyAEB2gFpaHR0cDovL25ld3MubmF0aW9uYWxnZW9ncmFwaGljLmNvbS9uZXdzLzIwMTAvMDgvMTAwODE4LWd1bGYtb2lsLXNwaWxsLXNlYWZsb29yLXRveGljLXNjaWVuY2UtZW52aXJvbm1lbnQvyALNrpISqAMByAMH6AO5A-gDrgHoA1L1AwAAAAQ&num=1&sig=AGiWqtyOUCwJlP8JjhDHdS9Xvkqz5wqSYg&client=ca-pub-9125143010483443&adurl=http://www.bp.com/bodycopyarticle.do%3FcategoryId%3D1%26contentId%3D7052055
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BlH5NmIRtTIisFMuWnQeck5jZBLGo9MwBqeCsjBbAjbcB0NOQARACGAIgi8mpDSgDOABQkpPz5ARgyZ79jOSksBSyARtuZXdzLm5hdGlvbmFsZ2VvZ3JhcGhpYy5jb226AQozMDB4MjUwX2FzyAEB2gFpaHR0cDovL25ld3MubmF0aW9uYWxnZW9ncmFwaGljLmNvbS9uZXdzLzIwMTAvMDgvMTAwODE4LWd1bGYtb2lsLXNwaWxsLXNlYWZsb29yLXRveGljLXNjaWVuY2UtZW52aXJvbm1lbnQvqAMByAMH6AO5A-gDrgHoA1L1AwAAAAQ&num=2&sig=AGiWqtxR9Her8SzdVtvT3QbjNYhm4B-ghw&client=ca-pub-9125143010483443&adurl=http://www.appliedfabric.com
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BmdPhmIRtTIisFMuWnQeck5jZBKu5ltgB08aY5RLAjbcB8MrHARADGAMgi8mpDSgDOABQgPypkwFgyZ79jOSksBSyARtuZXdzLm5hdGlvbmFsZ2VvZ3JhcGhpYy5jb226AQozMDB4MjUwX2FzyAEB2gFpaHR0cDovL25ld3MubmF0aW9uYWxnZW9ncmFwaGljLmNvbS9uZXdzLzIwMTAvMDgvMTAwODE4LWd1bGYtb2lsLXNwaWxsLXNlYWZsb29yLXRveGljLXNjaWVuY2UtZW52aXJvbm1lbnQvqAMByAMH6AO5A-gDrgHoA1L1AwAAAAQ&num=3&sig=AGiWqtyUi2AOoDqlPTSxR6YiLWHJpMPoSw&client=ca-pub-9125143010483443&adurl=http://www.csaintl.com/marine-services/environ-a-natural-resources-mapping
http://www.google.com/url?ct=abg&q=https://www.google.com/adsense/support/bin/request.py%3Fcontact%3Dabg_afc%26url%3Dhttp://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2010/08/100818-gulf-oil-spill-seafloor-toxic-science-environment/%26hl%3Den%26client%3Dca-pub-9125143010483443%26adU%3Dwww.BP.com/GulfOfMexicoResponse%26adT%3DBP%26adU%3Dwww.appliedfabric.com%26adT%3DOil%2BSpill%2BPreparation%26adU%3Dwww.csaintl.com%26adT%3DCSA%2BEnvironmental%26gl%3DUS&usg=AFQjCNGTM9ZMTlvZ5H5hmScOdw2vxPZoMw
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2010/08/100819-science-space-moon-shrinking-scarps-cooling-lunar-orbiter/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2010/08/100819-science-space-moon-shrinking-scarps-cooling-lunar-orbiter/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2010/08/100819-science-space-moon-shrinking-scarps-cooling-lunar-orbiter/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2010/08/100819-terror-birds-muhammad-ali-ax-hatchet-fought-science-dinosaurs-skulls/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2010/08/100819-terror-birds-muhammad-ali-ax-hatchet-fought-science-dinosaurs-skulls/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2010/08/100819-terror-birds-muhammad-ali-ax-hatchet-fought-science-dinosaurs-skulls/
http://video.nationalgeographic.com/video/player/news/environment-news/us-hurricane-katrina-anniversary-vin.html
http://video.nationalgeographic.com/video/player/news/environment-news/us-hurricane-katrina-anniversary-vin.html
http://video.nationalgeographic.com/video/player/news/environment-news/us-hurricane-katrina-anniversary-vin.html
http://video.nationalgeographic.com/video/player/news/environment-news/us-hurricane-katrina-anniversary-vin.html
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2010/08/100818-titanic-3-d-expedition-shipwreck-science-collapsing/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2010/08/100818-titanic-3-d-expedition-shipwreck-science-collapsing/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2010/08/100818-titanic-3-d-expedition-shipwreck-science-collapsing/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/environment/habitats/water-pressure/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/photography/photos/life-color-purple/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/photography/photos/best-pod-may-09/
http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2007/08/maya-rise-fall/gugliotta-text
http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2008/09/green-sahara/gwin-text.html
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/environment/global-warming/wind-power-profile/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/animals/mammals/mountain-gorilla/

Toxic Oil Lurking Deep on Gulf Seafloor?

Water Pressure Life in Color: Purple  Photo of the Day: Maya Rise and Fall  Lost Tribes of the Wind Power Mountain Gorilla
Best of May 2009 Green Sahara

National Geographic Home » News » Toxic Oil Lurking Deep on Gulf Seafloor?

HOME PHOTOGRAPHY ANIMALS ENVIRONMENT TRAVEL ADVENTURE NATGEOTV KIDS VIDEO SHOP

Daily News | The Magazine | Maps | Science & Space | Educaton | Games i Music i Blogs i Movies | Inthe Field i Mobile i Site Index
Subscriptions i Buy Prints | Stock Footage | Stock Photos i Travel With Us | Newsletters | Jobs | Global Sites | About | Contact
Donate i Press Room | Customer Service | Advertise WithUs i Terms of Service i Privacy Policy

GEOGRAPHIC

© 1996-2010 National Geographic Society. All rights reserved.

http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2010/08/100818-gulf-oil-spill-seafloor-toxic-science-environment/[8/19/2010 2:28:37 PM]


http://www.nationalgeographic.com/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/photography/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/animals/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/environment/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/travel/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/adventure/
http://natgeotv.com/
http://kids.nationalgeographic.com/
http://video.nationalgeographic.com/
http://shop.nationalgeographic.com/ngs/index.jsp?code=NG94010
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/
http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/maps
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/science/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/education/
http://games.nationalgeographic.com/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/worldmusic/
http://blogs.nationalgeographic.com/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/movies/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/field/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/mobile
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/siteindex/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/magazines/
http://gallery.pictopia.com/natgeo/
http://www.ngdigitalmotion.com/
http://www.nationalgeographicstock.com/
http://www.nationalgeographicexpeditions.com/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/community/register/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/jobs
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/siteindex/international/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/about/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/community/email/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/donate/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/pressroom/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/siteindex/customer/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/about/advertising/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/community/terms/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/community/privacy/
http://www.nationalgeographic.com/
http://www.nationalgeographic.com/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/environment/habitats/water-pressure/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/photography/photos/life-color-purple/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/photography/photos/best-pod-may-09/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/photography/photos/best-pod-may-09/
http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2007/08/maya-rise-fall/gugliotta-text
http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2008/09/green-sahara/gwin-text.html
http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2008/09/green-sahara/gwin-text.html
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/environment/global-warming/wind-power-profile/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/animals/mammals/mountain-gorilla/

	nationalgeographic.com
	Toxic Oil Lurking Deep on Gulf Seafloor?


	NjaWVuY2UtZW52aXJvbm1lbnQvAA==: 
	form10: 
	search: Search
	btnG: 




