Swashbuckling Scientists Discover Northern Yents
By Lee Pullen

Scientists often have a reputation for working in stuffy laboratories, cut off from the
world around them. But this certainly isn't the case at the Centre for Geobiology,
University of Bergen, Morway,

The Centre has had two summer cruises thus far where researchers embark on a
voyage to study conditions on the ocean floor. Using state-of-the-art technology
including a remotely operated wehicle, the scientists have discovered a new field of
deep sea vents, one of the most northerly in the world,

Creatures living around these “black smokers” show just -how tough-life-on-Earth-can
be, and hint that organisms on| other worlds may be able to thrive in very hostile
environments.

Life on the Ocean Floor

Scientists used to think that life on Earth was always
based on ecosystems with photosynthesis - making food
and energy from sunlight — as the foundation.

But dive deeper than 200 metres (656 feet) and you'll be
lucky to see any light at all - below 1000 metres (3281
feet), there is none.

Amazingly, researchers have found organisms there,
generally referred to as extremophiles {as they exist in
extreme environments), often thriving despite the harsh
conditions.

Just how unforgiving are environments deep in the

ocean?
The team have
discovered new Creatures 600 meters (1968 feet) deep endure crushing
hydrothermal vents pressures around 60 times more powerful than at sea
similar to this, spewing level.
hot chemicals into the
surrounding But that is only one of the problems they face. The
environment. temperature on the sea floor is very low, averaging about
Credit: QAR/MNational 40C {390F%, This changes abruptly around hydrothermal
Undersea Research vents, where temperatures can suddenly soar up to
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Thesze vents, like the ones discovered during the research cruize, achially create
havens for life despite the scorching heat, Creatures that live in hot environrments are
called themnophiles, which meansz *heat loving®,

They're perfecdy happy on the outskirts of vents, where the termperature-is around
509C (1229F), Ancther group of organisms are known as hyperhermnophiles, They live
up to thiz impreszive narme by thriving at termperatures up to 1209C (242°F), Many
chernicals spewed out at the vents are toxic to more cormmon formns of life, but some
exterernophiles are so hardy that they achually can use these chemicals for food and

energy !

Scientists Take to the Seas

Jupiter's icy moon Europa may
contzin a hidden acean with
hydrothermal vents.

Cradil: NASA / JPL

Elinor Bartle is the Centre for Geobiclogy’s
Irfornation Officer. She was part of the Centre’s
tearn aboard the newest, largest and rmost advanced
research ship in the Morwegian fleet After sailing for
two davs, they reached the first study site off the
west coast of Morway,

Says Bartle, “Each leg [of the trip] invalved a group
of around 25 researchers, technicians and public
outreadh personnel in addition to the ship's crew,
The group was intemational with representatives
frorm a nurnber of international partner insttutons,”

Their main mission was mapping the szea floor,
hunting for areas of interest like elusive vents, They

also collecked rock sarnples that could provide clues about the local geology.

The researchers found the blade smokers on mineral
deposzits that rmay be among tha largest ever discoverad,
having been built up ower the course of 100,000 years,
AN entire ecosystern surrounds these newly-discovered
vents, using drernosynthesis for energy,

Instead of light being the basiz for energy, chermicals
from the wventz supply the foundations for life, Sarmples
of the creatures were mllected to be studied, and the
hope is that they will help us gain better understanding
of extrernophile life,

Studying these organisms  is wery  irportant  for
astrobiclogists, Says Bartle, ™wWe are finding rmicrobial
organizms in unusual and extrerne enwironments, and
this is providing extrernely relevant informnation for the
zearch for life on other planets,

*There may be similar hydrotharmnal vents on the ocean
floors of other worlds, such as Jupiter's icy roon Europa,

Scientists also think that conditions around the wvents
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This example of a
alure that lives deep

life can indeed adaptto
conditions thal we think
of 35 exfreme.
Credit NASA
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