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Oil seeps ‘help feed marine life’
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Tiny bubbles of oil and gas rising from deep vents burst at the surface, creating plate-sized patches of rainbow sheen. A new study finds microbes near the surface are benefiting from turbulence that accompanies the rising bubbles. Picture: Ajit Subramaniam, Columbia University.

Scientists have discovered an environmental upside of oil — tiny plankton that thrive in the water above natural oil seeps.

Columbia University researchers have found that populations of the microbes, which lie at the base of the marine food chain, are up to twice as dense above the natural seeps — where oil and gas bubble about 1500 metres to the surface — than in other stretches of the Gulf of Mexico.
“This is the beginning of evidence that some microbes in the gulf may be preconditioned to survive with oil, at least at lower concentrations,” said Columbia oceanographer Ajit Subramaniam.
“We know that there are bacteria deep in the water column that thrive on hydrocarbons from natural seeps, thus begging the question whether (they) can even be considered pollutants. The surprise is the link between subsea floor processes at depths greater than 1000m, and phytoplankton response near the ocean surface.”
Professor Subramaniam’s research has been published this morning in the journalNature Geoscience. The university said the oil itself did not appear to help the plankton.
“But the low concentration of oil found above natural seeps isn’t killing them, and turbulence from the rising oil and gas bubbles is bringing up deepwater nutrients that phytoplankton need to grow,” it said.
Co-author Andy Juhl said the study was the first to demonstrate “this kind of teleconnection” between the subsea floor and microbial processes in the upper ocean. “The direct effect of oil is usually negative, but in some cases small amounts of oil can be outweighed by the positive effect of the nutrients that are tagging along.”
Professor Subramaniam stressed the difference between the natural oil seeps, which create small slicks at the surface, and disasters such as tanker spills or the Deepwater Horizon well blowout. “(Our findings) should not be interpreted as oil is good for phytoplankton, or that we can extrapolate from ‘some oil is good’ to ‘more oil is better’.
“We know that higher concentrations of oil are toxic to these same phytoplankton. We do not know at what point the stimulation from the additional nutrients is overwhelmed by the toxic effects.”
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Scientists have discovered an environmentl upside
of oil — tiny plankton that thrive in the water above
natural oil secps.

Columbia University rescarchers have found that
populations of the micobes, which le at the base of the
marine food chain, are up to twice as dense sbove the
natural seeps — where oil and gas bubble about 1500
metres to the surface — than in other stretches of the
Gulfof Mexico.
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