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Deep Sea Voyage Yields Surprises

May Have Found New Eel Species
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Peter Auster spent a month mountain climbing under the sea - and as a result may have discovered a rare species of fish.

Auster, a biologist from Chester, is among a team of 15 scientist-explorers who returned to port Saturday with several exciting discoveries after exploring terrain and life in uncharted waters up to 2 miles deep.

ADVERTISEMENT

The Deep Atlantic Stepping Stones team has possibly discovered a new species of deep sea eel, Auster announced Wednesday during a phone conference while working in international waters, 500 miles off the coast southeast of Boston.

Auster won't be certain until he compares video of the unusual looking eel to recorded species.

According to the explorers, numerous underwater sea mountains were also discovered, separated from each other by deep water and unexpectedly shaped like squares and triangles rather than cones. The highest seamount recorded by the expedition was 14,100 feet, and was 16,400 feet below the surface. The team plans to name the seamounts after science luminaries.

Auster is science director of the federal National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration's regional National Undersea Research Center at UConn's Groton campus.

He watched the discoveries unfold on large screens as robots Argus and Hercules navigated the ocean floor and massive seamounts.

Auster has participated on more than 40 major research cruises, including exploration of the South China, Bering and Caribbean seas.

He is pleased with the quality of imagery Hercules captured on video this expedition.

"It's a very new perspective how these animals live on the sea floor," said Auster, 49.

Auster, whose research focuses on the ecology and conservation of fish, said it's important to develop a better understanding of the relationship between deep-sea fish and corals and seamount landscape habitats.

In an electronic posting from sea Aug. 24, Auster pointed out that seamounts are particularly challenging places to assess patterns of species diversity and community structure.

Visual census techniques are utilized, Auster said, noting that instead of strapping on a scuba tank and jumping into the water, Hercules transmits images from multiple deep-sea habitats.

Thanks to robotics, the explorers report they have discovered a significant piece of the reproductive puzzle of deep-sea finned octopods, so-called dumbo octopus.

The scientists were excited to discover a dumbo octopus egg attached to bamboo coral. They had not known where the species chose to deposit each of its 3,000 eggs

"It's very interesting, very exciting," said researcher Tim Shank of the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution.

The busy deep-sea robots have secured samples of fossil corals believed to have grown more than 200,000 years ago that will be used for a study of climate change, Auster said.

Team scientists also plan to extract DNA from the fossil corals to sequence.

The study of this genetic diversity will help scientists ascertain whether fossil larvae traveled from one seamount to another, said Scott France of the University of Louisiana, who has studied the evolution of deep-sea invertebrates since 1986.

France reported Wednesday that scientists have observed 42 different coral species, including seven to eight species that have never been observed before.

Auster, also an assistant professor-in-residence at UConn's marine sciences department, said the mission aboard the research vessel Ronald H. Brown will better define the damage that fishing trawlers cause to corals and seamounts.

From a conservation standpoint, Auster said trawling damage to seascapes could have an impact on the deep-sea fish and corals dependent on that landscape for shelter.

The scientists discovered scrape marks on seamounts which probably came from Russian vessels that once fished the area for eels and wreck fish, the team reported.

Considering that 95 percent of the ocean floor has not been explored and is not well understood, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration is pleased with the team's accomplishments, said Fred Gorell of the administration's ocean exploration office.

Gorell is excited that the team of scientists and 10 technicians helped map about 80,000 square kilometers of the Corner Rise Seamount complex, and produced the first high resolution map of the region.

Auster was participating in one of two back-to-back NOAA projects which together cost $2 million.

The robotics were designed and built by explorer Robert Ballard, who found the Titanic. He operates them under a partnership between the University of Rhode Island and the Institute for Exploration in Mystic.

