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Interim Report

Comparison of actual accomplishments with goals and objectives

During the deep-water coral portion of the 2003 Gulf of Mexico Ocean Exploration cruise, we were able to use the Sonsub ROV to investigate 4 sites.  These sites were located in lease blocks VK826, VK862, MC885, and GC354.  The wide array of data collected throughout each dive provided us with the necessary information to accomplish all four of our proposed primary objectives:

1. Documented the presence and/or absence of deep-water branching ahermatypic corals (Lophelia pertusa, Madrepora occulata) at the four selected sites

2. Assessed the epibenthic community type at each site such that we can now begin to establish useful definitions for describing the stage of development for deep-water coral communities.  Future in-depth analysis of the video footage will permit us to more fully characterize the morphological structure (colony size), developmental status (% live vs. dead), and spatial distribution patterns of coral colonies encountered at each site

3. Conductivity, temperature, and depth measurements recorded on each dive will be used to provide preliminary information regarding the hydrography (e.g., prevailing current, water temperature) while small samples of carbonate rocks and multi-beam sonographs will provide a general characterization of the geology (e.g., substrate type, topography) present at each site

4. Collected video footage with precise locational information such that the offset in the available side-scan sonographs for VK826 can be identified and corrected

We were also able to accomplish or collect the necessary samples to address an additional four of our proposed secondary objectives:

1. Collected fauna associated with the deep-water corals, including a squat lobster (Eumunida picta) that has not previously been documented in the Gulf of Mexico

2. Deployed an acoustic Doppler current meter at GC354 to characterize near-bottom current and temperature fields at the site over several months

3. Samples were obtained of live and standing dead coral that will allow us to begin to describe their reproductive habits, growth rates, and food resources 

4. Additional samples were taken to characterize the microbial communities present in the water column, associated with the live and dead coral, and in the surrounding soft sediments in order to gain insight into the role of microorganisms as a food resource and as a mechanism for creating carbonate substrate 

Reasons why established goals were not met

As the result of unanticipated technical difficulties with the time-lapse camera, we were not able to deploy this equipment at VK826 (2o objective #2).  It was decided, based on a number of factors including the problems with the camera, that the acoustic Doppler current meter should be deployed at GC354 rather than at VK826.  This current meter is to be recovered during a research cruise in November led by C. Young, Oregon Institute of Marine Biology.   In response to another secondary objective (#5), it was learned shortly before the cruise that a USGS researcher, Dr. Cheryl Morrison, had an on-going study of the population genetics of Lophelia pertusa corals.  Rather than repeat her study, coral samples were collected for her to include in her study.  As all of our sites for this cruise focused on coral populations that occurred on natural substrates (e.g., authigenic carbonates), we were unable to compare them with those found on artificial substrates (e.g., shipwrecks; 2o objective #8).  
Overall summary and future plans

This highly successful cruise resulted in the accomplishment of all four primary objectives and 4 of 8 secondary objectives.  Samples have been collected for further analyses, which will be used as preliminary results for additional funding requests and for future presentations and/or publications.  

