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Dark in the dead zone




Dead zone researcher Melissa Baustian waits for one of the Pelican's instruments to take a reading in the Gulf. 


CAT ISLAND PASS, 20 miles south of Cocodrie, 10:15 p.m. Wednesday -- Drawn by the spotlight on the Pelican – as the ship’s scientists take their final sets of measurements – little crabs paddle their way across the top of the water, 60 feet above where they should be on the Gulf floor. 

It’s hard to breathe down there, the scientists say. Their instruments show them that oxygen levels have dipped to 0.4 milligrams per liter of water at the bottom, far less than the 2 milligrams that send most animals fleeing. 

The crabs come only one at a time, but it’s not long before you realize you’ve seen dozens. 

The low-oxygen condition known as the dead zone seems to have dissipated around the Atchafalaya River, based on Tuesday’s readings, but Wednesday’s measurements show it still strong on a 10-mile stretch south of Timbalier Island. 

The Gulf dead zone is a summertime phenomenon, and we are likely near its end. Tropical Storm Humberto will stir up the water in the western Gulf, mostly eradicating the dead zone there, and other fall storms will do the same for the rest of it. 

Until next spring, that is, when the nutrients start flowing down the Mississippi again, the algae populations explode along the top water in the Gulf and then die en masse, their countless decomposing cells sucking the oxygen out of the bottom. 

In addition to observing the dead zone’s shrinking, important research continues into its characteristics. Researcher Melissa Baustian found thin gold-tinted mats on top of some of the mud she pulled from the Gulf floor, what she hopes are tiny algae producing oxygen on the bottom and offsetting the dead zone’s effects. 

The low-oxygen condition that creates the dead zone is known to scientists as hypoxia. They have another term for no-oxygen, anoxia, but they rarely find themselves saying it, because it’s unusual to see a total lack of oxygen in the water. 

Those same gold-colored algae may be partly responsible for that, Baustian speculates. 

A trip to the dead zone aboard the Pelican makes the science seem relatively simple – you measure the oxygen in the water to see if it is hypoxic, then take some water home to figure out why. 

What two days in the Gulf won’t answer, however, are the broader questions. Is global warming – the current scapegoat for all other environmental ills – contributing to its size? What is the dead zone’s relationship to Terrebonne’s vanishing coastline? Are there long-range implications for what is now a seasonal phenomenon?

The last two measuring stations on the trip, those closest to land, were no longer hypoxic. We were out of the dead zone, when were passed on the port side by a shrimp boat, the first we had seen the whole trip. The fishermen know. 

As we drew closer to the coast, farther from the dead zone, we looked down in the water and saw needlefish playing in the light. 

-- Robert Morris, senior staff writer
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