	September 12. 2007 5:28PM 

Islands of oil and information




Dead zone researcher Melissa Baustian swings from the oil platform Hammerhead back to the Pelican, while ship technician Mike Delatte waits to catch her and researcher Lora Pride waits her turn. 


GULF OF MEXICO, 11 miles south of Timbalier Island, 4 p.m. Wednesday – Whoever thinks Louisiana is short on skyscrapers hasn’t spent much time in the Gulf. 

Towering nearly 200 feet over the water, Chevron’s Hammerhead oil platform is just one of many scattered across the state’s coast. 

“There’s thousands of them all over the Gulf, little cities unto themselves,” said Mike Delatte, a technician aboard the Pelican research vessel on this week’s dead-zone measurement cruise. 

The Hammerhead station is unique, however, in that one of its legs is strapped with three monitors that transmit constantly-updated data on water conditions back to LUMCON. That way, the scientists can check conditions in the Gulf without having to send a team – particularly important in dangerous situations, such as the approach of a hurricane. 




Dead zone researcher Adam Sapp watches the Pelican's approach to the 200-foot-tall Hammerhead. 

You can see the data at wavcis.csi.lsu.edu. Click on “Station CSI-06.” You’ll see numerous measurements, but the most important one for dead-zone researchers is the dissolved oxygen at the bottom. If that number is below 2, then the water at the Hammerhead station has so little oxygen that it is considered part of the dead zone. 

Every month, the three meters (one at top, one in the middle, and one at the bottom, 65 feet down) must be replaced, to keep them from corroding or becoming fouled with barnacles and other growth, which might reduce the accuracy of the data. To switch them out, dead zone researchers stop by the platform and take a dive. 

When dead zone researchers Lora Pride and Melissa Baustian made the replacement dive Wednesday, the wavcis page gave a bottom-oxygen reading of .41 – very low oxygen. The water was surprisingly clear, so the divers were able to see the sea life as they went down. 

A sea turtle graced the surfaces as they prepared to dive. In the middle of the water, where the oxygen mix is still OK, they saw schools of fish swimming up, almost vertically, Pride said. Among the barnacles on attached to the platform’s leg, they saw a sea urchin. 





Researchers Baustian, Jim Lee, Pride and Delatte prepare for their dive to replace monitors attached to the leg of the Hammerhead. 

At the bottom?

“No fish, nothing on the bottom,” Baustian said. “No barnacles down there, either.”

The meters have been in place three years, rent-free from Chevron. The oil company has been “very excited” about helping the researchers, Pride said.

So why is the platform called Hammerhead?

“Supposedly, a bunch of hammerheads frequent the platform,” Pride said calmly, still in her diving gear.

Hammerheads, as in hammerhead sharks.

“I’ve never seen them,” Baustian said. “But it gets spooky, when it’s very dark, and very turbid. You can’t see anything, and you’re constantly looking over your shoulder.”
-- Robert Morris, senior staff writer
livefromthedeadzone@yahoo.com 
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