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Not so dead anymore




The sun sets in the west off the stern of the Pelican as it heads east towards Wednesday's stations. 


GULF OF MEXICO, 10 miles offshore, 7 p.m. Tuesday – The first day’s readings were like a breath of fresh air. 

A survey of seven waypoints in a straight line running south of the Atchafalaya River into the Gulf shows that the dead zone conditions have begun to dissipate for the year. 

The dead zone is a seasonal phenomenon, caused in the late spring when nutrient runoff from the Mississippi River causes algae blooms in the Gulf, which then die and rot and suck up the bottom water’s oxygen in the process. Without oxygen, sea creatures cannot feed on the bottom and either die or leave.

Fall weather patterns, however, mix up the water and re-oxygenate it, so the dead zone disappears during the winter. That has already begun to happen, to a small degree, Tuesday’s readings showed. 

The threshhold for dead zone conditions is 2 milligrams of dissolved oxygen per liter of water. On the F-transect, as the Atchafalaya stations are called, the lowest reading was 2.3 milligrams per liter – or just over the dead zone. By contrast, normal conditions should be between 6 and 9 milligrams per liter, researchers said.

Since the same stations were below 2 milligrams in late July, when the LUMCON researchers last visited, Tuesday’s readings represent improved conditions. The dead zone is likely over in that particular area until next summer, said Adam Sapp, one of the scientists aboard the Pelican research vessel.

“In the wintertime, everything is well mixed from the surface to the bottom,” Sapp said. 

Tuesday’s voyage was relatively leisurely – short stops for collection at each station, with approximately hour-long stretches between them. Wednesday, however, will be far more hectic. Known as the C transect, it runs south of Terrebonne Bay and is more likely to continue showing dead zone conditions, because it is closer to the Mississippi River. 

Researchers will stop at 10 stations, do all the same calculations on each, plus take mud samples at three stations and dive at one. Melissa Baustian, a Ph.D. candidate aboard the Pelican, is collecting the mud to see if any beneficial organisms live in it that create oxygen. 

Collecting the mud can be time consuming, because the process to get it is similar to the crane game you might find in a Wal-Mart. A heavy claw drops to the sea floor, then closes around some mud, but if anything (shells, for example) gets in the way, then the claw comes up empty. 

The Pelican team will also dive at the C6 station to clean and perform monthly maintenance on a group of instruments permanently mounted on a leg of a Chevron oil platform. Those instruments transmit measurements daily on oxygen levels and other factors, but become less reliable over time.

“When they are out there so long, we don’t want them to get overly fouled,” with barnacles or other problems, said dead zone researcher Lora Pride.

You can see the station’s readings online at wavcis.csi.lsu.edu. At Tuesday’s 7 p.m. reading for the Gulf bottom, for example, it gives a reading of .25 milligrams of dissolved oxygen – far below that threshold of 2. 

So does that mean there are dead zone conditions at the C6 station? Probably, Sapp said. Remember, they are out here to clean and calibrate those very instruments, to keep them as accurate as possible, so the .25 reading might be a little off. 

How’s the diving in the deep Gulf? In the winter, it can be great, filled with sea turtles, dolphins, tropical fish and the occasional octopus. In the summer, however, when the dead zone is present, you don’t see many animals, Pride said. 

The water has been clear lately, but the visibility underwater can also be very poor. Sometimes, the divers can only see five feet away near the surface of the water and almost nothing down near the bottom.

“It can be kind of spooky, but in the summertime” when dead zone conditions are present, Pride said, “you don’t have to worry about anything out there to get you.”
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