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GULF OF MEXICO, 30 miles offshore, 2 p.m. Tuesday – Scientists have a way of making everything more complicated.

For example, if you wanted to see how salty our water was, we’d probably just taste it, right? Not the Pelican research team. 

When you’re studying the dead zone and the microscopic organism that create it, precision is everything. Here’s a look at how they collected data on their fourth stop of the day. 

In the first photo, LUMCON researchers Melissa Baustian (left) and Lora Pride guide a Conductivity Temperature and Depth meter back onto the boat, after Pelican chief engineer Jack Pennington (in the window) has lowered it 60 feet to the bottom of the Gulf of Mexico. There, the instrument measured all sorts of variables, such as temperature, salt levels and light. 
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Next, Pride lowers a bucket into the Gulf to scoop some water off the top. This is the part that makes sense to us simple-minded journalists. 

	






Meanwhile, Baustian collects water from the bottom. Pennington lowered Niskin bottle to the sea floor, where it allowed water in and closed up. He then hauled it back onto the boat, where Baustian is emptying the bottom water into a container to take into the laboratory. Adam Sapp, another researcher, steadies the bottle while Baustian pours. 

	





In the lab, Pride filters some of the samples to collect phytoplankton, a tiny plantlike organism that thrives in the runoff from the Misssissippi, leading to the creation of the dead zone. 
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Finally, Sapp places some water samples in a liquid nitrogen container to preserve it for later study. 


-- Robert Morris, senior staff writer
livefromthedeadzone@yahoo.com
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