R/V Belgica’s HERMES-Geo cruise unveils to classrooms a spectacular hotspot ecosystem: the Celtic Margin’s oyster cliffs
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The maiden voyage of Ghent University’s ROV GENESIS on-board R/V Belgica has succeeded in contributing to several objectives of the EU-projects HERMES and EURODOM. The principle mission of this cruise was to test the capabilities of this new instrumentation in the safe waters of the Douarnenez embayment, in the more challenging French canyon systems on the Celtic margin and on the cold-water coral rich deep seabed west of Ireland. In doing so, new discoveries of biological and geological processes in these “hotspot” areas were achieved. 

GENESIS : a new actor in margin ecosystem research

Barely delivered end of May 2006, Ghent University’s ROV for deep reef research GENESIS embarked on board of R/V Belgica’s ‘HERMES-Geo’ cruise in Brest. Preliminary tests in the Bay of Douarnenez already allowed to fly over forests of brittle stars, all arms in upright position, with pectens swiftly flapping about when the ROV approached. Once sea state permitted, GENESIS made its maiden dives off the Banc de la Chapelle, on the Celtic margin, down to 700 m. 

The French canyon system near the Banc de la Chapelle offered a perfect location for rigorous trials of GENESIS: reported cold-water coral finds, rugged topography and hydrodyamics in a setting linking the shelf seas to the deep marine realm. The area was first surveyed using R/V Belgica’s multibeam echosounder, imaging deep canyons and thalweg channels between prominent spurs where corals had been reported. Seismic lines provided a geological context and linked in to the existing seismostratigraphy. 

The Celtic margin deep-water oyster cliffs: a spectacular hotspot ecosystem

Two successful dives revealed a sandy-muddy seabed with curious bedforms and erosion exposing consolidated sedimentary sequences, often cut by vertical cliffs up to 10m high. At the base of the cliffs, fallen blocks provided settlement sites for sessile organisms whilst the cliffs and protruding banks revealed dense communities of oysters with occasional cold-water coral (Lophelia). Though deep-water ‘oyster banks’ had already been reported earlier by Le Danois (1948) on the base of dredgings, these dramatic seascapes had remained largely hidden to the human eye up to now.

The weather and sea were less kind in Irish waters, although seeking shelter in shallow water also allowed further dives in the clear waters off the Irish west coast. Relaying these findings by satellite directly into the school classrooms through an interactive communication link consolidated the success and relevance of this exercise with the objectives of these European initiatives.

With further operations scheduled from Denmark Strait to the Antarctic, passing over New Zealand, GENESIS holds promises of a diligent workhorse for hotspot ecosystem research.

Meet the German and Belgian classrooms that joined ‘live’ R/V Belgica’s HERMES-Geo cruise through a satellite link and read the day-by-day logbook written by young researchers and MSc students on board ! Just click the Class@Ocean website: http://www.vliz.be/projects/classatoceans/index.htm,
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The tethered management system containing the GENESIS ROV, launched from R/V Belgica.
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Video image of a protruding bank, covered with oysters
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Detail of an oyster community
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A ‘Marelac’ (Marine and Lacustrine Sciences) MSc student getting instructed in ROV operations

