
 

Scientists call for more research on how
human activities affect the seabed

September 25 2017

  
 

  

Microbes and seabed microscopic invertebrates interact in continental shelf
sediments to play a major role in the biogeochemical cycling of organic matter.
Credit: Bangor University

A group of UK scientists, co-ordinated by the University of
Southampton, has published extensive research into how industry and
environmental change are affecting our seafloors, but say more work is
needed to help safeguard these complex ecosystems and the benefits
they provide to people for the future.

Researchers from eight institutions and organisations have worked
together to examine areas of sea or ocean located on the UK continental
shelf to understand the sensitivity of these systems to human activities.
The societal importance of these ecosystems extends beyond food
production to include biodiversity, carbon cycling and storage, waste
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disposal, nutrient cycling, recreation and renewable energy.

Martin Solan, lead principal investigator and Professor in Marine
Ecology at the University of Southampton, comments: "Our seafloors are
teaming with life, from microscopic organisms, to larger creatures such
as fish and crabs. All interact as part of a complex system which plays a
vital role in maintaining the health of the seabed and the rest of food
web.

"Human intervention, such as fishing, pollution and activities causing
climate change are all affecting these finely balanced ecosystems.
Collectively, our research provides us with a new perspective on how the
seafloor is being modified, for better or for worse, – but more research
is now needed to understand the longer-term consequences of such
change for the wider environment and for society at large."

Scientists from Bangor University's School of Ocean Sciences studied
the effects of human interference, from activities such as bottom-
trawling, on how nitrogen is recycled on sandy and muddy sea-beds.
They found that activities such as trawling were changing animal
communities in the seabed which in turn affected microbial
communities responsible for nitrogen cycling. This, in turn, may affect
other processes taking place in the water column.

Research paper author, Dr Marija Sciberras, commented:

"Our results emphasize the importance of the composition and structure
of the invertebrate and microbial communities which exist on the seabed
for sustaining the interchange of chemicals within these sediments. We
also showed that disruptions to the seabed can also have consequent
disruptions to other vital ecosystem functions and services between the
water column and the seabed environment. This, in turn, may affect the
productivity of our seas and industries such as fisheries." 
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Dr Phil Williamson, from the University of East Anglia, who helped
coordinate this research programme, commented: "Much of what
happens in the sea is out of sight and out of mind. This study has
provided a wealth of insights into the natural recycling processes that are
literally at the base of marine ecosystems, underpinning the many
benefits that we obtain from the sea."

  More information: The Shelf Sea Biogeochemistry Special Issue can
be found at: link.springer.com/journal/10533/135/1/page/1
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