
 

Why the world needs the humble glass sponge
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Glass sponges filter water as they feed, but too much sediment in the water can
cause them to stop feeding, which could affect their health, according to new
UAlberta research. Credit: Wikimedia Commons, CC BY 2.0

Recent research from the University of Alberta reveals how fishing
practices like trawling may be affecting the health of sponges that act
like natural water filters.

Biologist Sally Leys and colleagues looked at the difficulty deep-water 
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sponges face living in water contaminated by suspended sediment.

Sponges constantly filter the water they live in, feeding on bacteria and
improving the water quality, Leys explained, adding she knows of a
sponge reef so dense that it filters 170 metres of water column each day.

But when water has suspended sediment, a sponge struggles to filter it.

"It coughs and it coughs and it coughs until it's chucked it all out," said
Leys, who has been studying sponges for more than 20 years.

The new study, conducted at the Fraser Ridge sponge reef in the Georgia
Strait in British Columbia, provides the first evidence of the sponges'
response to suspended sediment in its natural environment. The research
indicates that, in an environment with suspended sediment, sponges will
stop filtering water—in other words, stop feeding—to prevent harming
themselves. But prolonged lack of feeding likely also results in poor
health for sponges, Leys noted.

Along with filtering water, sponges are a source of food for fish and
other sea creatures, and they give off ammonia that acts as a fertilizer
for plankton. Sponges also provide a habitat for other animals that take
up residence in their nooks and crannies.

"It is a very barren, not-healthy spot without this kind of habitat," said
Leys. "Where there's good water flowing, there should be sponges."

The paper, "Suspended Sediment Causes Feeding Current Arrests in situ
in the Glass Sponge Aphrocallistes vastus," was published last month in
Marine Environmental Research.

  More information: Nathan Grant et al. Suspended sediment causes
feeding current arrests in situ in the glass sponge Aphrocallistes vastus, 

2/3

https://phys.org/tags/sponges/
https://phys.org/tags/water+quality/
https://phys.org/tags/water+column/


 

Marine Environmental Research (2018). DOI:
10.1016/j.marenvres.2018.02.020

Provided by University of Alberta

Citation: Why the world needs the humble glass sponge (2018, March 23) retrieved 25 April
2024 from https://phys.org/news/2018-03-world-humble-glass-sponge.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

3/3

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.marenvres.2018.02.020
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.marenvres.2018.02.020
https://phys.org/news/2018-03-world-humble-glass-sponge.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

