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Local versus Distant-Water Research








To meet the InstituteÕs objectives, MBARI researchers must work at both local and distant water sites.  The operational challenge is to address significant research problems while maintaining operational excellence and a reasonable balance between short and longer cruises.  MBARIÕs research originated in Monterey Bay waters.  It continues within the Bay and just beyond.  Most of Monterey Canyon lies outside Monterey Bay sensu strictu, but it is a natural extension of our home study area and is not considered Òdistant waterÓ for the purpose of this discussion. Distant waters are defined as those where MBARI vessels operate from ports other than Moss Landing.





At present, the R/V Point Lobos and ROV Ventana rarely operate away from Moss Landing.  This will remain true in the future.  Monterey Bay has numerous compelling study sites and an extensive area with depths shallower than 1,000m Ð the optimum depth range for Ventana.  Distant-port logistics for a day boat are too time and resource consuming to encourage many R/V Point Lobos cruises away from Moss Landing.





The R/V Western Flyer and ROV Tiburon will also operate from Moss Landing for most of the time during the next two years, as the new systems are shaken down and we learn how to take full advantage of the new capabilities of the vessel and the ROV. Expeditions away from Moss Landing will initially be limited to one or two per year.





Monterey Bay is an exceptional area for research because of its strong upwelling, high biological productivity, cold seeps and associated communities, and canyon environments that create a “natural laboratory” for time series studies. The proximity of deep water in Monterey Canyon is ideal for the development and testing of new instruments and operational techniques developed at MBARI and elsewhere. Microwave links support our research as well as real-time educational collaborations with the Monterey Bay Aquarium. We are not likely to lack for creative research opportunities in this region for the foreseeable future. 





At the same time, however, if we are to address first order science questions, we must go to locations where those problems are well expressed. Experimentation is fundamental to modern science, yet the scale and scope of most oceanic processes are such that they cannot be manipulated experimentally by marine researchers. To accommodate this limitation, we have learned to seek out places where naturally-occurring variations in basic environmental parameters can reveal, through comparison, the ways in which these parameters affect the biological, geological, chemical, and physical processes we wish to study. By working in appropriate distant waters, we can take advantage of “natural experiments.”





Driven by significant scientific questions related to their areas of expertise, MBARI scientists have proposed expeditions to the following Òdistant waterÓ areas:





Eel River shelf and slope area off northern California


Later this year, Dan Orange and Peter Brewer will lead this R/V Point Lobos/Ventana expedition to Northern California to study active cold seeps and the occurrence of clathrates at the seafloor.





Gulf of California, Mexico


In the spring of 1998, Bruce Robison seeks to lead an R/V Western Flyer/Tiburon cruise with Dan Orange, Debra Stakes, Jim Barry, Francisco Chavez and Ed DeLong, in collaboration with Jim Childress from UCSB, to the Sea of Cortez (Gulf of California). They will study the physiology of vent animals, buried hydrothermal systems, and anoxic basins, in this region of restricted ocean circulation.





Gorda/Juan de Fuca Ridges off the Pacific Northwest


In the summer of 1999, Debra Stakes, Dave Clague, Ed DeLong, Jim Barry and Bruce Robison plan to take the R/V Western Flyer and ROV Tiburon to the Pacific Northwest. They will collaborate with the RIDGE bottom observatory group to investigate the impact of volcanism and hydrothermal activity on the biology, chemistry and geology of the ridge crest.





In future years, additional sites that appear to meet our criteria include the California borderland, off Los Angeles, Loihi seamount off Hawaii (the beginning of the next island in the Hawaiian chain), and additional seamounts west of California.





In summary, we propose to continue to focus on studies of Monterey Bay and its contiguous waters.  When important scientific questions so dictate, however, we will go further afield.  In either case, MBARI is committed to supporting live video transmissions and other educational interactions with the Monterey Bay Aquarium. Our threefold commitment to excellence Ð in scientific research, in the development of new technology to support that research, and in our educational collaborations Ð will determine the relative effort in the Bay and beyond.
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