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Benthic life under thick ice
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The Ross Ice Shelf in southern McMurdo Sound is an impen-
etrable barrier to marine biologists; however, there are a few
spots where biologists have set traps or made scuba dives (Lit-
tlepage and Pearse 1962; Dayton and Oliver 1977) and sampled
isolated spots. Our field team used a deep submersible camera
(figure) to make several benthic photographic surveys along
tidal cracks and rifts at White Island (50-, 140-, and 150-meter
depths), Heald Island (130- and 200-meter depths), The Strand
Moraines (140-meter depth) and near Scott Base (200- and 316-
meter depths). While the early workers assumed that life in
these areas was sparse, our results corroborate more recent
work at White Island (Dayton and Oliver 1977; Knox 1981;
Kooyman unpublished photographs) which shows that the
strong southerly current advects nutrients to support a rich and
varied biota and 25-30 well nourished Weddell seals. The cam-
era surveys cover many meters each and give good data on the
degree of patchiness of the bottom fauna.

Preliminary analyses of these photo transects show that the
Scott Base and White Island bottom communities are similar to
those off McMurdo Station -in that they are dominated by rich
associations of sponges and bryozoans (Dayton et al. 1974). The
pattern from McMurdo Station—that zonation of bryozoans
becomes more dominant than sponges in deeper depths
(Dayton 1979)—appears to hold on some transects of the pres-
ent survey but not in others. This may result from growth
differences on very steep cliffs (Scott Base) and steep unstable
cobble (White Island) bottoms. Both The Strand Moraines and
the shallow Heald Island surveys showed benthic communities
intermediate between those observed at White Island and Car-
wood Valley (Dayton and Oliver 1977) because they had patches
of bryozoans on a cobble bottom. The deeper Heald Island
transect was over a muddy bottom reminiscent of the relatively
depauperate New Harbor sites (Dayton and Oliver 1977).

The explanation of these patterns rests with understanding
the complicated hydrographic regimes of southern McMurdo
Sound. Preliminary analysis of the oceanographic data taken
with each transect supports the rough model of strong shallow
southerly flow at Hut Point and White Island advecting much
pelagic plankton and a weak (perhaps deeper) northerly flow
along the west sound with no plankton (Dayton and Oliver
1977; Heath 1977).

Deep submersible camera suspended 30 meters below a seal hole.
This camera Is being used to survey by photographs the bottom of
the areas under shelf Ice. (Photographed by R.W. Davis.)
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