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Chief Scientist Report #2 (15-21 May 2006)

We have completed 27 stations this week (No. 22-50, see attached map) due to the low ice cover and stability of the USCGC Healy as a platform. We are, on average, completing 4 stations per day. The weather turned windy on Monday, May 15, due to a major low pressure system in the area, such that some stations were not fully completed, although we successfully occupied them after the weather calmed down. We also held our first teacher conference call with 7 schools on Monday, May 15. Captain Dan Oliver, Samantha Barlow, Patty Janes, Ruth Cooper, Lee Cooper and Jackie Grebmeier were in attendance  and fielded questions from school children from New York to Gambell, Alaska for nearly an hour.


Sampling has proceeded at a steady pace, working 24 hrs per day, 7 days per week. On Wed., May 17, after completing station 27, we undertook a small multi-beam survey in the “hot spot” benthic productivity region southwest of St. Lawrence Island (SLI) to try to differentiate depth differences that could affect carbon deposition. This was begun overnight to utilize the ship when over the side operations were suspended due to high winds and sea rolls. We continued water and sediment sampling once the weather calmed down the following 24 hrs.

On Thursday, May 18, Jim Lovvorn, who had flown off the previous week via Gambell to initiate a overflight survey in the northern Bering Sea for spectacled eiders, flew to Savoonga on SLI for the return pickup. While in Savoonga he met with members of the community and also discussed our science project with the local school. Jim stayed in Savoonga overnight due to weather delays. The helo successfully flew into Savoonga on Friday, May 19 to pick up Jim Lovvorn and our local Savoonga community participant, Mr. Pungowiyi. 

Once completing the grid south of SLI, including a few station reoccupations where specific events were postponed due to weather (see attached map), we consulted with community leaders in Gambell and moved past the village during the night along the U.S. – Russian convention line to minimize any disturbance of on-going subsistence hunting. We then began sampling northwest of SLI on Sat. May 20 and are currently proceeding northward. We have primarily been in open water, with only sporadic ice fields along our path. We will return Mr. Pungowiyi to Savoonga today before moving out of helo flight range.

We have been sailing under cloudy conditions and in variable ice cover that is receding quickly. However, the sun broke through during the last few days and the weather is beautiful, blue skies, and clear by the afternoon as we sail north of SLI in primarily open water. We have seen herds of walrus, bearded seals, some whales and many types of birds, including an owl. South of SLI, most bottom waters are located near the freezing point of seawater. Only a few data points showed warmer, relatively saline water possibly originating from the Bering Slope region. The densest water was found closest to the south side of SLI, likely originating from a branch of the Anadyr Current or could be the remainder of bottom water formed in the winter in the SLI polynya (SLIP). Chlorophyll concentrations in the water column have been very high, up to 20 µg L-1, and up to 800 mg m-2 integrated over the whole water column.  This reflects an on-going diatom bloom that remains for now in the upper water column.  We are also beginning to see a sinking of the chlorophyll biomass at some stations in the water column and increases in chlorophyll deposited on the sea floor. Zooplankton and both benthic infauna and epifauna have been collected during the cruise and will form the basis of food web studies as prey for spectacled eiders (SPEI) and for long-term evaluation of ecosystem status coincident with the reduced ice extent and duration being observed in the study region. Various fish species have been collected, including Bering flounder, sculpin, snailfish, Arctic cod, and Walleye Pollock. 

From 9 to 17 May, we flew about 12 h of helicopter surveys south of St Lawrence Island.  We covered all but the northeast corner of the study grid, and included a much tighter set of lines in the “hot spot” of high benthic productivity where SPEI congregate during March-April.  As expected, walruses were most abundant in the northwestern part of the area.  Also as expected, no SPEI were sighted. Shipboard sitings have included a total of 867 marine birds (17 species), and 90 marine mammals (5 species) during the survey. The most abundant marine birds are murres including both the common and thick-billed species.  Walruses have been the most common marine mammal observed and were recorded throughout the survey area. Other species of interests that have been observed include: ribbon seal, bearded seal, northern pintails, McKay’s bunting, black and pigeon guillemots, and ivory gulls. 

After completing our grid north of SLI, we will return to the SLIP area via Sphanberg Strait and resample a subset of stations to investigate that bloom/post bloom status, deposition of materials to the seabed and whether new material is incorporated into benthic prey and are being recycling by the underlying sediments. The goal of this follow-up sampling is to track the settling of the spring bloom and variability in the physical and biological system during this season.

Respectfully,

Jackie Grebmeier

HLY0601, Chief Scientist
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