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Microplastics in Arctic ecosystem discovered
August 4, 2021

Friedrich-Alexander-Universität Erlangen-Nürnberg

Around the Svalbard archipelago in the Arctic Ocean, rhodoliths made up of coralline red algae
provide ecological niches for a wide variety of organisms. A team of researchers has recently
discovered a large quantity of microplastics in this ecosystem.
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FULL STORY

Around the Svalbard archipelago in the Arctic Ocean, rhodoliths made up of coralline
red algae provide ecological niches for a wide variety of organisms. A team of
researchers from Friedrich-Alexander-Universität Erlangen-Nürnberg (FAU), the
University of Bayreuth and Senckenberg Research Institute in Wilhelmshaven has
recently discovered a large quantity of microplastics in this ecosystem.

Ecosystem engineers create habitat for many species

The variety of organisms found in the Arctic Ocean is often underestimated. In some areas, marine life is even
as diverse as that found on coral reefs. One reason for this diversity are rhodoliths, which are nodules
composed of coralline red algae that are slightly larger than a fist. There are a large number of ecological
niches on and between these rhodoliths and the rhodoliths of Svalbard have a special feature as they are
hollow.

This is because a certain type of mollusc bores cavities into the calcareous skeletons of the rhodoliths to hide
from predators. "At some point, the molluscs die off and the hollow nodule offers a perfect place to hide for
other organisms because of its hard calcareous shell," explains Dr. Sebastian Teichert from the Chair of
Palaeoenvironmental Research at FAU. "We can call the rhodoliths and the molluscs 'ecosystem engineers'
because they create a habitat for other organisms."

Microplastics found in every single mollusc

The researchers examined molluscs from various rhodoliths using spectroscopy and discovered microplastics
in every mollusc they examined. "As molluscs filter water when feeding and because a large proportion of the
Arctic is already contaminated with microplastics, we expected to find particles of microplastics, but not in this
quantity and variety," says Ines Pyko from the Professorship for Palaeontology at FAU. "We found up to 184
particles in some molluscs consisting of eight different types of plastic."

Impact on Arctic ecosystem unknown
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The impact of microplastics on the ecosystem are still unknown. Studies in the laboratory have already shown
that microplastics can cause inflammation in the tissue of molluscs. If the molluscs were no longer able to fulfil
their function as ecosystem engineers because of this contamination, this would also have consequences for
all the organisms that are protected by the hollow rhodoliths. In addition to climate change, this poses another
threat to this highly diverse Arctic ecosystem.
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Period, the time of the dinosaurs. At least this was the established view of palaeontologists all over the ...

Hope for One of the World's Rarest Primates: First Census of Zanzibar Red Colobus Monkey
Dec. 14, 2017 — A team of scientists recently completed the first-ever range-wide population census of the
Zanzibar red colobus monkey (Piliocolobus kirkii) an endangered primate found only on the Zanzibar ...

NASA's Aerial Survey of Polar Ice Expands Its Arctic Reach
Mar. 10, 2017 — For the past eight years, Operation IceBridge, a NASA mission that conducts aerial surveys
of polar ice, has produced unprecedented three-dimensional views of Arctic and Antarctic ice sheets, ...

Avalanches: A Force More Deadly Than Polar Bears
Feb. 17, 2017 — You might think that polar bears — and the potential for attack — are the biggest danger the
Norwegian arctic island archipelago of Svalbard. But avalanches kill far more people on Svalbard than ...
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