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K_a]j ]_e`e§ _]pekj( pda kpdan ?K2 lnk^hai6 
dks hkjc sehh heba naoeop;
Gkjcobfkn` .,-,  ) Atlhknejc pda bqpqna kb pda =n_pe_ K_a]j

Pda peia pn]rahhejc oq^i]neja
There is a little of Jules Verne, Amundsen and Darwin in 
the incredible experiment that we have just started at Ny 
Ålesund during these last few days of May 2010.

The sun turns 360° without ever setting, the snow is 
melting and the arctic summer is approaching. The fjord 
eo § hha` sepd iecn]pknu ̂ en`o( pdkoa penahaoo pn]rahhano sdk 
have crossed thousands of kilometres in order to make 
the most of the abundant food offered by the ocean here. 
The gold medal must surely go to the arctic tern, who 
goes to soak up a bit of sun in the Antarctic when win-
ter arrives here, and comes back to breed every summer 
having completed a return journey of around 40,000 km 
without emitting one gram of fossil fuel CO2!

Surrounded by these amazing migrators, about forty of us 
European scientists have gathered in Ny Ålesund to try 

out a completely different kind of journey: an exploration 
of the future in this forever hostile, fascinating and mys-
terious environment which the ocean remains to us ter-
restrial human beings. The fjord appears to be untouched, 
but thousands of kilometres to the south, CO2 waste pro-
duced by billions of humans is spreading throughout the 
atmosphere and, due to the cold temperatures, is entering 
the ocean here more quickly than anywhere else. Within 
the depths of the richest waters on the globe, we are 
looking for answers to a nagging question: how will all 
this life in the ocean cope with this brutal intoxication of 
CO2 that we are subjecting it to?

Ej kn`an pk ]josan pdeo mqaopekj( ep pkkg qo § ra ua]no pk 
design, build prototypes, redesign and test one of the 
most audacious biological „reaction machines“ in oceano-
graphic history: nine “mesocosms”, nine columns of sea-
water imprisoned within the fjord to be experimented on 

]p kqn haeoqna*  =p § nop 
sight, the experiment 
seems really simple : 
big plastic cylinders (2m 
in diameter by 15m in 
depth, i.e. around 55m3) 
will be used to isolate 
columns of water out in 
pda bfkn` ]j` pk ]npe§ )
cially increase the con-
centration of CO2 inside 
them, in order to observe 
the effects on living or-
ganisms such as algae 
and other plankton. To 
simulate the conditions Ny Alesund, international research station and northernmost human settlement.
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-.,, gi bnki pda Jknpd Lkha( eo `a`e_]pa` pk ]hh lqleho( pa]_dano( ]j` cajan]h lq^he_ seod)
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predicted for different periods of time in the future and 
to compare the effects, we will progressively increase the 
concentration of CO2 from one mesocosm to another: just 
like a real submarine travelling through marine time!

Ju Ýhaoqj`( pda op]npejc lkejp bkn 
cna]p =n_pe_ atlhkn]pekj
>qp pdeo fkqnjau ejpk pda bqpqna eo ] decdhu neogu o_eajpe§_ 
and human adventure, in the tradition of the great po-
lar expeditions - just like Roald Amundsen who took off 
from this very same place on board the airship Norge to 
reach the North Pole in 1926. In our case the main risks 
are resulting from the fragility of the plastic sheets: an 
iceberg heading in the wrong direction can destroy the 
mesocosms at any moment - the fjord is under around-
the-clock binocular surveillance - not to mention what a 
playful curious polar bear is capable of... We also faced 
numerous logistical challenges, for getting all the heavy 
metallic structures for the mesocosms here, as well as the 
o_eajpe§_ pa]io bnki ]hh kran Aqnkla ]j` araj ?dej]( ]j` 
the mobile laboratories necessary for processing the sam-
pling that will be carried out for 6 weeks.

Human exposure in modern Arctic research of course has 
nothing to do with the perils faced by the explorers of 
past centuries, but draconian safety measures remind us 
of them: it is forbidden to leave without a gun, com-
pulsory even at sea to keep away the polar bears that 

Icebergs could crush our precious mesocosms and destroy years 
of work in minutes... fortunately, they are easy to move away 
(picture by Ulf Riebesell) 

sometimes may cross the base; heavy survival wetsuits 
must be donned at sea to avoid dying in minutes in case 
you fall into the water which is only 1°C.

This human vulnerability to the forces of nature is the very 
essence of polar regions, which perhaps hits the newly 
arrived traveller in Ny Ålesund the hardest. Everything 
reminds us that we are mere intruders here tolerated by 
the real masters of the place: the reindeers and foxes that 
stroll around the houses, and the terns that arrive each 
year on the 1st of June, with astonishing punctuality, and 
nest even in the middle of the road. Beware of getting too 
_hkoa6 pdau `kj\p ¨u ]s]u( ^qp naolkj` eiia`e]pahu sepd 
piercing cries and very aggressive pecks!

All those years of preparation behind us, tests in the Bal-
tic Sea, months and months of preparing the logistics... 
pdaj hkjc saago kb l]_gejc ]j` pn]rahhejc( ]j` §j]hhu pda 
arrival in Ny Ålesund. This Sunday, 30th May, the crane on 
the Esperanza, the largest Greenpeace vessel come to lend 
an indispensable hand, is lifting the immense structures 
for the mesocosms and is carefully placing them one by 
one into the water.

The long plastic cylinders within which the fjord seawater 
is going to be isolated and experimented upon are slowly 
introduced lengthwise into the water, trapping at the 
same time a myriad of tiny organisms in suspension in the 
water - a net will prevent any organism larger than 3 mm 
from getting in: in this volume of water, there wouldn‘t be 
ajkqcd kb pdai pk ^a opq`ea` ej ] op]peope_]hhu oecje§_]jp 
way. Then we dive to the bottom of the cylinders to close 
them: being an oceanographer can sometimes mean work-
ing hard under water! We will also have to dive again to 
check the water tightness of the mesocosms, and despite 
our ultra-thick wetsuits sometimes we get out freezing 
from these long dives in icy waters.

It‘s the beginning of June, and you can see a mixture of 
tiredness, tension and jubilation on our faces - just like 
on the day of a rocket or space shuttle launch; under the 
midnight sun, the mesocosms are moored peacefully in 
the Kongsfjord. At last everything is ready to get the ma-
chine started, to alter the CO2 concentrations to simulate 
those throughout the 21st century, in other words, to 
launch the experiment into the future!




