MILLENNIUM SUPPLEMENT: BIODIVERSITY

NATIONAL

VOL. 195, NO. 2SS4 (/D% FEBRUARY 1999 GEOGRAPHIC
NATIONAL

EOGRAPHIC

FERRUARRY 19494

: Biodiversity: Taking Stock of Life iy Departments
st oty af I i Frovspritanble pl Becarting Millennium Moments
[ raCTr fry Blide 4 2 Lehiinad the Scomes
ELFLLFVY Hrm
B Ailleeeaee Supplement: Riodaeriiy Creoqraphica
# The "'.I'HrIE't of Life m Wilderness Headcount m e Lt
The Sixth Extinction m Restoring Madagascar Tashiback
l In SEdn:h of Snlutluns Species foa o O Screer
I ard, o r Earth Almenag
CRE T of NEEraCTING

U Assipamcn

BY VIEGINIA MOELLL PHOTOGRAPINS BY TRANS LANTING

A Under_.ﬁ.ntart:tic: Il:e i

The Cover

PHE RY

B I (j ]:} I ‘\r’r E B. S I T Y 143 F;::rest El.f:[;hant-s Inar

i .:' vrenily wer IF
PHOTTOHIRATHE MICHAFL PAY AN | MICHAFL KICHM &

T'he Fragile Web ”f_',“,‘“'"”" e

122 Anls and Flants—.ﬁ. Prafrtable Partne:shup

ARTICLE AND FHOTOCEAPHS B

orFricial joursat or Tue NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC SOCIETY wasminoTon, oo



With hurricane-force winds
and cald that can kill in min-
utes, Amtarctica’s surface
haosts little year-round life,
But benseath its frozan saas
lins one of Earth's most
stable and vibrant acosys
tems—and ona of its most
anchanting raalms.
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Article and photographs by NORBERT WU




‘Tt was like being suspended in space, as il we were birds ﬂ}'ing; und in a big room.”

here’s something special about peering beneath the bottom of
thie world. When Antarctica’s summer diving season begins in
September, the sun has been largely absent for six months, and the water,

virtually free of phytoplankl
} iyl

has recome as clear as any in the world

Visibility is measured not in feet but in football fields. “There was no
visual awareness of there being water,” says my diving colleague Peter
Bruegpeman. “Tt was like being suspenlod in space, as il we were birds fly
ing around in a big room." Tt felt as cold as outer space wo, With its freez
ing, poant lowered by saly,
the seawaler ix as cold as it

can get—28.8 degrees F—

an  equipment-breaking,
head-numbing  reminder
that this is a merciless
realm. Yet even an en-
counter with Antarctica’s
treachery—when my leg
cramped on a dive and the

L

el almost swept me

away—coukln’l keep me
from falling in love with the place. OF the hundreds of spots e dived,
this one, with its invisible warer and crystalline ceiling, stands apart, Only
Tere can you orbit an electric-blue iceberg (right] while being serenaded
by the ceric trills of Weddell seals. Only here will vou see huge inverte-

hrates—sponges the sise of bears or jellyfish with 30-foot tentacles
| ¥

(absorve ), Tndeed, these scas are full of surprises. Until recently scientists
thought that Antarctica’s waters, like the Arctic’s, had a relatively low
diversity of life; it now appears that Antarctic biodiversity is richer than
they had imagined. But you'd never guess it from the surface, amd it’s this
contrast that marine ecologist M. Dale Stokes says struck Bire most about

our dives: “There's this large, active, colorful community under thee e,

and then you come up through 2 g blizzard,”

ole into a ragi

Flwstograg ker MorrpsT W specializes in oocan cxplorativa.
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airholes in the ice. Safe from open-sea predators, this mother and pup show no fear of divers.

Waeddell seals stake their claim as the world's southernmost mammals by keeping year-round




whara ice crystals form on anything that doesn't mowve, animals can’t afford to be picky.

Sean stars gather beneath seal holes Lo feed on feces and other debrig. In the barren shallows




Because it's hard to study lile under ice, many Antarctic creatures are as novel lo science as they are to the eye.

With a flamenco flourish, a jallyfish tha giza

of @ barrel attrocts the camaora of aceanog-
rapher Stokes. “It was huge—just this big
pulsating living thing.” ho says, “not a
halpless litthe deifter like you think of most
plbyfigh.” With slow metabolisms and
relatively few pradators, many Anlarctic
invertehrates gqrow axcapticnally large
and live yoars longer than thair cousing

in warmer water. The pycnoganid, or sea
spidar, pictured above is the sire of a
human hand; most of the B0 pycnogonid
specins worldwide are smaller than a
lingernail. The sea stars on the preceding

pagas may live as long as 20 years.
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Emparor penguins waave contrails of bubbles through a sapphire sea. They need not be so agile above the ice; all the action—hunting and being hunted—lies benaath it




