Battelle Northwest

Surface ships, a mini-sub, a habitat and other gear will work a full schedule.

COBB SEAMOUNT

Leaving the diving research to others, Project Sea Use
will study an entire mountain beneath the Pacific waves

by Jonathan Eberhart

A mysterious concentration of sea
birds, hunting for fish some 270 miles
off the Washington coast in supposedly
open ocean, startled crewmen of the
U.S. oceanographic research ship John
N. Cobb during a voyage in 1950. In-
vestigation revealed a vast underwater
mountain, rising steeply from the 8,500-
foot-deep sea floor to a flat, 20-acre
plateau only 112 feet below the surface
of the northeastern Pacific Ocean and
forming a shallow home for the other-
wise deeper-running fish.

Tens of millions of years ago, the
mountain was a thundering volcano.
Today, as the Cobb Seamount, it is
about to become a natural scientific
laboratory, aiding in studies ranging
from pesticide levels in fish to un-
crackable codes for submarines.

At least three universities, two pri-
vate research organizations, the Bureau
of Commercial Fisheries, the Navy, the

Environmental Science Services Admin-
istration and several private companies
are likely to become involved during
the two or three years of a conglomer-
ate program known as Project Sea Use.
Surface ships, deep-diving research sub-
marines, a manned bottom habitat and
a towering, 150-foot equipment mast
are all part of the broadly based plan.

What Project Sea Use is not, how-
ever, is almost as important as what it
is. It is emphatically not a Sealab-type
investigation of the problems and prom-
ises of living in the sea, says Project
Coordinator Ward Swift of Battelle Me-
morial Institute, which has the big job
of steering the many participants to-
gether into a smoothly working or-
ganization. There will be no biomedical
experiments, no physiological research.
The Cobb Seamount will be the whole
show; its exploration and exploitation
the primary goals.

f

Seamount revealed: 1950 sounding.

There are about 100 other submerged
mountains off the northwestern U.S.,
and many more around other parts of
the coastline, but the Cobb Seamount
was an almost inevitable choice. The
only other one well out to sea that
comes closer to the surface than about
2,400 feet, says Swift, is some 750
miles north, off Canada’s Queen Char-
lotte Islands. It would be much more
difficult to supply, as well as inhospi-
tably cold for diving.

Other qualities make the Cobb Sea-
mount a prime choice for research.
Most of the northwestern U.S. weather
passes over it, making it an ideal loca-
tion for an advance monitoring station.
Because it reaches high enough to ab-
sorb a substantial amount of sunlight,
it is a biologist’s and ecologist’s para-
dise, teeming with marine flora and
fauna, undisturbed by activity on the
mainland.
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In addition, it is clean. Aerosols and
dust particles in the atmosphere can be
measured with great precision, freed
from the pollution of a ship’s exhaust.
Dissolved chemicals in the water can be
similarly analyzed without the biologi-
cal and industrial contamination found
nearer to shore.

The seamount’s greatest value, how-
ever, may be that it provides a stable
platform for instruments. The exchange
of heat, water vapor, radiation and
particle motion between the sea and air
can be only roughly measured from
floating platforms, the researchers point
out, and the problem is at its worst dur-
ing violent weather when the data
would be of greatest interest. The Cobb
site has some of the worst weather in
the northeast Pacific, says Swift, and
meteorologists are looking forward to
the chance for rock-steady monitoring.

Originally, Project Sea Use was to
have been carried out in one glorious
burst of activity in the summer of 1969.
Then the financial cramps began to set
in. The planners soon realized that even
the program’s relatively small $2 mil-
lion tab was not going to be payable all
at once. The schedule was stretched to
two years, then three. Even at that rate,
much of the cost will be defrayed
through loans of equipment and services.

It is in just that spirit, in fact, that
the project will get going next month,
when ESSA’s 303-foot research vessel
Oceanographer will crisscross the Cobb

Regular retail prices on all books. site taking depth readings, gathering
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—_——————————————— (| out the locale for the research projects

Cut Almost Any Material
With NAVAL Round Saw

to follow. That, together with other
surveys, will be Project Sea Use 1.

Sea Use 2, next summer, will include
the making of detailed photo-mosaics of
the entire seamount plateau, similar to
the mosaic lunar maps assembled from
Surveyor and Lunar Orbiter spacecraft

Cut materials
you never

photos. Most of the activity at the site
: has to take place in frenetic, 40-day
could cut with )
o circolar saw || spurts during July and August, because
before. Brass, copper, ceramic tile, alumi- || the weather simply gets too violent for
num, sheet melal,‘slate, stone, fiberglass, precise work at other times.
brick, cement, stainless and ether steels The other big event of the project’s
second phase will be the construction of
the giant equipment mast. Looking like
a radio tower, the mast will be fes-
tooned like a Christmas tree with doz-
ens of instruments to measure currents,
tides, waves, sound velocity and other
characteristics of the water and air.
Though it will be a basically simple de-
sign, it is not being taken lightly. Ore-
gon State University built a cylindrical
buoy 180 feet high and anchored it on
the wave-wracked seamount in July
(SN: 7/13, p. 35). The same month a
passing ship shattered the plans of the
osuU oceanographers (who have since
joined the Sea Use team) when it re-
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Besides Cobb, only Hodgkins Seamount comes near the surface.

ported seeing the top five-sixths of the
mast floating on its side near the site.

The project will finally flower in the
summer of 1970. The mast will be in-
stalled, along with a power supply
(possibly an isotope generator) to keep
its many instruments operating un-
attended for a year. In addition, a
specially equipped support ship will
lower into place a four-or-five-man
habitat, now being developed by the
Oceanic Foundation of Hawaii, one of
Sea Use’s four original collaborators.
(The others, besides Battelle, are the
University of Washington and Honey-
well, Inc.)

Saturation diving (SN: 9/7, p. 240)
will allow the divers to stay at depth
for as long as desired. The present plan
is for two teams to spend 20 days each
on the bottom, making maximum use
of the calm season. The habitat itself
will be about nine feet in diameter
and 40 feet long, almost exactly the
same size as the Navy’s Sealab I. The
divers, however, will be the project
scientists themselves, many of whom
are already proficient, rather than bor-
rowed Sealab aquanauts.

One of the principal concerns,
says Swift, will be to keep the. habitat
connected to its power-providing sup-
port ship in the rough seas. In case the
umbilical cables should come loose, the
structure will have emergency bat-
teries, and a duplicate set of lines will
be hanging ready from a nearby buoy.

Though not yet officially involved in
the project, the Navy has already shown
an interest, and part of the experimental
agenda calls for research into acoustic
holography as a possible source of “effi-
cient, virtually unbreakable coding tech-
niques to transmit secure information.”

Vice Admiral Turner F. Caldwell, di-

rector of the Navy’s antisubmarine
warfare programs, has pointed out an-
other significance of such on-site re-
search—perhaps its most important
one. “Such a functioning laboratory,”
he said recently, “would furnish an ex-
cellent means for developing legal con-
cepts of utilization and occupation of
real estate at the sea floor.”

There are no legal precedents for
establishing claims to the sea floor
(SN: 9/7, p. 240), nor even any ac-
cepted procedures for making them.
The United Nations has long been
unable to agree on a unified approach
for study of the problem. At least,
therefore, Project Sea Use may offer a
benchmark for discussion.

It is science and technology, how-
ever, not politics, which motivate the
Sea Use teams. More than two dozen
scientists are already involved, and
more are likely to join.

Their plans include:

e tracking of radioisotopes to mea-
sure air and water movements.

e a study of pesticide residues in
fish, which may lead to an estimate of
the full worldwide load of pesticides in
the atmosphere.

e analysis of what will reportedly be
the first magnetically oriented rock
samples ever collected from ocean-bot-
tom basalt, with the possibility of being
better able to trace the ancient wander-
ings of earth’s magnetic poles.

This will not be the first time that
scientists have visited the Cobb Sea-
mount. Various Government agencies
have sponsored expeditions there in at
least half a dozen different years since
its discovery. But this trip is the big
one. With biomedical studies left to
Sealab, it is a sign that man is ready to
meet the ocean on its own terms. <
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