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IMAS Investigator voyage catches rare glimpse of erupting Australian volcano
Australian and international scientists on board the CSIRO’s Marine National Facility research
vessel Investigator have taken rare footage of an eruption of the Big Ben volcano on remote
sub-Antarctic Heard Island (see below for details on downloading video footage, interviews
and photos).
Big Ben, which includes the 2,745 m tall Mawson Peak, the highest mountain on Australian
territory north of Antarctica, is known to have erupted at least three other times since
2000. But the remoteness of Heard Island and the neighbouring McDonald Islands, also an
active volcano, means eruptions are rarely glimpsed by people and usually only recognised
from sparse satellite images.
Investigator is circling the islands on the sub-Antarctic Kerguelen Plateau as part of a voyage
led by the University of Tasmania’s Institute for Marine and Antarctic Studies (IMAS) to study
the link between active volcanoes on the seafloor and the mobilisation of iron which enriches
and supports life in the Southern Ocean.
The voyage’s Chief Scientist, IMAS Professor and geophysicist Mike Coffin, said the sighting of
an erupting Big Ben was a surprising but welcome bonus. “Seeing vapour emanating from
both of Australia’s active volcanoes and witnessing an eruption at Mawson Peak have been
an amazing coda to this week’s submarine research. We have 10 excited geoscientists aboard
Investigator, and our enthusiasm has spread to our 50 shipmates,” Professor Coffin said.

Jodi Fox, a PhD candidate in Earth Sciences at the University of Tasmania, has now fulfilled
long-held ambitions to see Heard Island and to observe an eruption of Mawson Peak. “I’m
doing my PhD on Heard Island volcanism, and to see lava emanating from Mawson Peak and
flowing down the flank of Big Ben over a glacier has been incredible. Given persistent cloud
cover and generally foul weather, I didn’t think we’d even see Mawson Peak on this voyage,”
Ms Fox said.
Although only three weeks into their 58-day voyage, scientists on board Investigator have
already identified more than 50 potential underwater hydrothermal plumes using shipboard
sonar systems that image the seafloor and water column.
The scientists are using a deep-tow camera to photograph and video the sea floor, and are
carrying out water and seafloor sampling to establish if the plumes represent hydrothermal
systems associated with active underwater volcanoes.
If the IMAS voyage proves that iron from underwater volcanoes exerts control on the
dynamics of phytoplankton blooms and fertilising the Southern Ocean, it will be the first
proven link globally between solid Earth processes associated with hotspot volcanism and
oceanic biological processes.
Phytoplankton are the foundation of life in the Southern Ocean ecosystem and contribute at
least half of the oxygen in our atmosphere, as well as impacting carbon, nitrogen, silicon and
sulphur, which influence our Earth’s entire climate system.
The remote Australian Territory of Heard Island and McDonald Islands is 4,100 km south-west
of Perth and 1,750 kilometres north of Australia’s base at Davis Station in Antarctica.
The RV Investigator research voyage led by IMAS’s Professor Mike Coffin departed Fremantle
on 8 January and ends in Hobart on 5 March. On board are 26 scientists and students from
IMAS, the Antarctic Climate and Ecosystems CRC, the University of Tasmania, the Australian
National University, CSIRO, the University of New South Wales, Pierre et Marie Curie
University/CNRS’s (France) Microbial Oceanography Laboratory (LOMIC), the University of
Western Brittany’s (France) European Institute for Marine Studies (IUEM), and the Scripps
Institution of Oceanography, University of California, San Diego. Three artists, 11 Marine
National Facility science support staff, and 20 ship’s crew complete the ship’s complement.
This Project is supported through funding from the Australian Government’s Australian
Research Council, Australian Antarctic Science Grant Program, and the Australia Council for
the Arts.
Photos, video rushes and interviews about the Big Ben eruption and the identification of
potential underwater volcanic plumes are available at:
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/eqh21jltfetg1t6/AADN3_KFAl0ej_1rf7yIJ2R5a?dl=0
Further information on the voyage is available at:
·
http://www.imas.utas.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/784981/IMASInvestigator-voyage-departure.pdf

·
·

http://www.imas.utas.edu.au/home/home-features/imas-investigator-voyage
http://blog.csiro.au/investigator

