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Scientists Discover Sea Worms Which Prefer
Very High Temperatures

Animals Previous news  ::  Next news

01:41 AM, April 14th 2006
by Gabriela

Scientist have made a new fascinating discovery related to
the fauna hidden within the depths of the sea – worms
which dwell at deep-sea hydrothermal vents and, given the
choice, prefer to live in places where temperatures reach
45-55 degrees Celsius (113-131 degrees Fahrenheit), the
highest thermal preference of any animal studied until now.

This unique preference for extreme temperatures may be
the undersea worms' meal ticket, since they are apparently
the only animals able to access - and feast on - lush mats
of bacteria that thrive around deep-sea vents. 

Authors Peter R. Girguis of Harvard University and
Raymond W. Lee of Washington State University studied
Paralvinella sulfincola, a member of the Alvinellidae family
of worms dwelling at ocean depths of some 2,200 meters
off the Pacific coast of Washington.

When the researchers placed them within a special high-pressure seawater aquarium with a sharp
temperature gradient, these worms chose to remain at roughly 50 degrees Celsius for the duration of a
seven-hour experiment.

For seven hours the worms chose to remain at around 50 degrees Celsius, performing their normal behaviors.
Other inhabitants of equally inhospitable environments are known to die fairly quickly under such conditions;
in one previous study of desert fire ants, all died within one minute of exposure to a temperature of 55
degrees Celsius. Such ants will survive brief forays into similarly hot areas to obtain food, but do not choose
to remain in superheated environs as Alvinellids do. 

"We speculate that these worms have evolved to prefer and tolerate these temperatures because it allows
them to graze on bacterial lawns that no other organism can access", Girguis says. "Bacteria can survive
much higher temperatures than animals, and often grow in lush mats, or lawns, in areas too hot to support
animal life."

(Note: image courtesy of newport.pmel.noaa.gov)
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