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A Continuous Plankton Recorder
survey of the North Pacific and
southern Bering Sea

Plankton—microscopic plants, bacteria and animals,
as well as larger fish eggs, fish larvae, and invertebrates
—form the base of the marine food web. Because they
live less than a year and have little control over where they
drift, plankton respond very quickly to changes in their en-
vironment. Poor conditions for plankton mean less food is
available for larger animals, which as a result also have a poor
year, go somewhere else or eat whatever else is available.

We wanted to know more about how plankton respond to
variability in ocean conditions. Using research ships to moni-
tor plankton in the open ocean can be very challenging, but
we need these data to help us understand and manage our
marine resources.

Volunteer commercial ships tow the Continuous Plankton
Recorder (CPR) along their regular routes. The CPR needs no
accompanying scientist, making it relatively inexpensive to
operate. Beginning in 2003 (and continuing through 2007
as Projects 536 and 601), vessels have towed a CPR for more
than 5,500 km across the Pacific, following the “Great Circle”
from British Columbia to Japan. We obtained 340 18-km
samples from transects that occurred in every season
except winter, and have analyzed 85 samples from each
transect to identify and count the organisms we found.

We identified ten distinct plankton communities
across this section of the Pacific, and noted that sea-
sonal and yearly amounts of plankton varied greatly
between regions. Using data from a collaborative
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CPR 161 suspended from the davit prior to
streaming in the sea at 15 knots. (Sonia Batten)

We identified ten distinct
plankton communities across
the North Pacific, and found
that seasonal and yearly
amounts of plankton varied
greatly between regions. We
plan to link this variability to
the range of cool and warm
conditions that occurred
during our sampling period.

NPRB supports fundamental
science to study the structure
and function of ecosystems
in order to understand the
populations they support.
Plankton communities fuel
the upper ocean ecosystem
and influence the health of
fish, birds and mammals.
Knowledge of plankton

is needed to improve our
understanding of how
ecosystems work, as well as
the ability to forecast how
climate change might impact
the transfer of energy through
lower trophic levels.



project, we also discovered seabird communities that varied relative
to their proximity to land and major ocean currents.
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We are now starting to link this variability to the range of cooler and warmer Building a clear understanding of the
conditions that occurred during our sampling period. We intend for these sur-
veys to become part of a larger monitoring effort; since we don't know what's North Pacific, Bering Sea and Arctic

coming next in terms of climate change, nor yet exactly how organisms respond

to changes, continued monitoring is essential. Ocean ecosystems that enables

effective management and sustainable
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