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SCIENCE EXPERIMENT: The “Pteropods” song and the inspiration behind it

A Sea Change is an award winning documentary film directed by Barbara Ettinger of Niijii Films that follows the journey of retired history teacher, Sven Huseby, on his quest to discover what is happening to the world’s oceans. We highly recommend watching this documentary in anticipation of our Oceans Are Talking concerts. Please visit www.aseachange.net for the full story on ocean acidification.

What is "ocean acidification"?

When we think about urgent threats to our environment, the images that come to mind are usually smokestacks and automobiles belching exhaust and smoke into the sky. But much of that pollution--the carbon that billows into the atmosphere from cars, power plants and other smokestack industries--doesn't stay there. Much of it is absorbed by the oceans, where it becomes carbonic acid, with effects potentially as catastrophic as those of global warming.

At abnormally elevated levels, carbonic acid lowers the natural pH of our oceans. That in turn decreases the available calcium carbonate essential for forming fish bones, shells on crustaceans, and coral reefs. For example, we are now seeing early signs of damage to pteropods, the tiny shelled creatures which are the essential food of young salmon. So decline in pteropod numbers means decline in the salmon population. The effects of the addition of CO2 to the ocean ripple across many species, including human beings who rely on the sea for both food and economic survival.

How can we transmit this message to kids?

In A Sea Change, there is a striking scene where Sven Huseby is shown an experiment by Deborah Williams, Director of Alaska Conservation Solutions, involving a baby tooth (calcium) and soda water (H20 +CO2). Within a matter of days, the tooth shows obvious signs of degradation and cracking. We can only imagine the effects that elevated levels of carbonic acid will have on delicate creatures such as pteropods. By the way, the experiment is also a decent caveat against carbonated drinks and an incentive to brush teeth!

If you can possibly get your hands on a few baby teeth and you have the time to do this amazing experiment, super! If there are no baby teeth available or if there are time constraints, then a piece of old-fashioned chalk will do! The benefit of this quick version of the carbonic acid and calcium carbonate experiment is that the results are immediate (good to emphasize that this is an exaggerated  demonstration of what is happening with calcifying organisms in the  oceans as the waters become more corrosive. The only trick is that you need to find old-fashioned (non-coated) chalk for the experiment to work! If anyone finds a mother load out there, please let us know! 

Please do not hesitate to contact Sam directly (sam@oceansaretalking.org) with questions, observations or feedback regarding this experiment and your students’ reaction to it.

