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Scientific ocean drilling represents one of Earth 
sciences’ longest running and most successful 
international collaborations. Since the 1960s, 
it has become the ultimate means by which 
scientists can investigate, document and monitor 

geodynamic changes deep beneath the Earth’s 
mantle by collecting sediments from below the 
seafloor and installing 
cutting-edge monitoring 
instrumentation.   

As well as providing vital empirical evidence for the hydrocarbon industry, their studies maintain the 
scientific momentum that began with the first ground-breaking deep sea drilling expeditions from the 
1960s to the present day.

Samples excavated from inner 
space help science and industry 
prepare for the future

Earth Scientists from University College London (UCL) are peering deep 
into the Earth’s past to provide vital clues as to how we might prepare for 
and adapt to future climate change.

Much of the oceanography research 
carried out at UCL draws on a vast body 
of data amassed by the International 
Ocean Discovery Program (IODP) and 
its predecessors since 1968. 

Oceanography Research

Photo: (R/V) JOIDES Resolution, IODP Expedition 320 © IODP/TAMU
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Chris Poole is one of several PhD students at 
UCL whose research would have been impossible 
without IODP data. Chris is investigating the 
evolution, extinction and taxonomy of Cenozoic 
tropical planktonic foraminifera.  His aim is to 
improve Cenozoic biostratigraphy so as to enable 
a more consistent and reliable understanding of 
bioevents.  

Many biostratigraphically important planktonic 
species arise through gradual morphological 
change.  However, the range of subjective 
taxonomic interpretations about these changes 
means that there are significant discrepancies 
in how bioevents are recorded.  Chris’s project 
uses morphometrics to provide quantitative 

definitions of morphospecies. Combined with 
high-resolution biostratigraphic studies, Chris is 
using this methodology to recalibrate the timeline 
of bioevents.

David King is similarly working on planktonic 
foraminifera, which thanks to their small size 

and abundance in oceanic 
sediments, are particularly 

useful for evolutionary 
and extinction studies.   
David’s project, which 
involves studying 
IODP cores from 

the equatorial Pacific 
and Southern Ocean, 

focuses on one particular 
genus that was abundant in the oceans from the 
Eocene until the late Miocene.  This genus is 
relatively understudied and existing data shows 
little consensus. 

David hopes to break down the evolution of the 
genus into notable segments over the Miocene.  
His findings could improve the biostratigraphic 
utility of planktonic foraminifera and aid scientific 
understanding of how their evolution relates to the 
Miocene climatic record.

Understanding bioevents

“Core samples have 
enabled me to track how 
evolutionary processes 
work in this fossil group at 
extremely high-resolution 
and through millions of 
years.”

Chris Poole 
PhD student at University College London

“Working on IODP 
material has allowed 
me to build up a global 
record of unparalleled 
completeness.” ■

David King 
PhD student at University College London

Forams and climatic record
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■ Chris Poole and David King are part of a cohort of Masters and PhD 
students in Palaeoceanography at UCL, funded by the Natural Environment 
Research Council (NERC), the leading funder of independent research, training 
and innovation in environmental science in the UK.

■ Collaborations between UCL students and industry are on-going, thanks to NERC’s 
Collaborative Awards in Science and Engineering (CASE) funding scheme.

■ Other funding partners and collaborators include Chevron Corporation, RPS Energy 
and Shell.

■ The International Ocean Discovery Program has been at the forefront of sub-seafloor 
scientific exploration for more than 50 years, with an increasing emphasis on scientific 
outputs that are societally relevant through that time.  Uniquely, IODP is a legacy scientific 
programme with data and samples routinely made publicly available one year after each expedition has 
concluded. UK is a member of IODP via the European Consortium for Ocean Research Drilling (ECORD), 
funded as a NERC directed research programme. www.iodp.rocks

Additional Information
Photo: An aerial view of the starboard side of the JOIDES Resolution on a beautiful sunny day in the Ross Sea, Antarctica © Crawford, IODP JRSO

http://www.iodp.rocks
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