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Inspirational IODP
How expeditions into the world’s
oceanic depths have inspired
generations of scientists

Over the past 50 years, the International Ocean Discovery
Program (IODP) and its antecedents has sent hundreds
of scientists, engineers, researchers, technicians and
educators from almost 30 countries out
into the abyss of the world’s oceans to
investigate how and why the Earth has
evolved as it has.
For expedition participants, being part of such a
rare international collaboration at this vast scale
has proved transformative at a personal and
professional level, often shaping their careers
in a way that parallels the advances
in knowledge propelled by the
Program’s overarching mission.
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The objectives set and tested on board the
Program’s various drilling ships and research
vessels have focused on navigating the mysteries
of the Earth so as to shed new light on the causes
and consequences of our changing land and
seascape – from the tectonic processes that

have led to some of humanity’s most devastating
earthquakes, to how ocean circulation through the
geological past to the present day reveals the true
scale of global warming, through to the connection
between human evolution and climate change.

More than 300 deep sea drilling expeditions have taken
place to date, as part of the multinational programme of
research that was instigated in 1968, with each expedition
involving around 30 people.

Image: DSP, ODP and IODP drillsites (Source: IODP/ECORD)
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Gary Nichols
For Gary Nichols, taking part as a sedimentologist
while studying at University College London
in 1988 proved an invaluable opportunity that
affirmed his love of science and went on to shape
a career focused on making a difference socially
and economically.

the intensity of being with a dozen other scientists
for two months, all with a single objective was
incredibly rewarding,” says Nichols, who sailed
on board ODP Leg 124 to investigate the small
marginal basins in the Celebes and Sulu Seas, off
the Philippines.

Nichols, now a Senior Lecturer in the School of
Environment and Technology at the University
of Brighton, and an Independent Geoscience
Training Consultant with the Canadian company
Nautilus Minerals, the Program helped make him
a more rounded scientist.

In 1998, ten years after sailing on board ODP
Leg 124, Nichols went on to amalgamate his
scientific insights in a book, ‘Sedimentology and
Stratigraphy’, a study guide for university students.
This was in large part inspired by his involvement
with the IODP and was the first introductory text
to relate sedimentological units to the larger
stratigraphic picture.

“

“I had worked in teams on field work before but

Ordinarily as a scientist you’re thinking about several other projects.
It’s fair to say that I had a narrow area of specialisation so I liked
to keep my interests broad. The multidisciplinary nature of the ODP
team gave me a chance to learn about other aspects of geology
and palaeontology.”

Gary Nichols

Senior Lecturer at the University of Brighton,
Independent Geoscience Training Consultant

Photo: Drilling bit. Expedition 364 © L Phillpot
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Sheila Peacock
For Sheila Peacock, the fascination with scientific
exploration began at an even younger age when
in 1976, she first caught sight of the Glomar
Challenger, the inaugural DSDP ship docked
in Aberdeen while she was on a family holiday.
Fast forward to 1994 and Peacock was studying
seismic waves at the University of Birmingham
when she was invited to take part in ODP Leg 156,
and later in 1997 in Leg 171a.

“

Sailing on board the JOIDES Resolution, the

Glomar’s successor on both expeditions, gave
her an unprecedented opportunity to test her
hypothesis about the nature and capabilities of
S-waves in situ, by attempting to generate them
on the surface of the sea floor in the Caribbean
Sea.
It was the realisation of a lifelong dream and, thanks
to the opportunities it opened up for Peacock to
lead and take part in international conferences,
the making of her life as a seismologist:

The entire experience, from the total dedication of the scientists
and the crew, to the mission of discovering more about the Earth
by drilling into the sea floor by virtually any means, was simply
incredible. The inspiration, and sometimes desperation that you’re
driven to when you’re out on the ship and you haven’t got much
time to sleep on things, or access to the resources you’re used
to in the lab, develops an unparalleled sense of ingenuity and
comradery.”

Sheila Peacock
Seismologist
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Mark Tadross
Mark Tadross’s career was similarly inspired by
his involvement with the ODP. Now a Technical
Advisor on Climate Information and Early
Warning Systems (EWS) for the United Nation’s
Development Programme (UNDP), part of the
Global Environment Facility (Green Low Emission
Climate Resilient Development Strategies),
Tadross was studying at Cambridge when he was
invited to sail to the North Atlantic-Arctic Gateways

“

in 1993 on ODP Leg 151. As a sea ice physicist,
Tadross was involved in measuring the properties
of ice core samples.
Looking back on how seminal an experience
the ODP was in shaping his world view, Tadross
reflects:

The IODP provides a really important baseline for understanding how
the Earth has evolved, how the compositions of the atmosphere has
changed, and how we survived in the past. All of this information
is key to us understanding how we might evolve in the future. It’s
absolutely vital, especially as there is so much more we have still to
discover.”

Mark Tadross

Technical Advisor on Climate Information and Early Warning Systems (EWS)
for the United Nation’s Development Programme (UNDP)

Photo: Icebreaker Sovetskiy Soyuz seen from a distance © D McInroy ECORD/IODP
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Henk Brinkuis
According to Professor Henk Brinkuis, Director of
the Royal Netherlands Institute for Sea Research
and a former IODP participant, and chair of the
Netherlands IODP committee, it is precisely this
curiosity-driven approach to science that underpins
the timeless value of the IODP. When it comes

“

to the future of the planet, and of science itself,
for all the insights and knowledge that we might
glean from sophisticated modelling techniques, it
is people – not models - who will drive change,
says Henk:

With the expedition that I participated in, we proved that 50m
years ago in a high CO2 world, the temperatures in the Arctic
Ocean and the atmosphere were on average 24 degrees. There
was no ice at all. But if you then try to simulate this environment
with current state of the art climate models, they cannot
achieve this. Climate models can raise CO2 to up to five times
of present day values but you still won’t reach that kind of level
because of the variables that they use in their calculations.
This is where IODP inspires the next generation of climate model by
these kinds of findings. You have to be able to think outside of the
box. This is where people bring together multiple lines of expertise
and evidence to come up with a story that physics or models won’t
comprehend, and yet it is true. This kind of research can only be
done by people.” ■

Professor Henk Brinkuis

Director of the Royal Netherlands Institute for Sea Research

Photo: Deployment of BGS RD2 during IODP Expedition 357 © S Morgan
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IODP member countries
Image: IODP member countries © ECORD/IODP

Additional Information
■ Participation of UK researchers on IODP projects was funded by the Natural
Environment Research Council NERC).

■

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
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