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Acidifying waters are endangering your oysters and mussels 
 

Source : http://www.npr.org     February 23, 2015     5:46 PM ET 
 

Bad news for bivalves comes this week from scientists studying ocean acidification. 
Ocean water in parts of the world is changing. Its chemistry is very slowly becoming more acidic (…). 
The change so far is small — you wouldn't notice if you swam in the ocean or even drank it. But numerous scientific 
studies show that it could get worse.  
 

One reason is that as humans produce more carbon dioxide, a lot is absorbed into the oceans. That makes the water 
more acidic. 
i 
So, shellfish. Why is this bad news for them, and the $1 billion industry devoted to them in the U.S.? 
Well, anything that builds a shell depends on calcium carbonate compounds in water. If water gets too acidic, it inter-
feres with the chemistry of shell-building. So oysters

1
, mussels

2
, scallops

3
 and lots more will suffer in an increasingly 

acidic ocean. Crabs and lobsters and coral reefs will feel it as well, but mollusks are most vulnerable. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
According to research published in the journal  Nature Climate Change, you can already measure the harm-

ful effects on shellfish in places like the Pacific Northwest. 
The study is billed as the first analysis of how shellfisheries in 15 states in the U.S. are likely to fare as this acidifica-
tion continues. With 17 authors from 13 academic, government and environmental institutions, it examines not just 
ocean chemistry but local coastal pollution and how that combines with acidification.  
And the news for the mollusk industry, as we said, is bad, though not without hope. 
 

Some of the coastal areas could see damage from acidification within a few years. Southern Maine and 
southern Massachusetts are hot spots, as are estuaries along the East Coast, like the Chesapeake Bay and Long 
Island Sound. The latter are suffering from a lot of nitrogen pollution already from agricultural and sewage runoff. 
That pollution exacerbates the effects of acidification. 

The study also points to the Gulf of Mexico as particularly vulnerable, in part because so few species of 
shellfish are harvested there. The more diverse the species, the better chance a few will be resistant to the Gulf's 
changing chemistry. 
 

 

Glossary :  
(1)

oysters : huitres
   (2)

Mussels : moules  
(3)

Scallops : pétoncles     
 

Tasks: 
1/ Present and comment on the documents. 
2/ Explain the chemical reaction between carbon dioxide and carbonates ions and its consequences. 
3/ Explain how the pollution exacerbates the effects of acidification. 
4/ « There is plenty we can do to help these at-risk communities while protecting the environment ».    
Discuss this statement by Lisa Suatoni, an eco-logist at the Natural Resources Defense Council and one 
of the authors.  
 

Durée de l'épreuve : 40 minutes 

 20 minutes de préparation 

 10 minutes de présentation et 10 minutes d'échange avec le jury 

        www.pmel.noaa.gov/ 

http://www.npr.org/
http://www.npr.org/sections/thesalt/2015/02/23/388480482/acidifying-waters-are-endangering-your-oysters-and-mussels
http://www.npr.org/2013/04/18/177721483/can-acid-neutralizers-help-coral-reefs-to-bounce-back
http://www.nature.com/nclimate/journal/vaop/ncurrent/full/nclimate2508.html

