NOAA Conducts Seafloor Habitat Mapping
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Acoustic Data Collection

While onboard the NOAA ship Nancy Foster, CCMA scientists will collect and process data
from multibeam echosounders (MBES). These sensors use sound to collect information
about the depth (i.e., bathymetry) and physical properties (i.e., backscatter) of the seafloor.
These two surfaces are then analyzed by scientists at the end of each day, and used to
inform which geographic locations and seafloor habitats they would like to explore the
following morning. Using other acoustic imaging
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High resolution bathymetry and seafloor habitat maps have greatly enhanced
efforts to locate derelict fish traps and other marine debris in the waters off St.
Thomas and St. John. Managers in the region are concerned about the
abundance and locations of marine debris, as well as the possibility for their
removal. The National Centers for Coastal Ocean Science (NCCOS) partnered
with the US Navy, the St. Thomas Fishermen'’s Association and others to test the
efficacy of autonomous underwater vehicles, or AUVs, in the role of discovering
lost traps. Researchers consulted benthic habitat maps developed from Nancy
Foster acoustic data alongside results from a survey of local fishermen (see map
below) in determining ideal study areas. “Because fish traps are more easily
found in less rugged habitats, we were able to use the bathymetry to focus our
sampling strategy accordingly and use our time wisely,” NCCOS researcher Randy

BIOMapper (above) is the user-friendly internet mapping tool Clark said. The bathymetric products and habitat maps also helped the scientists
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Several products are generated from the research conducted onboard the Nancy
Foster. In particular, these products include: (1) underwater video and photographs
with associated geographic locations; (2) processed depth imagery; (3) processed
backscatter imagery; and (4) a habitat map describing the geographic location,
physical structure, biological cover and live coral cover on the seafloor. All of this
data and information is disseminated online using CCMA's BIOMapper
(Biogeography Integrated Online Mapper). This scalable web application allows
users to interact with all of these datasets dynamically, so that they can tailor the
information that they receive to suit their research and management needs.

The Nancy Foster’s multibeam
bathymetry provided context for the
AUV’s (below) deployment in select
study areas (right, in purple).
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