
December 13th 2017 marked the beginning of an 
incredibly exciting and ambitious research expedi-
tion organized by the Royal Netherlands Institute 
of Sea Research (NIOZ Sea Research) and NWO-
Science (ENW). On that day, NIOZ Sea Research’s 
research vessel RV Pelagia set sail from Texel, the 
Netherlands, and was at sea for seven months 
conducting a multidisciplinary scientific expedition 
entitled “Netherlands Initiative Changing Oceans 
(NICO)”. Aboard the vessel were 100 scientists 
(spread out over seven months) from a wide range of 
disciplines and representing 20 national and inter-
national scientific organizations. The ship visited 
five ocean provinces (North Sea, Atlantic Ocean, 
Caribbean Sea, Gulf of Mexico and Bay of Biscay) and 
collected research data on such diverse subjects as 
foraminifers, viruses, coral reefs and migratory birds.

The NICO expedition aimed to provide the Netherlands 
with a better understanding of changing seas and 
oceans, and data collected “will help answer fundamen-
tal questions in marine science and help develop new 
technical solutions which are essential for planning and 
making decisions about our future livelihoods” (NIOZ, 
2017).  An extra motivation for the expedition was the 
policy document ‘Oceanennotitie’ which was published 
by the Dutch Government last spring. This document 
emphasizes the importance of healthy and resilient 
oceans to the Netherlands and outlines 30 policy ambi-
tions with regard to the sustainable use of oceans. 
There were twelve stages to the expedition, some last-
ing a few days whilst others took several weeks. Four 
of these legs (legs 3 to 6) took place in Dutch Caribbean 
waters and collected invaluable data for the manage-
ment of our islands’ marine resources. 

Leg 3: Chief Scientist: Petra Visser – UvA; 
Co-Chief Scientist: Fleur van Duyl-NIOZ Sea 
Research

During the Southern Caribbean leg of the expedition, 
the mesophotic reefs (i.e. reefs below 30 m depth) 
of Bonaire, Curaçao and Aruba were the focus of the 
expedition’s first research project within the Dutch 
Caribbean. The goal of this project was to explore the 
deep reefs along the coast of the ABC-islands, sample 
and investigate the fields of cyanobacteria that have 
been observed in front of Kralendijk and detect where 
onshore ground waters enter the offshore environ-
ment. This project will provide vital data to ensure 
efficient waste water management on the islands and 
consequently improved health of the coral reefs. 

Leg 4: Chief Scientist: Femke de Jong – NIOZ 
Sea Research; Co-Chief Scientist: Meike 
Scheidat-Wageningen Marine Research (WMR)

The second research project of the expedition in the 
Dutch Caribbean took place between Aruba and St. 
Maarten and investigated how eddies in the Caribbean  
influence the occurrence of pelagic megafauna, more 
specifically marine mammals, turtles, large fish species 
(sharks, sunfish) and sea birds. This research project 
not only gathered important information on the hy-
drography and cetaceans and other megafauna in the 
Greater Caribbean, but will help provide insight as to 
how global warming will impact these species. Eddies 
in the Caribbean have surface waters that are roughly 4 
C̊ warmer than the ambient ocean, and different nutrient 
availability inside these eddies and altered biological activ-
ity may provide insight in what to expect in the future.

Leg 5: Chief Scientist: Gerard Duineveld – NIOZ 
Sea Research; Co-Chief Scientist: Furu Mienis-
NIOZ Sea Research 

The third research project of the NICO expedition in the 
Dutch Caribbean focused on Saba Bank’s deep-water 
environments (100m and beyond). The main goals of 
this project were to describe the biodiversity of the 
Saba Bank’s deep slopes, including the benthic habitats 
of engineering species, macro- and micro fauna and the 
composition of the fish community, as well as identify 
environmental conditions that influence these habitats 
and fauna. This data can be used to develop a sustain-
able management plan for the Saba Bank.

Leg 6: Chief Scientist Fleur van Duyl – NIOZ 
Sea Research; Co-Chief Scientist: Erik 
Meesters-WMR

The last research project of the NICO expedition in the 
Dutch Caribbean focused on how the net capability of 
physiognomic and hydrodynamic characteristics of the 
Saba Bank (e.g. bathymetry) affect benthic habitat dis-
tribution patterns and the biogeochemical functioning 
of different reef ecosystem habitats (e.g. coral-, mac-
roalgae-, CCA-, gorgonian, rubble-, sponge and sand 
dominated habitats). Additionally benthic surveys were 
conducted to expand the mapping of different habitats, 
bathymetry, and bottom roughness on the Saba Bank. 
Furthermore, the research team mapped the largely 
inaccessible and therefore unknown windward sides of 
both Saba and St. Eustatius.
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www.nico-expeditie.nl 

You can track the journey of RV Pelagia here:  
https://www.marinefacilitiesplanning.com/programme/map

https://www.facebook.com/NICO-expedition-370772906669783/

https://twitter.com/nicoexpedition

https://www.instagram.com/nicoexpedition/

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCBWZgT2OKVX5k2VromJ4EDg/videos

https://www.flickr.com/photos/154353019@N02/albums
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http://www.dcnanature.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/BioNews-2018-11-Nico_expedition.pdf
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