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P = Presenter, M = Martin Roddick
P: Hello and welcome to the Nature Today podcast. Today we’re going to look at some new evidence about what is arguably one of the most spectacular sights in nature: the phenomenon where waves glow at night and mirror the stars with lots of tiny, blue lights. It’s been known for some time that the source of this light is organisms called phytoplankton. But how they produce the strange blue light has been a mystery – until now. Here’s Martin Roddick of the Oceanographic Institute. 

M: Hello. There are a number of different sea creatures that are bioluminescent, in other words, that are able to glow in the dark. The creatures which have this ability tend to spend most of their lives in deep ocean waters, which suggests that being able to light yourself up, as it were, is useful for finding food or scaring away predators, or perhaps just lighting your way as you move around. But the most common bioluminescent organisms – phytoplankton – live near the surface. And it’s these that create this strange, blue light that people see on beaches and in waves.

P: And how do they do it? 

M: It seems that electrical signals in the phytoplankton cause a chemical reaction to take place, producing a blue light. The light is usually emitted in waves, so it’s reasonable to assume that the electrical signal is generated by motion in the water.

P: Thank you, Martin. And if you’d like to know more about this research, you can read details of the study on the OI website …
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