
Physics | Chemistry | Geology and palaeontology | Biology | Environment | Astronomy | Health | Technology | — In pictures | — InMotion 

Today's themes: aerosol · galaxy · protein · ultrasound 

 

Thursday, 4 February 2010 Science Centric | RSS feeds | Newsletter | Today's news (7) 

Google Custom Search
 

  
 

HOME NEWS

— Advertise here
 

   

 

Enlisting a drug discovery technique in the 
battle against global warming 
New on-off 'switch' triggers and reverses 
paralysis in animals with a beam of light 
Pay it forward: Elevation leads to altruistic 
behaviour 
Merging galaxies create a binary quasar 
Black carbon a significant factor in melting of 
Himalayan glaciers 
Craters young and old in Sirenum Fossae 
Doctors miss major cause of infertility and 
obesity 
Month of birth determines who becomes a 
sports star 
New report: University online courses yield 
impressive results 
Ancient crocodile relative likely food source 
for Titanoboa 

 

More recent stories... 

Unravelling the roots of dyslexia 
Psoriasis associated with diabetes and high 
blood pressure in women 
UC San Diego first public university to 
provide its own iPhone application 
Cumulative radiation exposure shows 
increased cancer risk for emergency 
department patients 
Dye-coated glass to channel energy into 
solar cells 
Intestinal bacteria promote - and prevent! - 
inflammatory bowel disease 
The upside to allergies: Cancer prevention 
Native lizards evolve to escape attacks by 
fire ants 
Protein on 'speed' linked to ADHD 
Researchers find target for pulmonary 
fibrosis 

2007 
— II III IV V VI VII VIII IX X XI XII 
 
2008 
— I II III IV V VI VII VIII IX X XI XII 
 
2009 
— I II III IV V VI VII VIII IX X XI XII 
 

Where am I? > Home > News > Geology and palaeontology 

Tags: Cretaceous, disaster, extinction, organism, species
 

Aznalcollar disaster compared with 
Cretaceous mass extinction 

Science Centric | 3 February 2010 12:10 GMT

 

    

     
 

 

DON'T MISS —
 

Tyrannosaur design evolved at 
'punk size' — [17 Sep 2009] — 
A new dinosaur shows that 
tyrannosaur design evolved at 
'punk size.' The creature, 
Raptorex, from NE China had 
evolved all... 

Floral changes across the 
Triassic-Jurassic boundary 
linked to extensive volcanism — 
[13 Jul 2009] — The turnover of 
land plants in Europe at the 
boundary of the Triassic and 
Jurassic periods, 200 million 
years ago, was driven... 

Volcano eruption captured by 
ISS crew — [25 Jun 2009] — 
Impressive photograph of the 
Sarychev Peak volcano has 
been taken by the ISS crew on 
12 June 2009. Sarychev Peak, 
named after... 

Earliest musical tradition 
documented in SW Germany — 
[24 Jun 2009] — Excavations in 
the summer of 2008 at the sites 
of Hohle Fels and Vogelherd 
produced new evidence for 
Palaeolithic music in... 

More Geology and 
palaeontology... 

Researchers from the University of Granada (UGR) have compared the 
disaster caused by the Aznalcollar spillage in the Donana National Park in 
Andalusia 11 years ago with the biggest species extinction known to date. 
What do these two disasters have in common? The scientists say that 
carrying out comparisons of this kind will make it possible to find out how 
ecosystems recover following mass extinctions. 

Until now, scientists used to study the fossil record in order to analyse how 
organisms responded to major environmental changes in the past, such as 
the mass extinction of species during the Cretaceous period (65 million 
years ago) and their subsequent recovery. 

Now a team of scientists from the UGR has proposed a different 
methodology: 'Another way of looking at this issue is to compare present day 
disasters that have also caused an abrupt ecological change, and which 
have therefore also had a major impact on organisms,' Francisco Javier 
Rodriguez-Tovar, lead author of the study and a researcher at the UGR's 
Department of Stratigraphy and Palaeontology, tells SINC. 

The study, published recently in the journal Geobiology, was based on 'one 
of the worst environmental disasters to have happened in Spain over recent 
decades.' 

The pyrite mine at Aznalcollar, in the Donana National Park, burst on 25 
April 1988, spilling four million cubic metres of acidic water and one million 
cubic metres of waste material containing high levels of toxic compounds, 
which affected more than 4,500 hectares of the rivers Agrio and Guadiamar 
and the land around them. 

The researchers carried out a detailed analysis of how the pollution from 
Aznalcollar evolved, and how the local plant and animal communities 
responded following the event, by studying the affected soil. 'Comparing this 
with what happened 65 million years ago could help to better interpret this 
past event,' explains Rodriguez-Tovar. 

The similarities are obvious - sudden impact, high levels of toxic compounds, 
and the existence of a polluted layer covering the affected area. However, 
the scientist also points out some of the most significant differences, such as 
recovery following the impact, which was 'much faster after the disaster at 
Aznalcollar,' and in terms of the area affected, which was 'global for the 
Cretaceous-Tertiary boundary event,' says Rodriguez-Tovar. 

The scientists were able to carry out a range of experiments on the layers of 
mud that have not been removed from Donana. Geochemical analysis 
showed that 'there is still significant contamination, with high concentrations 
of toxic elements, and high acidity levels,' stresses the palaeontologist. 
However, less than 10 years after the disaster, the scientists could identify 
trails and nests made by Tapinoma nigerrima, an aggressive and 
opportunistic species of ant. 'We even found this ant's larvae just below the 
layer of highly-contaminated mud,' explains the expert. 

This ant's opportunism, aggressiveness and high levels of independence 
were compared with the organism that created Chondrites, a trace fossil that 
scientists have recorded near the red layer associated with the Chixulub 
crater in Mexico, generated by the impact of the meteorite that caused the 
Cretaceous-Tertiary extinction. Previous ichnological studies (on trace 
fossils) have shown that 'the Chondrites-generating organism was able to 
inhabit the substrate immediately after the event, due to its opportunistic and 
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independent nature,' says Rodriguez-Tovar. 

Using the data on trace fossils and on comparisons with present day 
disasters, the scientists were able to prove that 'the community started to 
recover fairly rapidly following the mass extinction caused by the impact 65 
million years ago, possibly within hundreds or thousands of years,' 
concludes the palaeontologist. 
 
Source: Plataforma SINC 
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Gobi Desert yield new species of nut-cracking dinosaur 
— 18 June 2009 
Plants or meat: That's about all that fossils ever tell palaeontologists about a 
dinosaur's diet. But the skull characteristics of a new species of parrot-beaked 
dinosaur and its associated... — full story 

Bird-like dinosaur tells story of finger evolution 
— 17 June 2009 
Scientists from The George Washington University and the Chinese Academy of 
Science's Institute of Vertebrate Palaeontology and Palaeoanthropology in Beijing 
have discovered a unique... — full story 

The latest in technology looks into some old bones 
— 12 June 2009 
Many of us have broken bones in our bodies at one time or another, and when this 
happens a healing process begins. The same was true of animals in the past, and 
has been well documented... — full story 

Giant dinosaur posture is all wrong 
— 27 May 2009 
Famous depictions of the largest of all known dinosaurs, from film and television to 
museum skeletons, have almost certainly got it wrong, according to new research. 
Sauropods are the... — full story 
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