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Researchers explore lost ancient continent of 
Zealandia 
 
A team of 32 scientists from 12 countries has arrived in Hobart on the research vessel JOIDES 
Resolution after a nine-week voyage to study the lost and now submerged continent of Zealandia in 
the South Pacific. 
 
The University of Tasmania is one of 16 Australasian universities who, along with CSIRO, Geoscience 
Australia, GNS Science and NIWA from New Zealand, participate in the International Ocean 
Discovery Program (IODP), which mounted the expedition to explore Zealandia.  Australian 
involvement in IODP is funded by the Australian Research Council and coordinated by the Australian 
National University (ANU). 
 
Earlier this year Zealandia was confirmed as Earth's seventh continent but little is known about it 
because most is submerged more than a kilometre beneath the ocean and the region has been 
sparsely surveyed and sampled.  
 
The expedition drilled deep into the seabed at six sites at water depths between 1250 and 4850 
metres, collecting around 2500 metres of sediment cores from layers that record how the 
geography, volcanism, and climate of Zealandia changed during the last 70 million years. 
 
Co-Chief Scientist Professor Gerald Dickens, from Rice University in the United States, said significant 
new fossil discoveries were made that prove Zealandia was not always as deep beneath the waves as 
it is now.  
 
“More than 8000 specimens from several hundred different fossil species were identified on-board,” 
Professor Sutherland said. 
 
“The discovery of microscopic shells of organisms that lived in warm shallow seas, and spores and 
pollen from land plants, reveal that the geography and climate of Zealandia was dramatically 
different in the past. 
 
“The new discoveries reveal that the formation of the 'Pacific Ring of Fire' about 40 to 50 million 
years ago caused dramatic changes in ocean depth, volcanic activity, and buckled up the seabed of 
Zealandia,” Professor Dickens said. 
 
Co-Chief Scientist Professor Rupert Sutherland, from Victoria University of Wellington in New 
Zealand, said it was previously thought that Zealandia was submerged when it separated from 
Australia and Antarctica about 80 million years ago.  
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“That is still probably true, but it is now clear that dramatic later events shaped the continent we 
explored on this voyage,” Professor Sutherland said. 
 
“The discovery of big geographic changes across northern Zealandia, which is about the same size as 
India, has big implications for understanding big scientific questions, such as how did plants and 
animals disperse and evolve in the South Pacific?   
 
“The discovery of past land and shallow seas now provides an explanation: there were pathways for 
animals and plants to move along,” Professor Sutherland said. 
 
"Zealandia, a sunken continent long lost beneath the oceans, is giving up its 60 million-year-old 
secrets through scientific ocean drilling," said Jamie Allan, IODP program director at the U.S. 
National Science Foundation.   
 
"This IODP expedition has offered insights into Earth's history, ranging from mountain-building in 
New Zealand, to the shifting movements of Earth's tectonic plates, to changes in ocean circulation 
and global climate." 
 
Future study of the sediment cores will focus on understanding how Earth's tectonic plates move 
and how the climate system works, with records of Zealandia’s climate history expected to provide a 
sensitive test for computer models used to predict future climate change. 
 
The JOIDES Resolution will conduct additional expeditions around New Zealand, Australia, and 
Antarctica during 2017-2018, with IMAS PhD student Alessandro Maritati joining the ship for the 
next leg of the voyage. 
 
The IODP is an international research collaboration of 23 countries that coordinates voyages to study 
the history of the Earth recorded in sediments and rocks beneath the seafloor. The operational costs 
of JOIDES Resolution, around $US13 million per expedition, are paid by the US National Science 
Foundation and it is run by the JOIDES Resolution Science Operator at Texas A & M University. 
 

Video and photos (when using please credit: Adam Kurtz and National Science Foundation) of 
JOIDES Resolution drilling and sampling during the voyage can be found at: 

https://www.dropbox.com/sh/yjlhstdabdlqa8k/AAD8I1JjsMRsCB-ng0SaDL3ca?dl=0 
 
 
Contact regarding expedition results: 

 Professor Rupert Sutherland, Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand. Email: 
rupert.sutherland@vuw.ac.nz 

 Professor Gerald Dickens, Rice University, Houston, Texas, USA. Email: 
jerry@rice.edu 
 

Local IODP Contact: Professor Neville Exon (02) 6125 5131 or 0458 268 074, email 
Neville.Exon@anu.edu.au 
 
 
IMAS Media Contact: Andrew Rhodes (03) 6226 6683 or 0417 239 537, email: 
ajrhodes@utas.edu.au 
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