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                Oceanographers often speak of physical or chemical pressure on primary ocean productivity (that is, the photosynthetic conversion of CO2to new organic matter), but there is increasing evidence that marine phytoplankton also influence the fertility of the sea through production and consumption of dissolved organic compounds. This is the case for copper, which is detoxified by the release of specific organic ligands into the sea by planktonic bacteria1.It is also true for iron dissolved in the sea, of which 99% is bound to organic ligands in a way that actually increases the availability of this essential nutrient2.
Dissolved iron is present in very low concentrations in sea water (10âˆ’10âˆ’10âˆ’9 moles kgâˆ’1) and in the absence of organic matter there would be even less, because free iron would precipitate at the surface as oxyhydroxides or be adsorbed onto sinking particles. So, organic ligands help to retain iron near the sea surface where there is sufficient light to support photosynthesis. But ligand-bound iron is a problem for species of phytoplankton that cannot transport these organic complexes across their plasma membrane, raising the question of how these organisms obtain iron. On page 858of this issue, Hutchins and co-workers3 present convincing evidence that different groups of phytoplankton are capable of accessing iron that is tightly bound to organic matter using different mechanisms.
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