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BY DR. MATTHEW PEROS

What can the exploration of 
subaquatic caves tell us 
about climate change 
and the impact of hu-

mans on the environment? Quite a bit, 
actually! Thanks to a research grant from 
the National Geographic Society’s Waitt 
Foundation, and funding from Bishop’s 
Senate Research Committee, NSERC, 
and the University of Miami, I have been 
working with paleontologist Joao Gabriel 
Martínez López of Cuba’s National Mu-
seum of Natural History and other collab-
orators in Canada, Cuba, and the United 

States to answer important questions 
concerning interactions between ancient 
climate, extinct mammals, prehistoric 
peoples, and underground freshwater re-
sources. How fast has climate changed 
in the past? What role did abrupt climate 
change have in the extinction of certain 
animals? Could human activities have 
also played a role?

Answers to these questions are 
important because they provide a long-
term context to help us better understand 
the nature of current climate change 
and the role that humans have played in 
driving it. How unprecedented is its rate? 
How are ecosystems and people going 
to respond to it? These are questions 
that can only be addressed through 
a long-term, historical perspective, 
using multiple lines of evidence drawn 
from the geological, ecological, and 

archaeological sciences.
Luckily, the recent discovery by 

underwater cave divers of the bone 
remains of at least seven extinct sloths 
and a human skeleton in a system of 
underwater caves near Varadero, Cuba, 
can shed some light on these questions. 
Underwater caves are a rich and largely 
untapped source of paleontological 
and archeological remains. Geological 
evidence suggests that the remains 
located by the divers may date to the 
middle Holocene (5000 years ago) or 
earlier. Our research — which involves the 
dating and isotopic analysis of the bones, 
along with the micropaleontological 
analysis of the cave sediments—will 
help us better understand the nature of 
prehistoric extinctions and the degree 
to which humans or climate change 
caused them. In addition, our sediment 
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A lot has been said about the nature of fundraising in the 
age of social media. It seems that for every person 
who doused themselves with ice water in the name 
of ALS awareness there was another who argued 

that such public self-aggrandizement was no more than the 
charitable equivalent of a gym-selfie: ostensibly productive be-
haviour inspired more by the desire to appear charitable than 
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LAWN
SUMMER
NIGHTS
Q&A WITH MARK HEYSTEE ’07
BY JAMES JARVIS ’10
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