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VISIONCHLAMYDIA BACTERIA LIVE A  
LONELY LIFE IN THE ARCTIC OCEAN

Relatives of the Chlamydia trachoma-
tis bacterium, which causes the sexu-
ally transmitted disease chlamydia, 
live deep in the Arctic Ocean without 
a host. This was discovered by an 
international team of scientists from 
universities including Wageningen 
and Uppsala. They published their 
results on 5 March in Current Biology. 

Chlamydia bacteria infect not only hu-
mans but also koalas and microscopic 
organisms such as algae and plankton. 
For a long time, scientists thought 
chlamydia bacteria could not survive 
without a host of some sort, but the 
findings of professor of Microbiology 
Thijs Ettema’s team have changed 
that. They identified several species of 
chlamydia bacteria in the Arctic Ocean 
that seem to survive independently, 
without a host. 

UNDERWATER CASTLE
The team of international scientists 
discovered the chlamydia bacteria by 
chance on an expedition to Loki’s Cas-
tle, a field of active hydrothermal vents 
in the Arctic Ocean between Iceland, 
Norway and Spitsbergen. Conditions 
there, at a depth of three kilometres, 
are extreme and what with the high 
pressure and the lack of oxygen, there 
is hardly any life. ‘Finding the chlamyd-
ia bacteria in this environment was 
completely unexpected and we wonder 
what on earth they are doing there,’ 

says Jennah Dharamshi, a researcher at 
Uppsala University. Given the large 
number of chlamydia bacteria in the ar-
ea, the scientists think they have a big 
influence on the ecosystem. 

EVOLUTION
The scientists took samples of sedi-
ments from the seabed in the area of 
Loki’s Castle. Back in the lab, they stud-
ied the dna in those sediments, thus 
discovering the chlamydia bacterium’s 
distant cousin. By comparing the genes 
of the newly discovered bacterial spe-
cies with those of the one that causes 
chlamydia, the researchers gained new 
insights into how the chlamydia bacte-
rium evolved into an invasive pathogen. 
Certain genes important for the 
host-dependent lifestyle turned out to 
be present in the distant cousin too, 
causing the researchers to suspect that 
the Arctic Ocean bacteria do not sur-
vived entirely independently. ‘We think 
that they use nutrients from other mi-
cro-organisms in their habitat to sur-
vive and grow,’ says Ettema.
The discovery of the chlamydia bacte-
ria in a remote environment also sug-
gests that they are probably found in 
other places around the world too, 
and have been overlooked by previous 
studies. ‘Every time we explore a new 
environment, we discover micro-or-
ganisms that are new for science. That 
tells us how much there is still to be 
discovered,’ says Ettema.  NvtWH
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Concerns about 
coronavirus
 
On 9 March, Hans Verhoef, an epidemiologist in the 
Human Nutrition and Health group at Wageningen, 
organized a debate in Impulse about COVID-19. ‘I am 
concerned about hospitals’ capacity.’

‘I don’t have all the data on the coronavirus but I am 
worried. The COVID-19 virus is spreading fast and we 
don’t know how many Dutch people are infected but are 
not being picked up by the health service. That group 
can infect other people undetected. Secondly, I am con-
cerned about hospitals’ capacity. Dutch hospitals have 
2000 intensive care beds, but is that enough in the event 
of an epidemic? Even now, they barely have enough 
coronavirus test kits and medical staff.’

This isn’t like the flu?
‘We don’t know yet what the probability is of being in-
fected by the coronavirus nor what the probability is 
of dying from it but all the evidence points to a virus 
that is more deadly than the flu virus we are familiar 
with. The population is vulnerable because it hasn’t 
built up any immunity to this new virus and there is 
no vaccine as yet. There are also no medicines. What 
is more, patients remain infectious throughout the 
period of illness of two to three weeks, which is longer 
than for the usual flu virus. That lengthy period means 
the virus is transmitted more often and therefore 
spreads faster.’

But isn’t the virus on its way out in China?
‘That’s true but that is thanks to the very rapid and 
stringent measures taken by the Chinese government 
from the start of the outbreak in December. China’s 
achievement is amazing.’ 

What can we do?
‘We need to be alert and make sure we don’t help 
spread the virus. I am concerned for example about 
nursing homes with vulnerable old people and about 
people with chronic diseases such as diabetes and high 
blood pressure. Are we doing enough to protect them? 
Above all, we need to wash our hands much more thor-
oughly and much more often than we do now.’  AS

If you have questions about the coronavirus and WUR, 
read the article on page 7 or check out the intranet.


