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Overlooked marine protists: The unique role of Rhizaria
in Northern Gulf of Alaska food webs

Jaime Blais and Suzanne Strom
Shannon Point Marine Center, Anacortes, WA

Background
Rhizaria are	a	diverse	group	of	large	(~50µm	to	5mm)	hetero- and	
mixotrophic	amoeboid	protists.	Despite	the	global	distribution	of	these	
plankton,	the	fundamentals	of	their	biology	and	ecology	are	poorly	
understood,	especially	in	the	northern	Gulf	of	Alaska	(NGA).

Characteristics:
• biomineralized	skeletons	made	of	silicate,	strontium	sulfate,	or	calcite
• cytoplasmic	projections	called	pseudopodia	capture	prey
• feed	on	plankton	of	all	sizes	(diatoms,	tintinnids,	nauplii)
• symbiotic	relationships	with	algal	cells
Why	do	we	care?
• diverse	nutrition	modes	connect	them	to	multiple	trophic	levels
• facilitate	carbon	export	and	drive	biogeochemical	cycling

Rhizaria	are	
often	an	
overlooked	group	
of	marine	
protists	due	to	
their	lower	
abundances	
relative	to	other	
plankton,	but	
they	play	an	
important	role	in	
NGA	food	webs	
as	evidenced	by	
their	biodiversity,	
unique	nutrition	
strategies,	and	
wide	
distributions.

ConclusionsDistribution of Rhizaria abundance and biomass 
Rhizaria are deep, open-

ocean dwellers

As	part	of	the	Northern	Gulf	
of	Alaska	Long	Term	
Ecological	Research	Program	
(NGA	LTER),	seawater	
samples	were	collected	on	
the	summer	2023	research	
cruise	from	CTD-secured	
Niskin	bottles	at	GAK1,	
GAK5,	GAK9,	and	GAK15.		
Samples	were	reverse	
concentrated	through	50µm	
mesh,	fixed,	and	analyzed	
with	inverted	epi-
fluorescence	microscopy.	

Study region and sampling method

NGA	LTER	study	area.		The	data	shown	here	
were	collected	along	the	Seward	line	(center).

GAK5
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GAK15

Different taxa occupy distinct depth-niches

3	Rhizaria	phyla:
1.	Radiolaria
• Acantharia
• Spumellaria
• Nassellaria
• Collodaria
• Taxopodida
2.	Foraminifera
3.	Cercozoa
• Challengeridae
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Collodaria

• Foraminiferans	dominant	at	surface
• Cercozoans	usually	deep
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• Radiolarians	everywhere
• Acantharians	most	abundant
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