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2012 (Student report) 
 
I was recently a recipient of an IGCP 587 grant of $2500 AUD to attend the Hans 
Hofmann Memorial Symposium of the Geological Association of Canada 2012 
conference, held in Newfoundland in May of this year. This funding provided for a 
good deal of the total cost of the trip, covering $1300 in conference costs and up to 
$1200 in food, accommodation (using a cheaper option than the official conference 
hotel venue) and local transport costs. Airfare was partly funded by a Monash 
University travel grant of $2115, with all other incidentals covered by myself. 
 
The trip involved the participation of IGCP 587 and related directly to the fossils 
under study as part of IGCP 587. The associated field conference brought together 
many researchers from around the world who are involved in this field, and involved 
presentations and a tour relating to key fossil localities that must be placed into a 
global palaeo-environmental context with the locality that we study in Namibia. 
 
My involvement in this activity helped to promote the work of Australian researchers 
based at Monash University on IGCP 587. It fostered constructive communication 
between Australian participants in IGCP 587 and others working in this field. 
Discussions with other researchers have already enabled me to refine some of the 
work being done on the Namibian specimens to some degree, and the two fieldtrips 
have contributed invaluably, providing a field education that could not have been 
gleaned from the literature. 
 
The trip consisted of three parts: participation in the Hans Hofmann Memorial 
Symposium (including the presentation of research conducted at Aar Farm under 
IGCP 493 & IGCP 587), a field conference at Mistaken Point to examine an 
important early Ediacaran fossil site, and a fieldtrip to the Ediacaran-Cambrian 
transition on the Burin Peninsula. 
 
Hans Hofmann Memorial Symposium 
 
At the Hans Hofmann Memorial Symposium I was allocated a 20-minute session to 
present on some findings from Namibia, focusing on Ernietta. I discussed the 
evolutionary context of Ernietta and Pteridinium, and presented evidence that we had 
uncovered a deposit containing large Ernietta in life position at Aar Farm. My 
presentation helped to fill out the discussion of Ediacaran communities, as it was one 
of only two presentations focusing on Namibian forms, which represent a unique 
taphonomic and faunal regime, occuring later in the Ediacaran than other major 
faunas (such as those in Newfoundland and South Australia). 
 
Afterward, Guy Narbonne gave a complementary talk discussing new findings 
regarding Rangea from Aar Farm in the context of an upcoming paper by researchers 
working under IGCP 587. The genus Rangea is known only from Namibia, but marks 
an important link with the rangeomorph fauna of Newfoundland. 
 
Both talks generated much informal discussion among conference participants, and 
helped to raise the profile of the Namibian work amongst an important group of peers. 
 



 

 

The opportunity to be present for the other talks at the conference was also invaluable. 
It has already led to possible collaboration with one North American researcher, and 
gave all participants a feel for the nature of the research being carried out in different 
institutions around the world. 
 
Burin Peninsula Fieldtrip 
 
The Burin Peninsula Fieldtrip was headed by Paul Myrow and Guy Narbonne, who 
completed important work on this sequence of rocks and are each experts in the nature 
of the Ediacaran-Cambrian transition. This sequence has important implications for 
all Ediacaran researchers. 
 
The beginning of the Cambrian has long been defined as the inception of the complex 
trace fossil Treptichnus. As such, it has a genuine evolutionary significance, marking 
a change in the evolution of animal behaviour and the inception of new, Phanerozoic 
taphonomic regimes. 
 
On the Burin Peninsula, a complete sequence spanning the Ediacaran-Cambrian 
boundary is present, and it is possible to trace the major evolutionary events of this 
period – the appearance of Treptichnus itself, the Small Shelly Fauna, and the first 
possible arthropods (in the trace fossil Russophycus). The increasing complexity of 
trace fossils in the Early Cambrian became absolutely clear to all participants in this 
fieldtrip. 
 
Dr Myrow also demonstrated to us the sedimentologic significance of the sequence, 
and there was a great deal of discussion about various rare sedimentary features and 
their implication for the depositional setting of the sediments. The trip was also an 
invaluable education in the identification of various trace fossils, including some odd 
specimens that are unidentified, and have yet to be published anywhere in the 
scientific literature. 
 
Mistaken Point Field Conference 
 
Dr Guy Narbonne led the Mistaken Point Field Conference, during which we visited 
several sites around Newfoundland, ending with Mistaken Point itself. Dr Narbonne 
introduced the participants to some of the most important Ediacaran sites in the world. 
Newfoundland contains the earliest large-bodied Ediacaran fauna, and the second-
earliest fauna of profound evolutionary significance for Ediacaran research (it is 
preceeded only by the Chinese Lantian biota). 
 
Dated to around 570 Ma, the Newfoundland fossils are largely preserved in a 
deepwater setting, and contain the most diverse range of rangeomorphs in the world. 
Significantly, they are preserved close to life position, covered by ash layers which 
settled across the sea floor. This means that they contain not only biological 
information, but ecological information. Dr Narbonne showed us that plenty of 
sedimentary strata exist that preserve the same environment as the fossils, but contain 
no volcanic ashes, and no traces of the fossils. This demonstrates that the ash layers 
where central to the preservation of the rangeomorph fauna in Newfoundland. 
 



 

 

Dr Narbonne was able to demonstrate to conference participants that the setting is 
unquestionably deep water – this has been a matter of controversy in the past. He was 
able to do this by showing us the context of the strata containing the fossils. These 
strata had strong evidencwe for turbidites and dewatering structures (indicating rapid 
deposition), but no soft-sediment deformation whatsoever. Soft-sediment deformation 
would be expected in a slope environment, normally alongside turbidites. What this 
indicates is that the rangeomorph fauna is deeper than the slope, but still affected by 
turbidites coming down from the slope. 
 
This is an important point to establish in a scientifically meticulous way, as it rules 
out photoautotrophy in the Newfoundland fauna (if the organisms are below the 
photic zone, where little light can penetrate, then they cannot be photosynthesizing), 
which in turn implies other sources of energy for related organisms (such as the 
Rangea specimens we have in Namibia). 
 
Summary 
 
In brief, this was a successful and illuminating field conference. It allowed 
participants to get into contact with other researchers in this unique field of study, but 
more than that, it also proved to be a fundamentally educational experience. Many of 
the sites I was able to visit related to the work we do in Namibia, and yet they are sites 
that would otherwise have been difficult to access. Many of the things participants 
were able to see are not yet published in the literature, and seeing them alongside 
other researchers gave everyone involved valuable ideas for future research on their 
own specimens. 
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