‘Hello, this is Ian at Cape Denison. It’s
7 degrees C and raining. And its been
completely calm since we arrived three
days ago.” Sir Douglas Mawson would |
have loved Dr Ian Godfrey’s call on an
Iridium mobile phone from Mawson’s
historic hut in January 2002. Mawson
would have liked the lack of wind,
an event he experienced very rarely
between 1911 and 1914, but also he
loved technology. His Australasian Ant-
arctic Expedition established the first &

radio contact between Antarctica and Arteﬁzct; and melt stream outside Mawson’s Hut

Australia via Macquarie Island and operated
the first aircraft in Antarctica (though as a
‘tractor’ since it could not be flown after a pre-
departure accident).

Ian reported that an unusually high level
of melt at the historic site had revealed arte-

Penauin deaths under investigati

The AAD’s Béchervaise Island penguin
research program, now into its 13th year,
involves long term monitoring of Adélie
penguins at Béchervaise Island, just off the
Mawson coast, as part of Australia’s contri-
bution to the regulatory work of the Com-
mission for the Conservation of Antarctic
Marine Living Resources. There are over
80,000 Adélies spread over about 40 islands
in the Mawson region.

During routine fieldwork this summer a
total of 160 dead adult penguins were found
on four coastal islands between 23 November
2001 and 15 January 2002. Over half of these
birds were found at Welch Island. The dead
penguins were on the sea ice close to the islands
at the seaward side of colonies and within the
colony on Welch Island.

Amongst a population of over 80,000, 160
dead penguins is not a lot of birds, but usually
we find only one or two dead adults each breed-
ing season. We suspect many deaths occur at
sea and so remain undetected. The only other
instance of penguin deaths on such a scale
occurred in the Mawson region in 1972.

The penguins all appeared outwardly healthy
on their return to the breeding grounds after
their winter feed. There were more birds than
we've ever seen before along this coast — 10 per-
cent higher than our previous high in 1997-98
—and more chicks than we've ever had in the 12
years of the monitoring program.

The majority of dead penguins were found
between 23 November and 11 December 2001.

facts not previously seen, including a box of
finnesko (reindeer) boots and a small boat
and paddle. Consistent with the site’s man-
agement plan, the artefacts were recorded but
left alone as they were not under immediate
threat. Tan’s main task was to assess the site
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following the work of the 2001 AAP
Mawson’s Huts Foundation expedi-
tion and to install corrosion meters
to monitor the likely impacts on arte-
facts in the hut. He also collected data
from previously installed temperature
and humidity monitors.

Ian’s observations on return to Aus-
SN tralia have re-affirmed the need to com-
plete the conservation works program
on the huts. The AAD is planning
an expedition to the site in 2002-03.

The Conservation Management Plan

for the site and details of the 2002-03

expedition can be viewed on the AAD’s web-

site at <http://www.aad.gov.au/goingsouth/
expeditioner/projects/mawsonshuts.asp>.

Rob Easther, Mawsons Huts Project

Manager, AAD

Dead Adélie penguin at Welch Island.

These deaths coincided with egg laying and
early incubation.

Preliminary investigations suggested disease
as a cause, but this will be known only when
the analysis of tissue samples is completed in
Australia. Location of the dead birds is evidence
for a naturally occurring cause: three of the four
islands are rarely visited by humans. In addi-
tion, stringent measures were implemented to
minimise the possibility that infectious mate-
rial is transferred between penguin colonies by
humans. These measures included the washing
of boots on arrival at and departure from the
penguin colonies.
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These penguin deaths are not linked to
the major penguin breeding difficulties at Ross
Island. The sea ice extent at Mawson in 2001-02
was fairly typical although poor weather pre-
vailed throughout November and December.
STOP PRESS: Evidence from the post
mortem examination of birds returned to
Australia from Welch Island suggests that
the majority of birds died from injury prob-
ably sustained among the broken ice at the
island’s edge. No evidence to implicate dis-
ease as a cause of death has been found.

Lyn Irvine, Antarctic Marine Living Resources

Program, AAD
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