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Tourism trends: larger ships, more air transport
It is now nearly 50 years 
since the first commercial 
tourism activity in the Ant-
arctic. Recent shifts in world 
tourism, partly resulting 
from the 11 September ter-
rorist attacks in the United 
States, provide an incentive 
to take stock of the Ant-
arctic tourism industry and 
look at likely future direc-
tions.

Commercial Antarctic 
tourism probably started in 
the mid-1950s when a Chil-
ean national airline carried 
66 passengers aboard a 
Douglas DC6-B on an Ant-
arctic overflight. In the late 
1950s commercial ship tours 
from Chile and Argentina 
took passengers to the South 
Shetland Islands and the 
northwestern Antarctic Pen-
insula. Dedicated Antarctic ship-cruising 
began in the late-1960s when Lars-Eric 
Lindblad operated his purpose-designed 
Lindblad Explorer for nature-based, includ-
ing Antarctic, cruising.

The number of tourists overflying and 
visiting the Antarctic and associated islands 
is very small compared with most other tour-
ist destinations and activities, but these num-
bers and the range of activities are slowly 
growing – roughly doubling over the past 
decade. This is largely a result of ice-class ves-
sels from the former Soviet Union becom-
ing available for charter during the 1990s for 
tourist cruises.

Information from the International 
Association of Antarctica Tour Operators 
(IAATO) indicates the total number of 
tourists visiting and overflying Antarctica 
in the 2000–01 Antarctic summer season 
was about 2000 fewer than in the previous 
season. This is thought to be due to the 
unusually high number of tourism activi-
ties throughout the world during the mil-
lennium year and to the unavailability last 
summer of three cruise vessels that had 
operated in the 1999–2000 season. IAATO 
estimated at the 2001 Antarctic Treaty Con-
sultative meeting that numbers for 2001–02 
would be over 20,000, including 14,500 
from cruise ships and land-based activities 
(some air-supported), 2,400 on large cruise 

vessels that did not involve landings, and 
3,585 undertaking overflights or landing 
briefly.

Before the 11 September attacks, tourist 
numbers were predicted to rise to over 
34,000 by 2005–06, much of that coming 
from non-landing passengers on large tourist 
vessels. Final data on tourist numbers for the 
2001–02 season will not be available until 
later this year, but comments from a number 
of Antarctic tourist operators indicate that 
total visitor numbers may be unchanged, or 
even slightly higher than, those of 2000–01. 
There may be fewer US nationals travelling 
and reduced early-season numbers.

The predicted increase in Antarctic tour-
ist numbers may well eventuate, with three 
tour companies proposing to operate four 
large passenger vessels in the Peninsula area 
in the coming season. Operators of large pas-
senger vessels have previously been excluded 
from IAATO membership, but at its 2001 
meeting the Association agreed to create a 
new membership category for companies 
with vessels able to carry more than 500 pas-
sengers, subject to those vessels not landing 
passengers in Antarctica.

The overwhelming majority of Antarctic 
tourism is in the Antarctic Peninsula area, 
south of South America, and associated sub-
antarctic islands, and most tours operate out 
of either Ushuaia (Argentina), Punta Arenas 

(Chile), or Stanley (Falkland Islands). Land-
ings in the Ross Sea area, southeast of Aus-
tralia, currently comprise only about three 
percent of all tourist landings in Antarctica. 

Australia’s involvement in commercial 
Antarctic tourism is multi-faceted, involv-
ing cruise operations out of Hobart to the 
Ross Sea region, Commonwealth Bay and 
the Australian and New Zealand subantarc-
tic islands; Antarctic overflights; and Aus-
tralian companies (currently five) operating 
cruise and adventure tours in the Antarctic 
Peninsula area. In 2002–03, Albany in West-
ern Australia will be the finishing point 
for a proposed tourist cruise to subantarctic 
islands in the southern Indian Ocean, includ-
ing Kerguelen and Heard Islands.

Between November to February each 
summer, over 2,000 passengers experience 
Antarctica via overflights from Sydney or 
Melbourne, or occasionally Adelaide or Perth. 
Chartering Qantas 747-400 aircraft, the 
Melbourne company Croydon Travel organ-
ises around six flights a season, each lasting 
around 12 hours. A highlight in past sea-

Above: Tourists on a QANTAS Antarctic overflight, January 2002
Right: QANTAS aircraft flies over the Casey living quarters on 10 
February 2002
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Global and regional climate change and 
managing the Southern Ocean ecosystem are 
the main study themes among the 54 Ant-
arctic research projects granted Australian 
Government funding totalling $670,000 for 
2002–03. Announcing the Australian Ant-
arctic Science (AAS) grants, Dr Sharman 
Stone, Parliamentary Secretary responsible 
for the Antarctic, said the scheme illustrated 
the Government’s commitment to support-
ing long-term Antarctic research, both for 
understanding regional and global processes 
and for helping to preserve the region’s nat-
ural qualities.

‘Australia leads the world in research into 
managing Southern Ocean fisheries, covering 
development of a sustainable fishery and the 
conservation of animals – notably seabirds – 
endangered by that activity. It is important 
that we sustain this level of research if we 
are to continue to have an influence in the 
international forums that regulate the fishing 

industries,’ Dr Stone said.
The Australian Antarctic Division’s Chief 

Scientist, Prof. Michael Stoddart, said that with 
the Australian research program’s five-year sci-
ence plan now three years old, a more complete 
picture of fundamental processes and changes 
in the region was beginning to emerge.

Among projects supported this season 
are: 
• an intensive Australian-German study of 

the physical and climatic history of Ant-
arctica’s remote southern Prince Charles 
Mountains, seeking to fill major gaps in 
knowledge of a period when Australia and 
Antarctica were one continent;

• a study of the production and movement 
of extremely cold, dense ‘Antarctic Bottom 
Water’ to improve climate forecasting 
models and understanding of their influ-
ence on Southern Ocean ecosystems;

• analysis of contaminated sites in Antarc-
tica to guide work to manage the contami-

nants and rehabilitate the sites producing 
new technology with application to similar 
sites elsewhere in the world;

• studies of fur seals on Australia’s sub-
antarctic islands which have indicated rap-
idly rising numbers with implications for 
Southern Ocean fisheries;

• investigations of the upper atmosphere 
above Antarctica and near-Earth space to 
develop our understanding of the role 
and influence of this coldest part of the 
Earth’s atmosphere on weather and climate 
throughout the world; and

• use of robot technology to investigate 
growth patterns of microscopic plants that 
grow on the under-side of sea ice off the 
coast of Antarctica.

The 54 projects awarded an AAS grant 
this year – among 130 research projects 
being conducted next summer – involve uni-
versities and government research agencies 
throughout Australia and other countries.

2002-2003 Antarctic research grants announced

Institution : 
total funding (with GST) Chief investigator Project title Grant (with GST)
 
Australian National SKOTNICKI, Dr Mary Conservation of plant biodiversity in Antarctica - a genetic approach $20 460
University [ACT] : $60 904 SKOTNICKI, Dr Mary Investigation of virus biodiversity in Antarctic terrestrial plants $8 256
 TREGONING, Dr Paul Crustal rebound in the Lambert Glacier area $17 698
 READING, Dr Anya The deep structure of East Antarctica from broad-band seismic data $14 490

Curtin ROSMAN, Prof Kevin Climatic and sea-level changes during the glacial/Holocene transition inferred 
University [WA] : $20 900  from isotope ratios of trace metals in Law Dome ice cores $20 900

Edith Cowan  MORO, Dr Dorian Prevalence and intensity of enzootic pathogens in populations of the black 
University [WA] : $10 241  rat (Rattus rattus) on Macquarie Island $10 241

Flinders  KAEMPF, Dr Jochen Cross-shelf exchange created by dense water cascading in the presence 
University [SA] : $29 700  of submarine channels: physical-biological implications $14 850
 TOMCZAK, Prof Matt Evolution of water mass properties in the Circumpolar Current during 1991-1996 $14 850

Griffith  GABRIC, Dr Al Investigating the relation between aerosol optical depth, dimethylsulphide 
University [QLD] : $18 801  production and phytoplankton dynamics in the Antarctic Southern Ocean $18 801

La Trobe ESSEX, Dr Elizabeth Mapping the GPS total electron content and scintillation activity at southern 
University [VIC] : $89 442  higher latitudes during high sunspot numbers $19 800
 DYSON, Professor Peter Upper atmosphere dynamics and thermodynamics $17 287
 DYSON, Professor Peter Investigations of space weather and the mesosphere using the TIGER radar $20 900
 GOLDSWORTHY, Dr Simon The conservation of fur seals in the Antarctic marine ecosystem $31 455 

Macquarie GORE, Dr Damian Palaeoenvironments of the Antarctic coast, from 50°E to 120°E $16 777
University [NSW] : $31 815 GORE, Dr Damian Glacial history of the Framnes Mountains, East Antarctica $15 038

Southern Cross JONES, Prof Graham  Factors affecting DMS in the seasonal ice zone $20 900
University [NSW] : $20 900

Tasmanian Parks & Wildlife  GALES, Dr Rosemary Status and conservation of albatrosses on Macquarie Island $22 000
Service [TAS] : $22 000 

University VINCENT, Dr Bob Dynamical coupling in the Antarctic middle atmosphere $14 553
of Adelaide [SA] : $14 553

University  SIMMONDS, Assoc Prof Ian The influence of the El Nino-Southern Oscillation on Antarctic and subantarctic climate $21 451
of Melbourne [VIC] : $110 840 SIMMONDS, Assoc Prof Ian The nature of the Antarctic Circumpolar Wave and its connections with Australian rainfall variability $22 000
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sons has been a New Year’s Eve flight trav-
elling over the continent at midnight, the 
dramatic Antarctic geography being still vis-
ible during the long daylight hours of the 
Antarctic summer.

The area covered by the flights depends 
on the point of departure and local weather 
conditions. Flights from Sydney and Mel-
bourne usually take in the area from Terra 
Nova Bay in the Ross Sea to Adélie Land 
while those from Adelaide and Perth overfly 
Wilkes Land and Wilhelm II Land further 
west. The AAD provides observer guides on 
each flight and organises radio link-ups with 

Australian stations and research vessels to 
give passengers a chance to ask questions of 
expeditioners ‘on the ground’.

Like all tourists, visitors to Antarctica are 
constantly seeking new experiences, reflected 
in the changing range of tour activities 
and destinations. Mountain climbing, snow-
boarding and kayaking are regular highlights 
on some tours, but recent and proposed 
activities include half and full marathons run 
at the South Pole, a circumnavigation of 
Antarctica, a North Pole–South Pole over-
flight, and an overflight tracking progress of 
a total solar eclipse over Dronning Maud 
and Queen Mary Lands in November 2003.

The future also may see a push for greater 
involvement of aircraft to transport tourists 
to Antarctica. Over the past decade, US-
based Adventure Network International has 
provided air transport and ground support 
for trekking, climbing and other adventure 
activities on the continent, mainly from 
ANI’s summer base camp in the Patriot Hills, 
Ellsworth Land. Flights to the continent are 
also provided by Chilean companies, and 
2001–02 saw the establishment of a com-
pany offering tourist flights from Cape Town 
to Dronning Maud Land, although no tour-
ists were actually carried this season.

David Moser, Senior Policy Officer, AAD
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 BYE, Dr John Effects of the modulation of the surface shear stress by the wave field in a model 
  of the Southern Ocean $12 719
 STEVENS, Prof Geoff Development and application of technologies for the removal of heavy-metal 
  contaminants from run-off associated with abandoned waste disposal sites $17 192
 WILSON, Assoc Prof Chris Prince Charles Mountains Expedition of Germany-Australia (PCMEGA) $22 000
 WILSON, Assoc Prof Chris Structure and dynamics of the Sorsdal Glacier $14 355
 BISHOP, Assoc Prof Ian Development of a GIS of wilderness and aesthetic values for the AAT $1 123

University FRASER, Prof Brian Observations of ULF space plasma waves in Antarctica $16 170
of Newcastle [NSW] : $36 297 FRASER, Prof Brian A Southern Hemisphere imaging riometer experiment (SHIRE) $20 127

University  SMITH, Dr Steve Spatial and temporal variation in the recruitment of benthic macroinvertebrates to artificial substrata $3 212
of New England [NSW] : $3 212

University of New  BURTON, Dr Michael The automated astrophysical site testing observatory $10 346
South Wales [NSW] : $10 346

University GASPARON, Dr Massimo Baseline metals in Antarctic environments: Casey area and Bunger Hills  $11 254
of Queensland [QLD] : $11 254 

University CODD, Dr Rachel Metallated Proteins expressed by Psychrophilic bacteria $10 870
of Sydney [NSW] : $17 800 PILE, Dr Adele Cascading effects of global climate change on near shore benthic communities in the Antarctic $6 930

University  BOWIE, Dr Andy Iron content of Southern Ocean phytoplankton: implications for carbon transfer to the deep sea $8 338
of Tasmania [TAS] : $178 874 BOWMAN, Dr John Bacterial hydrocarbon degradation and impacts of hydrocarbon pollutants on 
  microbial communities within Antarctic coastal sediments $8 910
 COLEMAN, Prof Richard Ridging and calving on the Amery Ice Shelf $12 162
 COLEMAN, Prof Richard GLAS validation on the Amery Ice Shelf $22 000
 DAVIDSON, Dr Garry Tectonic, magmatic and hydrothermal evolution of ocean floor spreading at Macquarie Island $7 115
 HINDELL, Dr Mark The effect of spatial and temporal variation in marine productivity on energy 
  acquisition in southern elephant seals, Mirounga leonina $20 900
 KIERNAN, Dr Kevin Geomorphological evolution of Heard Island $14 509
 KIRKPATRICK, Prof Jamie Long term changes in vegetation and soil stability, Macquarie Island $11 545
 MCMINN, Assoc Prof Andrew Sea ice primary production off eastern Antarctica $22 000
 MCMINN, Assoc Prof Andrew Role of micronutrients in the sea ice microbial ecosystem $10 626
 MCMINN, Assoc Prof Andrew The effect of global climate change on Antarctic marine diatoms $1 228
 MCMINN, Assoc Prof Andrew Antarctic glacial history: Cenozoic geology of the Prince Charles Mountains $4 389
 MICHAEL, Dr Kelvin Ocean colour measurements in the East Antarctic sea ice zone $1 228
 NUNEZ, Dr Manuel UV climate over the Southern Ocean south of Australia, and its biological impact $10 450
 QUILTY, Prof Pat Palynology of Pliocene sediments, Prince Charles mountains $2 451
 ROBERTS, Dr Donna High resolution palaeoclimate analysis of lacustrine systems in the Vestfold Hills $6 215
 SWADLING, Dr Kerry The fate of primary production in Antarctic sea ice: the role of metazoan grazers $13 867
 WILLIAMS, Dr Ray Near-coastal distributions of icebergs, derived from SAR and Landsat MSS 
  data using semi-automated image analysis techniques  $941

University of Western SHELLAM, Prof Geoff South polar skuas as vectors of disease $9 306
Australia [WA] : $18 876 WAITE, Dr Anya The role of large diatoms’ sedimentation dynamics in the biogeochemistry 
  and global climatic impact of the Southern Ocean  $9 570

University of  DAVIS, Dr Andy Effects of UV radiation on community establishment: a global perspective $16 335
Wollongong [NSW] : $30 263 ROBINSON, Dr Sharon Assessing UV-B induced DNA damage in Antarctic plants: is desiccation a compounding factor? $13 928

 


