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Antarctica penguins: How too much ice
triggered population decline
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Antarctica penguins: How too much ice triggered population decline
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How is ice bad for penguins?
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A new study has revealed a 43% decline in Adélie penguins across 52 sites off
east Antarctica over the last decade.
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But what triggered the decline? Too much fast ice.
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Dr Louise Emmerson, Australian Antartic Division
"So, fast ice is a layer of ice over the ocean between the open water and their
breeding sites. That can be up to 80km.
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Too much fast ice results in a very long trip to the ocean for food.
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Dr Louise Emmerson, Australian Antartic Division
“In years where there's that extensive fast ice near the breeding colony, the adults
have a lot of trouble feeding the chicks often enough."
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If the chicks aren't fed regularly, then they will die.
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Dr Louise Emmerson, Australian Antartic Division
"Between 2003 and 2008, there was a lot of very extensive fast ice, and it was
during that period that there were virtually no chicks that survived."
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But does climate change mean there is less ice?
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Dr Louise Emmerson, Australian Antartic Division

"So even though overall there is a reduction in that fast ice around Antarctica, we
don't understand why it's so patchy or what has caused an increase in this
particular area."
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After 2008, the ice receded, but the population continued to decline. Fewer
fledglings were leaving the breeding site together, which reduced their chances
of surviving their first winter at sea.
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Dr Louise Emmerson, Australian Antartic Division

"The decline is actually very, very significant. We think it's because of this
feedback process between population size, reduced breeding success and
reduced fledgling survival that has just made that decline far more rapid than we
would've expected if any one of those things were operating in isolation."
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Scientists are unsure if the population will be able to recover.
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Dr Louise Emmerson, Australian Antartic Division

"We're hopeful that with a few years where they've got good breeding success
that maybe this population can turn around this negative decline. But we're really
not sure yet - it depends on the environmental conditions that they're going to
experience in the future, and of course we don't know that at this stage."
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