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Gearing up for 2022

April Takeover Voyage
to Marion Island

Key developments in
progressing the
Mouse-Free Marion
Project

Why the team intends
to sail to Marion this
April

island home, and indeed the ecological
integrity of this important sub-Antarctic
island. The removal of mice from Marion
Island will represent a significant and
lasting conservation legacy.

Above: Anton Wolfaardt at Marion Island

Welcome
to the first edition of the Mouse-Free
Marion Newsletter. The purpose of the
newsletter is to provide brief updates on
the progress being made towards the
restoration of this globally important subAntarctic island. In this first issue we briefly
introduce the project, and report on some
recent activities and upcoming plans.
Marion Island, located in the southern
Indian Ocean between South Africa and
Antarctica, needs our urgent help. The
island is home to some two million
individual seabirds representing 28
species, many of which are helpless
victims to a dire threat. Accidentally
introduced by sealers in the early 19th
century, an increasing population of
invasive House Mice have been inflicting
devastating impacts on the ecology of the
island, including killing its native surfacenesting and burrowing seabirds. After
largely removing the invertebrate fauna
that provided the mainstay of their diet,
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the invasive mice are now literally eating
Marion Island’s seabirds alive.

The MFM Project is a partnership between
the South African Department of Forestry,
Fisheries and the Environment (DFFE) and
BirdLife South Africa. A separate and
special purpose entity, the Mouse-Free
Marion Non-Profit Company, has been
established by BirdLife South Africa to
help facilitate the implementation of the
project. The project has received
considerable support from leading
institutions and organisations both in
South Africa and internationally, building
on the expertise acquired from over 600
invasive species eradication projects from
islands around the world. It has also
received considerable support from
members of the public, for which we are
immensely grateful.

There remains a lot to be done before we
can undertake the actual eradication
operation, not least being the need to raise
the outstanding funding required. We are
working hard to ensure that the MFM
Project has the best chance of success so
that we can secure a positive conservation
future for the island’s globally important
seabirds and restore the ecological
integrity of the island. Only then can it
rightly claim its title of South Africa’s Jewel
in the southern Indian Ocean.
It is through continued collaboration, and
support from the public, that we can
achieve this outcome. If you would like to
find out more about the project and ways
to support it, please visit our website
(www.mousefreemarion.org) or contact
Heidi Whitman, the Mouse-Free Marion
Chief Philanthropy Officer
(heidi.whitman@mousefreemarion.org).

Dr Anton Wolfaardt
Mouse-Free Marion Project Manager

The Mouse-Free Marion (MFM) Project
aims to remove the mice from Marion
Island. Helicopters with underslung baitapplication buckets that are linked to GPS
systems will spread rodenticide bait across
the entire island. This is the only method
that has proven successful in eradicating
rodents from large islands. Advances in
technology and rodent eradication
methods have led to increasingly
ambitious and successful eradication
campaigns on islands. This has paved the
way for the Marion Island operation, which,
at 30,000 hectares, will be substantially
larger than previous rodent eradication
efforts undertaken on islands in a single
operation.
This urgent and ambitious conservation
project will prevent the deaths of millions
of seabirds, helping to secure a positive
future for the iconic Wandering Albatross,
the many other seabirds that call the

View of the Marion Island Base from the SA Agulhas II. Photo: Anton Wolfaardt

Team. The operational
planning for the project is in
full swing, with the team hard
at work setting up the
necessary requirements for
several team members to take
part in the 2022 takeover
voyage to Marion Island.

BirdLife South Africa and Mouse-Free Marion Team members, show their support for the Mouse-Free Marion
Project before one of Peter Harrison's lectures

Gearing up for a productive
2022
Over the last two years, the COVID-19
pandemic has disrupted many projects
and, although the Mouse-Free Marion
(MFM) Project has not been an exception,
the project has made considerable
progress over the course of 2021, with a
cracking start to 2022.
Significant developments were made on
the operational planning side of the MFM
Project throughout 2021, including the
appointment of key staff to the project
team. In February 2021, Anton Wolfaardt
was appointed as MFM Project Manager,
with three additional staff members
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employed later in the year: MFM
Operations Manager (Keith Springer);
Communications Officer and Project
Assistant (Robyn Adams); and Chief
Philanthropy Officer (Heidi Whitman, who
is based in the USA). The team was also
joined by John Cooper as the project’s
voluntary News Correspondent.
With the team members now settled into
their respective roles, the MFM Project has
been able to keep up the momentum
gained in the previous year, with the first
quarter of 2022 being an incredibly busy
and productive time for the MFM Project

With the operational planning
well in hand, it is also critical to
raise the funds needed to
conduct the eradication
operation on Marion Island,
currently planned for 2024. To
this end, fundraising events
have been both an excellent
way to raise the profile of the
project and continue raising
the funds needed for the
eradication to take place.
Three of the five MFM Team members meet in person for the

One of these events was
first time on board the Flock to Marion 2022 voyage.; from left:
BirdLife South Africa’s hugely
Heidi Whitman, Anton Wolfaardt and Robyn Adams
successful ‘Flock to Marion
2022’ voyage to the Southern Ocean. In the
successful in raising funds for the
last week of January 2022 three members
eradication project.
of the Mouse-Free Marion Project Team,
It is not every cruise where one wakes up to
Anton Wolfaardt, Heidi Whitman and
the sound of “there is a Wandering
Robyn Adams, joined BirdLife South Africa
Albatross on the port side”. Besides the
and approximately 1500 keen birders
unforgettable experience of seeing an
aboard the cruise ship the MSC Orchestra
adult Wandering Albatross soar just a few
bound for the waters of Marion Island.
metres overhead, the Flock to Marion
With the untamed seas of the Southern
voyage was an excellent opportunity to
Ocean as a backdrop, the MFM Project
raise awareness and grow support for the
Team took the opportunity to convey
MFM Project from new connections.
information about the importance of
Many members of BirdLife South Africa’s
Marion Island for South Africa’s seabirds
affiliated bird clubs joined the voyage.
and the critical need to restore its’
Although some of these bird clubs had
ecosystem. Along with two fundraising
previously supported the MFM Project via
events, held before the voyage at
L’Ormarins wine estate in Franschhoek and the ‘Sponsor a Hectare’ crowdfunding
campaign, the Flock to Marion voyage
after the voyage at the Oyster Box Hotel in
catalysed a renewed interest and a number
Durban, the cruise was particularly
of bird clubs raised additional funds for the
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Below: it all started with the call for a Wandering Albatross spotted on the port side. Members of the
Tygerberg Bird Club aboard the MSC Orchestra

MFM Project during the voyage. In total,
more than 18 of BirdLife South Africa’s 41
affiliated bird clubs have so far shown their
financial support for the MFM Project since
its inception.
The unprecedented generosity of the
passengers aboard the Flock to Marion
voyage, the guests attending the two
fundraising events; MSC Cruises and
BirdLife South Africa resulted in more than
R3 million being raised through auctions,
donations and through the Sponsor a
Hectare campaign. This will certainly
contribute to the funds needed to
complete the eradication programme in
2024. An excellent start to the first quarter
of the new year!

We, however, still need to raise a
considerable amount of funds to enable us
to undertake the operation in 2024. Please
visit our website at
www.mousefreemarion.org for more
information on ways to support the project
and help save Marion Island’s seabirds and
restore its ecosystem.
Thank you!

Robyn Adams
(Communications Officer and Project
Assistant)

Below: Flock to Marion Passengers pose on deck for a photograph

“ I had the privilege of visiting Marion Island in 1983 as a
guest of the South African National Antarctic Programme
and the University of Cape Town's FitzPatrick Institute of
African Ornithology. Now nearly four decades later I am
pleased to offer my support towards the Mouse -Free
Marion Project that will help conserve the albatrosses and
petrels I love.”
-Peter Harrison MBE

The Mouse-Free Marion
Project joins the 2022 relief
voyage to Marion Island
Every year around April-May, the S.A.
Agulhas II makes its annual relief voyage to
Marion Island. The ship transports
researchers, meteorologists, technicians
and Environmental Control Officers who
will relieve the overwintering team which
has been living and working on the island

for the previous 12 months. Two MouseFree Marion Project team members will
join the month-long relief voyage with the
aim of gathering important island data to
further aid preparations for the upcoming
mouse eradication operation.

On the deck of the SA Agulhas II in Cape Town Harbour. From Left, Errol Julies (DCO; DFFE),
Azwianewi Makhado (DFFE), Elsa van Ginkel, Vhuawelo Simba, Anton Wolfaardt, Keith
Springer, Lucy Smyth (overwintering team member for Maëlle Conan’s project), Teagan
Walker (MSc student for Maëlle Conan’s project) and Maëlle Connan.

After a quarantine period in a Cape Town hotel
and a negative COVID-19 PCR test, Dr Anton
Wolfaardt, MFM Project Manager, and New
Zealand-based Operations Manager, Keith
Springer, will set sail from Cape Town Harbour
bound for Marion Island.
Planning a complex exercise where the location is
thousands of kilometres away in the middle of the
Southern Ocean and only accessed via ship once
a year will be no easy feat. The visit will provide a
valuable opportunity for the MFM field team to
survey the island and inform the intricate
planning required for the mouse eradication
operation. The team will investigate the facilities
available on the island and how they would be
used during the eradication operation as well as
plan for any challenges that might occur.
Because much of the success of the eradication
operation depends on the terrain, infrastructure
and other features of Marion Island, it is essential
that this reconnaissance work is undertaken to
facilitate tge detailed operational planning.
This takeover voyage will also provide an
invaluable opportunity to liaise with the Captain
and officers of the S.A. Agulhas II which has
recently returned from the historic Endurance 22
mission to discover and photograph Sir Ernest
Shackleton’s sunken ship in the frozen Weddell
Sea. Since South Africa’s Antarctic research and
supply vessel will be used to transport all the
personnel, cargo, bait and helicopters to the
island for the baiting operation, it is necessary
that the MFM Project becomes thoroughly
informed of the ship’s cargo capacity, load plan
and helicopter operations.

“ Very few South Africans
have visited, or will ever get a
chance to visit, the country’s
sub-Antarctic Marion Island.
Yet hundreds are making
their donations towards
eradicating the island’s
albatross-killing mice via the
Mouse-Free Marion Project.
The project is a partnership
between the Department of
Forestry, Fisheries and the
Environment and BirdLife
South Africa.
As Minister of the
Department, I wish
it every success and urge you
to support it in any way you
can! ”

- Minister Barbara Creecy,
Department of Forestry,
Fisheries and the
Environment

Anton and Keith will not go to Marion Island
alone. They will travel with Dr Luis Pertierra
(University of Pretoria-UP) and two newly
employed overwintering research assistants, Elsa
van Ginkel and Vhuawelo Simba, who will spend
13 months at Marion carrying out important
biological monitoring work on the island that will
inform planning for the eradication programme.
Throughout the year, Elsa and Vhuawelo will
traverse the wild terrain of Marion, undertaking

8

9

View of Prince Edward Island from Marion
Island’s Cliffs. Photo Otto Whitehead

Above: MFM members take a break from packing supplies in front of the SA Agulhas II. From Left:
John Cooper (MFM News Correspondent), Elsa van Ginkel (research assistant), Vhuawelo Simba
(research assistant), Anton Wolfaardt (MFM Project Manager), Keith Springer (MFM Operations
Manager) and Shiraan Watson (MFM Management Committee member)

important work that will contribute to
the monitoring of the success of the
MFM Project. It is essential that, prior to
the mouse eradication, the baseline
ecological conditions at Marion are
recorded to help inform the eradication
programme as well as to enable
monitoring work to continue after
eradication. The team, lead by Prof.
Michelle Greve (UP) as the Principal
Investigator, will also assess interactions
of mice with plant and invertebrate
communities, both those native to the
island as well as those introduced. Esla
and Vhuawelo will also be conducting a
range of bait trials, the outcomes of
which will help inform a review of the
current baiting strategy.
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Anyone who has spent time at Marion,
and walked its bogs, mires and broken
lava fields and climbed Its hills will know
that it is a harsh environment in which
to conduct field work. Yet its wildlife,
notably its thousands of breeding
seabirds and seals, its spectacular
scenery and views, as well its dramatic
weather changes, can make for a most
rewarding experience for any visitor.
Best wishes for a successful relief
voyage!

Robyn Adams (MFM Communications
Officer) & John Cooper (MFM News
Correspondent)
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Grey-headed Albatross, John Dickens

Get involved and help make a
mouse-free Marion Possible!

• For more information on the Project, visit our website at mousefreemarion.org
or contact us at: info@mousefreemarion.org
• To make a gift of any amount or support the project by sponsoring a hectare (or
more) visit our website or contact Heidi Whitman, Chief Philanthropy Offficer:
heidi.whitman@mousefreemarion.org.
• Stay up to date: follow us on Facebook (Mouse-Free Marion) and Instagram
(@mousefreemarion) or sign up on our website to recieve project news alerts
Cover Photo: Wandering Albatrosses, Sean Evans

The Mouse-Free Marion Project is a registered non-profit company (No.
2020/922433/08) in South Africa, established to eradicate invasive albatross-killing
mice on Marion Island in the Southern Ocean. The project was initiated by BirdLife
South Africa and the South African Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the
Environment. Upon successful completion, the project will restore the critical breeding
habitat of over two million seabirds, many globally threatened, and improve the
island's resilience to a warming climate. For more information or to support the
project please visit mousefreemarion.org
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