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Mouse-Free Marion

Game Changing
island eradications

The MFM Project
Celebrates

The importance of
ensuring a healthy
Marion Island

How proper planning
is integral to project
success

World Albatross Day
2022

Given the global importance of the Prince
Edward Islands for seabirds and other
wildlife, the island group was declared a
Special Nature Reserve by the South African
Government in 1995. This is the highest level
of protection afforded under South African
legislation. As the country’s only declared
Special Nature Reserve, the Prince Edward
Island group is arguably the jewel in the
crown of South Africa’s protected area
network.

Left: MFM Project Manager, Dr Anton Wolfaardt
Right: A Wandering Albatross chick in the snow at Marion Island, photo: John Dickens

Welcome to the second edition of
the Mouse-Free Marion Newsletter
The Mouse-Free Marion Project aims to free Marion Island from the devastating impacts of
invasive House Mice Mus musculus, and safeguard the globally important populations of
seabirds, including albatrosses and petrels listed by the Agreement on the Conservation of
Albatrosses and Petrels (ACAP). The 19th of June 2022 marked the third World Albatross Day,
and ACAP chose ‘climate change’ as this year’s theme, a theme that is directly relevant to
Marion Island and the Mouse-Free Marion Project.

M

arion Island is an awe-inspiring
place. This windswept and remote
outpost, located in the southern
Indian Ocean roughly halfway between
Cape Town and Antarctica, is home to a
wealth of seabirds and marine mammals.
Marion is the larger of the two islands that
together comprise the Prince Edward
Islands group, which in turn forms part of a
ring of sub-Antarctic islands that rise from
the floor of the Southern Ocean around
Antarctica. Given the sparsity of these
islands in the extensive and highly
productive Southern Ocean, they contain
many riches of the natural world. They are
particularly important for seabirds and
seals, who, although spending most of their
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time at sea, must return to land to breed.
With few places to choose from, these subAntarctic islands are havens for an
abundance of wildlife, hosting spectacular
congregations of seabirds.
Marion and Prince Edward Island are no
exception. The volcanic sand beaches, rocky
outcrops, cliff faces, and grassy hills of
Marion Island are home to 28 seabird
species, including nine albatross and petrel
species listed by the ACAP. The two islands
collectively support almost half of the
world’s Vulnerable Wandering Albatrosses
Diomedea exulans, with Marion alone
hosting a quarter of the global population.

Unfortunately, Marion Island is no longer the
safe haven that it used to be. House Mice,
accidentally introduced by humans early in
the 19th century, have had a devastating
impact on the ecology of the island. Mice
are highly adaptable and voracious
omnivores that reproduce rapidly and can
eat almost anything in such quantity that
they can alter ecological processes and drive
an island into a state of ecological
impoverishment.

more than 1°C over the last 30 years. This
warmer and drier climate has contributed to
a substantial increase in the densities of
mice on the island each summer, causing a
shortage of invertebrates upon which the
mice have been surviving over the winter
months. This shortage of food has driven
mice to find alternative food sources, which
they have found in the form of naïve
seabirds. As on several other oceanic
islands, the mice found many of the
seabirds had no defence against their
attacks. They are literally “sitting ducks”.
The scale and frequency of attacks on
seabirds have been increasing since they
were first observed in the early 2000s. Mice
currently kill up to 5-10% of albatross chicks
each year, and this rate of mortality is
expected to get worse as climate change
facilitates increasing densities of mice each
summer. Left unchecked on Marion Island,

The impacts of mice on Marion
Island’s ecology are widespread,
pervasive, extreme and highly
deleterious. The native
invertebrate fauna has been
particularly hard hit, with several
species reduced to tiny
proportions of their pre-mouse
populations, altering nutrient
cycling and other key ecological
processes. Mice also impact
vegetation, greatly reducing seed
production and seriously
damaging keystone species, such
as the cushion plant Azorella
selago.
These ecological impacts have
been greatly exacerbated by
climate change. Marion Island’s
climate is changing rapidly, with a
significant reduction in rainfall and
an increase in temperature of

An injured Grey-headed Albatross at Marion Island,
View of the Marion Island Base from
theStefan
SA Agulhas
II. Photo: Anton Wolfaardt
photo:
Schoombie

the mice are likely to cause the local
extinction of 18 of the 28 seabird species that
breed on the island.
The Mouse-Free Marion (MFM) Project is a
collaborative conservation initiative working
towards eradicating the invasive mice from
Marion Island. This will be done through the
aerial application of rodenticide bait – the only
approach that has proven successful on large
oceanic islands. In addition to the formal
partnership between the South African
Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the
Environment (DFFE) and the environmental
NGO BirdLife South Africa to undertake the
project, there are a number of other
organisations engaged in and helping to
progress this endeavour.
Restoring the ecology of Marion Island,
including its impressive seabird assemblage,
will have permanent and significant
conservation benefits, and will help mitigate
the impacts of other threats, such as climate
change. The removal of introduced predators
from islands is one of the most effective and
tractable conservation interventions. We
know from operations that have preceded
ours that once introduced predators have
been removed from islands, the ecological

recovery and rebounding of affected
populations can be truly spectacular. The
article by Keith Springer, the MFM Operations
Manager, provides a first-hand perspective on
some of the remarkable recoveries that have
occurred on islands following the removal of
introduced mammals. We can achieve these
same outcomes for Marion Island.

Below: A Wandering Albatross pair on Marion Island, photo: Stefan Schoombie

Eradicating mice from Marion Island will
provide an incredible conservation legacy, one
which will enable the island group to rightly
claim its title of being the jewel in the crown
of South Africa’s protected area network.
There remains a lot to do before we undertake
the baiting operation, not least the need to
raise the outstanding funding required. We
remain very grateful for the support we have
already received.
For more information on the MFM 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

Grey-headed Albatross Ridge, Photo: Michelle Risi

“As the Leader of ‘Team Rat’ that successfully eradicated
Norway Rats and House Mice on South Georgia over five
seasons last decade, I am encouraged by a similar effort
being planned by South Africa to eradicate the invasive
mice of Marion Island. I am convinced that within a year
of success signs of recovery will be as apparent as they
have been on South Georgia.”
-Professor Tony Martin
Dundee University; 2017 Conservationist of the Year of the
Zoological Society of London
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Island eradications of introduced
predators can be game changing,
providing the planning is done
correctly
Keith Springer, the Mouse-Free Marion Project’s Operations
Manager, has over 20 years of experience in the field of
eradicating introduced mammals on Southern Ocean
islands. Most notably he led the Macquarie Island Pest
Eradication Project (MIPEP) from design to completion over
2006-2015. As well as his roles on sub-Antarctic islands, he
has also been involved in an advisory or an operational
capacity with rodent eradications on seabird islands in both
hemispheres, including Alaska's Hawadax, Italy’s Tavolara
and Australia's Lord Howe.
In his invited essay that follows he gives his thoughts on the
need for this work and just what is required to achieve
success.

Above picture: Keith Springer moves an Antipodean Albatross Diomedea antipodensis chick away from a
helicopter landing zone during the successful eradication of House Mice on Antipodes Island in 2016
Below picture: Soon the mice will be gone. Filling the bait bucket on Antipodes Island

Shut down. Bad weather hampers rodent eradication on South Georgia

A

key feature of remote oceanic islanddwelling wildlife is that species have
evolved in the absence of terrestrial
mammals. Prior to the expansion of human
exploration and exploitation, land-based
mammals never had the means to reach farflung oceanic islands. The upshot of this is
that many species of plants, invertebrates
and birds evolved in isolation from mammals
– a group that includes browsers, grazers and
predators. With increasing human
technology and innovation, and spurred on
by a mixture of nationalism, curiosity and
profit motives, many hitherto unknown
islands in the Southern Ocean were
discovered and their resident wildlife
subsequently exploited for profit. Mammal
species were released on most of these
islands deliberately for a subsequent food
source (the grazers and browsers), arrived as
stowaways or via shipwrecks (the rodents) or
as human companions (dogs and cats).
Having evolved in the absence of the
mammals, plants and wildlife native to many
of these islands were unable to cope with
these new stresses to their populations.
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Species were lost even before they were
described by scientists. Some may even have
gone extinct before humans were even aware
of their existence, especially among the more
cryptic invertebrates. Some species not yet
globally extinct have been extirpated on
breeding islands through the impacts of
invasive species. This puts incredible
pressure on remaining populations and
impoverishes the biodiversity of islands from
which they have been lost. Whereas no
Southern Ocean seabird species has as yet
gone extinct (due to their individual
longevity) their low breeding success due to
predation (and often for albatrosses and
petrels, longline fishery mortality) has many
of them staring down that particular barrel.
Put simply, removing introduced predators
from islands is one of the most powerful tools
available for stemming the decline in global
seabird populations. Seabird populations are
resilient, even though the impacts of a
changing climate and especially rising sea
temperatures are testing them in other ways.
However, they cannot withstand predation of
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The South Georgia Heritage Trust achieved a
similar outcome on the United Kingdom’s
South Georgia in the South Atlantic, another
island where I joined the eradication team.
Within a couple of breeding seasons of
Norway Rat eradication, numbers of South
Georgia Pipits Anthus antarcticus, South
Georgia Pintails Anas georgica georgica and
numerous burrowing petrel species
(including storm petrels) were far more
abundant.

Post MIPEP; the remarkable recovery of vegetation on Macquarie Island after the rabbits were removed in
2011

eggs, chicks and adults on their breeding
islands, and still have a viable future.
I have been fortunate, in many ways, to visit
and work on a number of sub-Antarctic
islands. What I have seen there, and
especially what I have not seen - such as
dense clouds of wheeling seabirds because
there aren’t any left - has reinforced the
gravity of the situation facing these birds, and
the need for us to help them. However, often
the problem is underappreciated and
unrecognised on a global scale, because so
few people have the opportunity to visit these
remote places. More than anything, the
advent of trail and burrow cameras has finally
given proof of what has been happening year
after year for many decades; the slow
whittling away of seabird populations as
predation by cats, rats and mice has taken its
toll.
My first significant involvement in assisting
with the removal of introduced pests from
islands was as a team leader for the feral cat
eradication on Australia’s Macquarie Island.
Even before the last cat was removed, Grey
Petrels Procellaria cinerea - not confirmed
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breeding on Macquarie in a century - were
discovered breeding. After removal of
European Rabbits, Black Rats and House Mice
from the island by the Macquarie Island Pest
Eradication Project (MIPEP) in 2011 (confirmed
as successful in 2014), the very next summer
dozens of active Blue Petrel Halobaena
cerulea burrows were found on coastal
headlands, whereas previously only a handful
were present on offshore rock-stacks free of
predators. Pintado or Cape Petrels Daption
capense are also now breeding back on
Macquarie, and other burrowing petrel
species such as Soft-plumaged Petrels
Pterodroma mollis and Sooty Shearwaters
Ardenna grisea are re-establishing
themselves. During the early 2000s, with the
waning of the effectiveness of Myxoma virus,
rabbits grazed the island to the quick, leaving
large expanses of bare earth. Within months
of their eradication, the island was visibly
greening, and now - some 10 years later - the
vegetation community is reaching a
distribution and abundance previously
unknown to anyone alive today.

Likewise on New Zealand’s Antipodes Island,
where I was involved with the Million Dollar
Mouse project that led to the successful
eradication of House Mice in 2016, the
endemic Antipodes Island Pipit Anthus
novaeseelandiae steindachneri and
Antipodes Island Snipe Coenocorypha
aucklandica meinertzhagenae have both
subsequently increased in abundance.
Similar recovery of sea and other birds has
been recorded following many other island
eradication projects globally, including in the
Mediterranean, Pacific, Caribbean, North and
Central America and the United Kingdom.
The empirical and anecdotal evidence is
clear. If invasive predators and grazers can
be removed from islands, the rebound in
native vegetation and wildlife is immediate
and dramatic; all the birds need is a chance
to breed without being preyed upon.
Eradicating invasive species from remote
islands does not come easy. But the physical
implementation of the work is the last of
three stages and is usually less challenging
than the first two stages. Of these, the first is
raising awareness of the problem, and
generating the political and public will to do
something about it, as expressed in
successfully raising the requisite funding.
The second stage is the multiple years of
planning, organising and securing
regulatory approvals to undertake the work.

Not only seabirds can benefit: the endemic
Antipodes Island Parakeet Cyanoramphus
unicolor has a better future following the
eradication of the island’s mice

It’s a part of human nature that in this stage
we invariably encounter people who tell us
all the reasons why it can’t be done, as well
as those more well-intentioned who do not
understand why the eradication cannot be
undertaken immediately. Many pieces of
environmental legislation and regulations
were never written with the scenario in mind
whereby invasive species could be removed
from islands, using techniques
unimaginable when the legislation was
prepared, and thus can preclude various
activities now vital to the implementation of
an eradication programme. Yet to succeed, a
way around or through these administrative
challenges needs to be found.
Island eradication programmes, especially
for rodents, ungulates and cats, have a very
high success rate. They are not, and
probably never will be, 100% successful. But
the high proportion of successes, and the
startling recovery of native species once
predators are removed, is the proof in the
pudding that this work is so worthwhile.
The task of eradicating invasive species
needs many things to be successful.
Sufficient funding to implement an
operational plan is critical. There are no half-
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calculations were out, we can’t go and get
more fuel, and the operation would stop in
its tracks.
With these aspects in place, and enough
political will to act, there is no doubt that the
carnage humans have wrought on island
biodiversity by introducing alien species can
be reversed. Often there are suggestions of
active restoration once introduced species
are removed, but in general this is rarely
necessary - take away the predation pressure
and the remnants of the native species will
do the rest and restore themselves.

Committed teamwork is essential: two helicopters load bait simultaneously on Macquarie Island

measures, so half a budget is of little use. It
needs the time to undertake all the
planning components to the requisite level
of detail. Once on the islands, it is too late to
go back for a critical piece of equipment
that hadn’t been remembered or thought
of. It demands people working on the
project to have total commitment, who will
do whatever is necessary to get the project
over the line. It isn’t a suitable vocation for 9
to 5-ers. It needs people with an
unshakeable belief in what they are doing. It
needs key supporters, influential people who
can champion the project and smooth the
way past the numerous regulatory and
logistical challenges that will inevitably arise.
It needs at least some luck to be on your
side, because especially in eradication
operations involving flying helicopters in
sub-Antarctic weather conditions, the
weather can play a make-it-or-break-it role.
It needs rigorous peer review, because there
is a body of global experience that has been
built up over decades, that can help in
formulating the particular eradication

10

strategy for an individual island. And it
needs experienced people. As in many
endeavours, the specialist roles are done
best if done by people who have done them
before and have already learnt the lessons
that contribute to successful outcomes.
Typically, eradication projects are ‘overengineered’, firstly because we are riskaverse and want to do everything possible to
enhance our chances of a successful
outcome. And secondly, because these are
projects with binary outcomes. We can’t
‘almost eradicate’ an invasive species from
an island – we either get the last individual,
or we fail. Failed eradications are often
difficult to account for a single reason why,
so we try and ‘over-engineer’ the project
design to cover off against as many potential
points of failure as possible. An example of
this might be as simple as taking
considerably more helicopter fuel than we
calculate we would need for a rodent
eradication involving aerial distribution of
rodenticide bait, simply because if our

This outcome has been demonstrated many
times globally, especially following the
eradication of rodents, and we fully expect
the same outcomes to be evident after the
anticipated removal of House Mice from
Marion Island. Marion will be the largest
island globally where mouse eradication is
being attempted, and it brings specific

challenges, especially in the size, shape and
altitude of the island, plus the known adverse
weather conditions that frequently prevail.
Whereas it is largely the lessons learned from
previous eradications that make it feasible to
even attempt mouse eradication on Marion
Island, those same projects demonstrate the
likely recovery in seabird and invertebrate
populations if we are successful in ridding
the island of mice. There is no doubt that the
images of albatross chicks with wounds on
their flanks or elsewhere on their bodies are a
strong motivator in wanting to be involved in
the Mouse-Free Marion Project. Hopefully
with the experience gained elsewhere, I can
contribute to the team striving to achieve
what would be a most remarkable
conservation outcome.

Keith Springer, Mouse-Free Marion
Operations Manager

Celebrating a pest-free island: a gam of Wandering Albatrosses Diomedea exulans display on
Macquarie Island

Celebrating the Albatrosses of
Marion Island

Below: ACAP Produced Sooty Albatross Infographic

World Albatross Day 2022

T

his June, the Mouse-Free Marion (MFM)
Project celebrated the amazing
albatrosses of Marion Island by marking
the occasion of World Albatross Day 2022.
Conceptualised by the Agreement on the
Conservation of Albatrosses and Petrels
(ACAP) in 2019, World Albatross Day has been
celebrated every year on the 19th of June
since 2020. The day is used to highlight the
22 species of albatrosses that are

Island. ACAP, working with MFM News
Correspondent John Cooper, released a
newly designed infographic describing the
threats faced by Sooty Albatrosses, both at
sea and at islands like Marion Island.
To end off the World Albatross Day
programme, and mark the midwinter
festivities (traditionally celebrated at all sub-

currently facing a multitude of
threats and marks the day that the
Agreement was signed.
The theme of this year’s World
Albatross Day was ‘climate change’
which is impacting albatross
species around the world. At Marion
Island, a warmer and drier climate
will allow for more favourable
conditions for mice and will extend
their breeding season. With mouse
densities increasing, mouse
predation on albatrosses and other
seabirds is predicted to intensify.
The MFM Project took the
opportunity of World Albatross Day
2022 to highlight the four species of
albatrosses that breed on Marion
Island. Profiles and videos of these
albatrosses were shared through
the MFM social media channels in
the days leading up to World
Albatross Day, ending off with an
illustrated poster featuring the four
species of albatrosses of Marion
World Albatross Day 2022 poster featuring the four species
of albatrosses breeding on Marion Island designed by
MFM Communications Officer, Robyn Adams
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Antarctic and Antarctic bases, including
Marion Island), BirdLife South Africa hosted
MFM Project Manager, Dr Anton Wolfaardt,
in their popular Conservation Conversations
webinar series on 21 June. Anton delivered
an online presentation highlighting the
impacts that the mice are having on Marion
Island and its seabirds and the importance
of eradicating this invasive species to secure
a positive conservation future for these
globally important populations. The 100th
episode of the popular webinar series was
attended by more than 500 attendees
across the world. Anton’s talk can now be
viewed on BirdLife South Africa’s
Conservation Conversations YouTube
channel here.
World Albatross Day provided a valuable
opportunity to raise awareness and funds for
the MFM Project. A competition was held to
win a limited-edition art print of the
Albatrosses of the Prince Edward Islands by
South African artist, and Anton’s wife, Leigh
Wolfaardt, and a signed copy of the Ultimate
Birding Companion for Birding in South
Africa by Peter Ginn and Geoff McIlleron –
prizes kindly donated by the artist and
authors.
Overall, World Albatross Day was an
excellent opportunity to highlight the
albatrosses of Marion Island and the threats
they are facing both at their island breeding
grounds and at sea. These compounding
threats represent a significant challenge for
the conservation of albatrosses. To see more
about World Albatross Day 2022, visit MFM
Instagram (@mousefreemarion) and
Facebook (Mouse-Free Marion).

Marion Island is home to one quarter of the global population of Wandering
Albatrosses and ensuring that it is mouse free should be a conservation priority,
photo: Ben Dilley

Recent
Developments
▷ Anton Wolfaardt and Keith
Springer took part in the
April-May takeover voyage to
Marion Island where they
initiated important work to
further inform planning for
the eradication project. Read
More>>
▷ Marion Island Overwintering
researchers from DFFE and
Nelson Mandela University
continue to record evidence
of house mice attacks on
albatross chicks. Read more>>
▷ New research published in
the Journal of Applied
Ecology shows that long-lived
seabird species may suffer
greater impacts from
predation than previously
thought. Read More >>

Upcoming Events
▷ African Bird Fair 2022 (22 &
23 July): The MFM project will
have a booth and will be
providing a free presentation
to attendees. Register Here>>

Robyn Adams, MFM Communications
Officer and Project Assistant
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Wandering Albatross, photo: Danielle Keys

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: Sooty Albatross, photo: Michelle Risi

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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