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field work will help inform our planning for
the eradication attempt planned for 2025
and the subsequent monitoring
programme to track its outcomes.

In June, the MFM team celebrated what is
arguably the most important day in our
calendars. World Albatross Day,
conceptualised by our friends at ACAP (the
Agreement on the Conservation of
Albatrosses and Petrels), took place on 19
June and marked the date the Agreement
was signed. Celebrating albatrosses was a
priority over all of June and the team
showcased the four species of albatrosses
breeding on Marion Island. This provided
an opportunity to raise awareness about
the project and its importance for the
avifauna and biodiversity of Marion.

A number of scientific studies and reviews
has been published this year
demonstrating and celebrating the

remarkable ecological and conservation
outcomes of eradication interventions on
islands. These studies highlight that
eradication of invasive predators is a high-
impact conservation management tool,
which has become increasingly important
for the recovery and protection of native
biodiversity on islands. This has been
shown most recently by surveys at Gough
Island in the South Atlantic.

Although the operation at Gough did not
succeed in eradicating mice, the baiting
operation led to an enormous reduction in

Mouse-Free Marion
A Year in Review

2022 has certainly been a busy and
productive year for the Mouse-Free
Marion (MFM) Project. We have had

some incredible experiences, welcomed new
team members, faced a few challenges and
continued our dedicated efforts in planning
for a mouse-free Marion Island.

The year started off with a bang, with BirdLife
South Africa’s Flock to Marion voyage granting
many of us the incredible opportunity to visit
the Prince Edward Islands - most for the first
time. Witnessing the iconic Wandering
Albatrosses gliding majestically off the bow of
the luxury cruise liner, the MSC Orchestra, was
an experience likely never to be forgotten. The
cruise left passengers eager to see a healthy
and restored Marion Island and a longing to
return. Our work really began post-cruise,
reconciling the many donations received, as
the support shown by passengers on the
Flock to Marion raised more than R3 Million
towards the Mouse-Free Marion (MFM)
Project. We are immensely grateful for the
generosity shown.

Fortunately for two of the MFM team, Marion
Island would soon be seen again. In April,
Anton Wolfaardt (Project Manager) and Keith
Springer (Operations Manager) travelled to
the island once again during the annual relief
voyage aboard the “big red taxi” A.K.A the S.A.
Agulhas II. For the MFM team, the purpose of
this trip was to begin the critical work to
establish bait trials and long-term monitoring
work in conjunction with the University of
Pretoria and the Department of Forestry,
Fisheries and the Environment (DFFE). Joining
them were two research assistants, Elsa van
Ginkel and Vhuawelo Simba, who were set to
spend the year on the island, continuing with
the work set up during the takeover period.
Vhuawelo was unfortunately evacuated from
the island in July for medical reasons, but
we’re happy to report that she is now much
better after receiving treatment back in South
Africa. Elsa recently completed the winter
component of the field work, and is now
enjoying the longer days of summer, many of
which are spent in the field. This preparatory

Above: Elsa van Ginkel doing field work on Marion Island.

Right: Vhuawelo Simba, Elsa van Ginkel, Keith Springer
and Luis Pertierra (University of Pretoria) during the
Annual Takeover voyage to Marion Island

The Mouse-Free Marion team works in different parts of the world and rarely get the opportunity to meet in person. Left: Heidi
Whitman, Anton Wolfaardt and Robyn Adams aboard the MSC Orchestra on the way back to Durban. Right: John Cooper, Keith
Springer, Guy Preston and Anton Wolfaardt at Kirstenbosch Gardens, Cape Town.
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the numbers of mice. Recent surveys have
produced quite remarkable results: the
breeding success of the Critically Endangered
MacGillivray’s Prion increased from an
average of 6% with mice (including many
years with 0% success) to 82% in 2022; the
breeding success of Critically Endangered
Tristan Albatrosses and Endangered Atlantic
Petrels in 2022 were more than double the

previous year’s rates! This highlights the
immediate and substantial improvements in
breeding success achievable when the
pressure of mouse predation is reduced,
even if temporarily, and illustrates what is
possible once mice are eradicated. These
results bolster our conviction that eradicating
mice from Marion will be a highly effective
solution to saving its seabirds from local
extinction, and contribute to the ecological
recovery of this magnificent and globally
important sub-Antarctic island.

Although the team has continued to make
progress, the current global economic
situation has presented certain challenges.
However, we have continued with our critical
fundraising efforts with welcome support
shown both locally and worldwide. Key to our
efforts have been endorsements from mainly
international conservation bodies including

Above: Passengers on the deck of the MSC Orchestra
during Flock to Marion, photo: Michael Mason.

Left: BLSA staff support the Mouse-Free Marion Project on
stage after a lecture by Peter Harrison.

Left:A healthy Grey-Headed Albatross colony on Marion Island, photo: Michelle Risi.
Right: A Grey Headed Albatross colony that has been impacted by mouse predation photo, Stephan Schoombie.

BirdLife International, Caring for
Conservation, Island Conservation, the Royal
Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB), the
Southern African Foundation for the
Conservation of Coastal Birds (SANCCOB),
and the World Seabird Union (WSU), as well
as advocacy and aid from supporters of the
project.

Most heartening, and inspiring, has been the
support shown by the younger generation. In
September, Tessa Donnellan (13) and James
Bebbington (12) took the initiative to raise
just over R30 000 towards the MFM Project
by holding a fundraiser along with the Zip
Zap Circus School in Cape Town. More
recently, Romario Valentine (11) has initiated
a BackaBuddy Christmas campaign with a
goal of raising at least R10 000 towards
saving Marion Island’s seabirds. The
campaign has, in just over a week, already
reached its fundraising target although its
run has been extended until the end of the

festive season in the hope that it will surpass
its goal (you can still support Romario’s
campaign here).

In October, the MFM Project won critical
funding from the European Outdoor
Conservation Association (EOCA). To receive
this funding the Project needed to win the
majority of votes in a global public voting
campaign. Our call to vote was shared by
friends, supporters, colleagues and marine
research groups. Thanks to your votes,
shares and likes we were able to reach
enough people to win our category to receive
almost €50 000 for the project.

In the latter part of the year, there have been
two important meetings on the international
conservation agenda: the 2022 United
Nations (UN) Climate Change Conference
(COP27), and the UN Biodiversity Conference
(COP15), the latter currently underway. These
meetings have highlighted that despite

https://www.backabuddy.co.za/champion/project/romarios-seabirds-christmas-gift
https://www.backabuddy.co.za/champion/project/romarios-seabirds-christmas-gift


76

Eleven year-old Romario Valentine, from
Durban, South Africa, is described as a
young eco-warrior, who is “renowned

globally for his beach clean ups, tree
planting, avian art and other conservation
projects”. In September he received the
BirdLife South Africa Owlet Award for 2022.
Now Romario’s mother, Delsha Moodley,
has created a Seabirds Christmas Gift
campaign via BackaBuddy on his behalf to
support the Mouse-Free Marion Project.

She writes of her son: “This year for
Christmas, he would like to help with the
conservation efforts of seabirds, such as
albatrosses, petrels and penguins, which all
play a vital role in the marine ecosystem.”
She explains that Romario has been an
active environmentalist since the age of six.
He is the author of Protect our Planet – Take
Action with Romario, a fun science
academic book published in September
2022 that addresses climate change and
environmental challenges, including
guidance on how anyone can become an
‘Earth Guardian’.

Mark Anderson, CEO of BirdLife South Africa
writes to MFM News: “We are very
appreciative of Romario’s fundraising work!
He is an amazing advocate for the
preservation of our planet, and a role-model
for the youth.”

Within only a few days since its opening,
Romario’s fundraising appeal has already
surpassed its entire R 10 000 target. He says
of his campaign “With your help, you can be

part of this legacy, to restore the beautiful
seabirds and other biodiversity on Marion
Island. When we take care of nature, we
take care of ourselves.” The Mouse-Free
Marion Project is in full agreement!

His BackaBuddy fundraiser will be open until
to the end of the festive season with the
hope that he will far exceed his initial target.
There is still time for you to contribute by
clicking here!

Read more about Romario and his
conservation work here.

John Cooper, News Correspondent, Mouse-
Free Marion Project.

Eleven-year-old Romario
Valentine’s Seabird’s Christmas
Gift Campaign aims to raise
R10 000 for the Mouse-Free
Marion Project

Romario Valentine holds up his painting of a Tristan
Albatross. A species not found on Marion Island, but

threatened by mouse predation.
THIS FESTIVE SEASON

Sponsor a hectare or more
of Marion Island in the name

of a loved one

GIVE THE GIFT OFAN...
ISLAND

visit mousefreemarion.org

South African taxpayers are eligible to receive 18A tax certificates. Please
email your request for a certificate to info@mousefreemarion.org if

applicable.

ongoing efforts, biodiversity and the climate
crisis continue to deteriorate worldwide, and
that this decline is projected to worsen with a
business-as-usual approach. The MFM
Project is an example of a high-impact
conservation intervention that can contribute
to addressing and mitigating the biodiversity
and climate crisis and contribute to restoring
our natural world for future generations.

Our work is far from over. We still have a
significant amount of funds to raise to get the
project off the ground. However, with your
support this ambitious goal to restore
Marion Island for its seabirds and other
wildlife is possible.

The MFM Project team wishes to extend
seasonal greetings to all those who

supported the project financially and in other
ways during the course of 2022. We are
extremely grateful for all the donations and
sponsorships received, including from
individuals and bodies in South Africa and
beyond. We look forward to your continued
support.

Our best wishes for a safe and pleasant 2023
and hopes for a future in which Marion
Island is free of mice and can flourish to its
full potential.

Anton Wolfaardt, Heidi Whitman, John Cooper,
Keith Springer and Robyn Adams, Mouse-Free
Marion Project

Romario’s Christmas Gift for Seabirds

https://www.backabuddy.co.za/champion/project/romarios-seabirds-christmas-gift
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.co.za/book/protect-our-planet-take-action-romario/9781775848240
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.co.za/book/protect-our-planet-take-action-romario/9781775848240
https://www.backabuddy.co.za/donate/champion/romarios-seabirds-christmas-gift
https://www.backabuddy.co.za/donate/champion/romarios-seabirds-christmas-gift
https://mousefreemarion.org/sponsor-now/


Climate emergency: COP27 and the
importance of safeguarding Marion Island

Sunday the 6th of November marked
the start of COP27, the 2022 United
Nations Climate Change Conference.

For two weeks, world leaders, policy
makers, civil society representatives and
climate activists gathered in Sharm El-
Sheikh, Egypt, to discuss climate change
and to find and implement solutions to the
climate crisis. Parties deliberated on rising
greenhouse gas emissions, climate
mitigation strategies, adaptation measures
and building resilience in the face of
inevitable climate change. COP27 seeks to
build on the outcomes of previous
conferences to deliver actions critical to
tackling the climate crisis.

Climate change is impacting the world as
we know it and is the largest threat facing
the health of our planet. Extreme weather
events, changing temperatures and rising

sea levels will permanently alter landscapes
while shifting species distributions, foraging
patterns and migration routes. Urgent
interventions are critical to ameliorate the
worst of these drastic impacts on
landscapes, wildlife and communities.

With the Mouse-Free Marion (MFM) Project
being undertaken in the Southern Ocean,
we are acutely aware of the visible and
incremental impact of climate change on
Marion Island and its threatened species.
For many years, the Prince Edward Island
group has been critical in South Africa’s
climate research strategy and is known as a
‘sentinel of climate change’. As the group
lies in an area within a very narrow range of
air and sea temperatures, environmental
variations due to changes in climate are
highly noticeable. This is key for predicting
future changes in climatic patterns.

At present, the islands are experiencing shifts
in the ocean environment as a result of a
changing climate. Medium-scale
oceanographic regimes have been
demonstrably shifting, altering productivity
patterns and food availability for seabirds
foraging in the offshore waters.
Consequently, the numbers of some of
Marion Island’s seabird species have
decreased dramatically recently, with
Macaroni Penguin numbers dropping by 30%
and Rockhopper Penguins by 70%.

These environmental changes, due to rising
temperatures and associated oceanographic

impacts, are also noticeable on land at

Marion Island. A warmer and drier climate

has improved conditions for invasive house

mice, a species accidentally introduced to

Marion Island by seal hunters in the early 19th

century. The changing climatic conditions has

led to a longer breeding season for mice and

has boosted their population. With

invertebrate populations rapidly decreasing

due to increased predation by higher

densities of mice, attacks on threatened

seabirds have become more frequent and

extensive since first being observed in

the early 2000s. This impact is

expected to become more severe as

the climate continues to change, and

experts warn that the majority of

Above: figure from Shangheta 2021 shows the long- term change in maximum rainfall at the Prince Edward Islands.

Below: A Wandering Albatross tends its hatching chick, photo: Danielle Keys

Photo: Ben Dilley



local extinction in the presence of these

invasive predators.

Seabirds are considered to be the most

threatened group of birds in the world, facing

compounding threats, from predation by

invasive species at their breeding grounds to

interactions with fisheries and climate

change. The impact of invasive species is one

of the most tractable of these threats to

address. Eradicating invasive species helps

strengthen the resilience of seabirds and

island ecosystems to climate change and

other threats. Removing invasive species at

islands has shown remarkable outcomes for

seabirds and island conservation. For

example, at Lord Howe Island Island in
Australia, the breeding success of Black-
winged Petrels improved from 2.4% to 67%
following the eradication of rodents. This is
one of many examples, and Marion Island
could see a similar result following the
eradication of mice from the island. A once-
off eradication intervention will ensure safe

breeding grounds for millions of seabirds,
including one quarter of the world’s
Wandering Albatrosses. Removing mice will
be a massive contribution towards the
ecological restoration of Marion Island and
will help build resilience amongst the island’s
seabirds against climate change and
potential extinction.

It is clear that we need to act urgently to
avert the climate crisis, including by
protecting wild places where nature thrives.
Islands are global hotspots for biodiversity
and extinction. While global climate
mitigation measures and climate adaptation
action plans were discussed at the
intergovernmental level at COP27, there are

local interventions that can be made to
ensure species resilience at a broader level.
By bringing about a mouse-free Marion
Island, we can equip the island’s globally
important seabirds and other biodiversity
with a head start in preparation for the
anticipated pressures they will face as a
result of climate change.

References:
Shangheta, A.L.P.T. 2021. Long-term climate
variability at the Prince Edward Islands in the
Southern Ocean. Faculty of Science,
Department of Oceanography.

Robyn Adams (Communications Officer and
Project Assistant)

Above: Southern Giant Petrels nesting on Marion Island, photo: Michelle Risi

Below: A wounded Grey-Headed Albatross fledgling on Marion
Island, photo: Stefan Schoombie

Right: Black-winged petrels on Lord Howe island have an improved
breeding success after rodent eradication on Lord Howe Island.



The Royal
Society for the
Protection of

Birds (RSPB), the
United Kingdom’s
BirdLife Partner, is
one of a number of
organisations that
has offered its
endorsement of
the Mouse-Free

Marion Project. The RSPB’s Chief Executive,
Beccy Speight writes:

“Nature is in crisis. After habitat loss, the
impacts of invasive non-native species are
one of the leading contributors to
biodiversity loss globally. This loss is felt
most acutely on islands that are epicentres
of avian extinctions. I am proud to endorse
the Mouse-Free Marion Project that aims to
restore the fortunes of many millions of
seabirds and see the recovery of South
Africa’s Marion Island ecosystem. The Royal
Society for the Protection of Birds will
continue to offer all the support that we can
to bring this vital project to fruition and
ensure it stands the greatest chance of
success. Only with projects of this scale and
ambition do we all stand a chance of
restoring our natural world for future
generations.”

The RSPB is the UK's largest nature
conservation charity, with over a million
members. Established in 1889 and awarded
a Royal Charter in 1904, the society became
a national partner of BirdLife International in
1993. Its work includes rodent eradication
projects on seabird islands, including on
England’s Scilly Isles and Scotland’s Shiant
Isles, and on the UK Overseas Territories of
St Helena, Ascension and Tristan da Cunha

(Gough Island) in the South Atlantic and the
Pitcairn Islands (Henderson Island) in the
South Pacific. The society also hosts BirdLife
International’s Albatross Task Force, which
has reduced at-sea mortality of seabirds by
fisheries in a number of countries, including
in Namibia and South Africa.

The RSPB also works internationally, often
partnering with BirdLife International and
with BirdLife national partners, to conserve
birds and their habitats around the world.
For several years in the 1990s, RSPB support
helped BirdLife South Africa establish itself as
a national partner in 1996 and then grow to
an organization with 40 staff and over 5000
members. The CEO of BirdLife South Africa,
Mark Anderson, confirms that the RSPB’s
support was critical in the society’s growth to
a level where it is now able to partner with
South Africa’s Department of Forestry,
Fisheries and the Environment to work
towards what will arguably be the country’s
largest avian conservation effort to date – the
eradication of the albatross-killing mice on
sub-Antarctic Marion Island. He notes that
the RSPB continues to support BirdLife South
Africa, by funding some of the organisation’s
key conservation positions, including its two
Albatross Task Force staff members.

MFM’s Project Manager, Anton Wolfaardt
says “Receiving the endorsement of the MFM
Project from such a large and prestigious
organization as the RSPB gives us all a huge
morale boost and ensures our continued
commitment to seeing the end of Marion’s
mice and to watch its subsequent recovery
from their onslaught”.

John Cooper, News Correspondent, Mouse-Free
Marion Project

The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds
endorses the Mouse-Free Marion Project
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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

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

• For more information on the Project, visit our website atmousefreemarion.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 receive project news alerts

Grey-Headed Albatross, photo: Ben Dilley

Cover Photo: Grey-headed Albatross, photo: Danielle Keys

https://www.rspb.org.uk/
https://www.birdlife.org/projects/albatross-task-force/
https://www.birdlife.org/
https://mousefreemarion.org/

