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It’s all about that wind...
Climate change research primarily focus on changes in 

temperature and rainfall but there are also other changes 

(e.g. wind patterns and cloud cover) that could potentially 

have large-scale impacts. The minimal human impact, the 

simplicity of the environment and the fact that this is a very 

well studied ecosystem in terms of fauna and flora, makes 

Marion Island the ideal study system.

This sub-Antarctic Island is located within one of the windiest 

regions on earth, also known as the roaring forties; and this is 

exactly where the work of the ‘winders’ - as we were called by our 

fellow researchers - come into play.  

Our project focused on modelling wind patterns across the island 

to determine their ecological impacts on the island ecosystem. 

Thus examining wind as a driver of ecological processes and 

determining the impacts of changing wind speed and direction on 

the surrounding environment over time. 



In addition to the wind research, we completed numerous vegetation transects across the island, stretcing inland from the 

coast. These transects consisted of 3x3m vegetation plots every 200m along the transect, until we reached a specific 

vegetation type known as fellfield. Within each 3x3m plot we estimated and recorded the cover of the major plant species.  

We also maintained several other smaller projects in addition to the main project, including insect collections and plant-

pollinator interaction observations for a potential sub-Antarctic pollination study. Seed collections for seed velocity testing to 

determine seed dispersal rates and air sampling were also done.

It sounds rather complicated in theory, so what 

exactly did we do?

Physical and mental fitness was key. During the initial stages, 

shortly after we arrived on the island, we had to install 17 wind 

stations all around the island. These stations were then 

monitored on a monthly basis where we would visit each station 

individually to ensure that all electronics are still fully functional, 

to download the latest data and to check for mouse damage 

(because believe it or not, the highest level of damage was due 

to mice activity around the stations in summer). We referred to 

these monthly expeditions around the Island as our ‘Wind 

Round Islands’. Every station consists of two anemometers, at 

0.5m and 1.0m respectively, that take readings of the wind 

speed and direction at different intervals.



During our 14 month period on this magnificent island, we faced weather extremities that we never knew existed. 

Some days we had wind speeds of up to 65 knots but every treacherous second was worth it. The most important 

part of this M75 expedition is that we acquired a great variety of skills that we brought back to South Africa and can 

now implement on a larger scale. Even though the research to which we contributed were done on a remote sub-

Antartcic island, more than 2000 kilometres from South Africa, we can now apply the lessons we have learnt from 

this experience to help and understand our local systems. 



M76 Wind Group (University of Pretoria):
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The project we are working on looks at the effect of wind on the plant biology and distribution around the island. We are 

currently maintaining 18 wind stations, positioned all around the island's coastal region, with one in the island interior. Much of 

data we collect form part of long term research, Masters and PhD projects.

One of the most challenging things about the job is the weather. Field work can be difficult 

and cold, most days are very windy and very wet. Occasionally some maintenance needs 

to be done on the wind stations, which means carrying additional tools or spare parts (such 

as a solar panel, for example), often over long distances and very technical terrain.

We are looking forward to the longer days 

and, hopefully, fewer ice pellets that the 

summer season brings. We are also 

excited to see some colour on the island, 

as the plants start to flower and all the

animals arrive to breed.

It’s a remarkable place. You get to be 

outside instead of sitting behind a desk. 

You use your body and your mind equally 

every day and you learn a lot about 

yourself, especially on long walks.


