
The plant ecology work (done by Bongi Kuhlase and myself) involved lots of delightful, 

difficult and seldom dreary hiking. Hiking through snow, sunshine, wind, mires, fell field, 

up and down, walking walking walking. Volcanic cones passed in and out of our vision 

as we tried to stay as true as possible on the course dictated by our faithful GPS’s. Our 

eyes constantly darted between the GPS held firmly in one hand, and our sub-Antarctic 

surroundings. This was punctuated by periods of intense concentration of staring at the 

Marion Island vegetation once we got to our desired destinations. For the majority of our 

months of the 75th Marion Island Expedition, Bongi and I hiked to about 450 sites 

around the island to carry out our assigned ecological work. We estimated vegetation 

cover at these points, and collected samples of a plant called Azorella selago if it was 

present, which was used for, amongst other things, creating vegetation maps of the 

island. We also worked with soil collections and deployments of ibuttons (not a 

straightforward task on a windy, temperamental island). This data is belongs to a project 

headed by Dr Michelle Greve at the University of Pretoria called “Invasions of the Sub-

Antarctic” and the knowledge of the vegetation of the island will be useful for mapping 

changes occurring on the island, especially in the face of invasions and climate change.
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The project ‘Invasions in the Sub-Antarctic’ has two field assistants: an ecologist, 

looking at broad-scale ecosystem dynamics, and an ecophysiologist, focussing on 

fine-scale plant responses to climate change. The ecophysiologist (Nita Pallett) has 

experiments investigating the effects of drying (there has been a 30% decrease in 

rainfall since the 1950s) and warming on invasive and native plants. The ecologist 

(Wendy Maiwashe) tackles vegetation transects across the island, as well as setting 

up plots for long term monitoring. This project will continue following the mouse 

eradication program, investigating how the invasive house mouse has influenced 

ecosystem functioning and diversity on Marion Island.

Field work in sub-Antarctic conditions can be challenging, and both of us have had our 

fair share of tough weather. Snow cover, for instance, can hinder botanical work as it 

covers the vegetation and freezes watering pipes. However, summer is on its way, 

promising more sun, less snow-showers, and longer days. We are looking forward to 

tackling the next round of experiments and transects in the coming months.

Nita Pallet

Wendy Maiwashe

To work on Marion you need an appetite for 

adventure, and although the bad days are 

tough, the good days are a fine reminder of 

what magic Marion can be. 



LEFT. Watering a dry mire site. To replicate 

the rainfall plants were receiving 60 years 

ago, a ‘rainfall event’ is added every week by 

putting on the sprinklers for a few hours. 
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RIGHT. Some flowering Agrostis magellanica next to 

a cushion moss – this grass species is distributed 

across the entire island, from the edge of the sea to 

the edge of the polar desert, and is an important 

species for both ecological and ecophysiological

work.


