
We were hired as Oceans and Coastal Management birders for the 

(previously known as) Department of Environmental Affairs, now Department 

of Environment, Forestry and Fisheries. Our primary duties revolved around 

biological research based on fieldwork and monitoring of various bird 

species that breed on the island. This involved the deployment and retrieval 

of data loggers and GPS’; field surveys and population counts; data 

collection, processing, management and research administration; report 

writing and recording as well as species identification and handling.  These 

were, however, only our primary responsibilities and the average day for any 

team member on Marion includes more than just your own job requirements. 

Oceans and Coastal Management Birders
- Oyena Masiko & Sean Morar -

Meet the M75

Typically the O&C team spends the majority of its time monitoring the important dates, timelines and breeding 

success of various monitoring colonies around the island. These include all four resident penguin species, 

several petrel species, Crozet Shags, Lesser sheathbills, Sub-Antarctic Skua and of course the Albatross 

population.  In order to do this, a colony must be set up giving each nest or burrow a reference number and 

identifying each parent (using non-invasive metal rings and PVC leg bands) - often easier said than done. We 

then revisit each colony of each species at intervals ranging from every day to every 14 days as time goes by. 

Total counts of all known breeding colonies around the entire island are also conducted once a month during our 

Round island trek. Apart from simply monitoring the offspring’s growth rates and survival success, we also 

collect diet samples from the adult birds to better understand what these animals are feeding on and how global 

changes are affecting their food source choices and acquisition methods. The weighing of captured and 

returning birds is also important work conducted by O&C and informs feeding success information. 



All of this data has been collected every expedition for many years 

and thus the long term data set allows one to see relationships 

between changes in the bird populations and global climate shifts for 

example. Being top ocean predators, their success is reliant on the 

success of so many other species in the oceans, starting from their 

food sources and going down to the phytoplankton that feed their 

food’s food.

Other than the population monitoring we conducted species diversity 

assessments at night, trying to identify and sample (weight, size, 

species etc.) as many individuals as possible. This also acted as a 

mark recapture survey as all birds that were sampled were rung with 

a metal ring. 

The collection and categorization of beach debris and pollutants were 

also a task taken on by the Oceans and Coast team, with the 

necessary and appreciated help of other field workers. 
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Why did we apply?

Elena: Having worked with birds in coastal forest in South Africa; I 

now wanted to see what it was like on the other extreme. I’m 

passionate about birds, ecology, and conservation. 

Laurie: I wanted to get more involved with seabird research and 

fieldwork, and this Island provides a wonderful opportunity for that.

What is the purpose of our work?

The aim is to monitor the long term breeding success of different 

sub-Antarctic seabird populations on Marion Island (e.g. Gentoo 

penguins, King Penguins, Terns, and Crozet Shags) by counting the 

number of nests and chicks along the coast. 

Why is this important?

Long term monitoring data on the breeding success of seabird 

populations can provide insight into how well or how poorly a 

population is doing. This data can then be used to inform relevant 

stakeholders, such as fisheries, to develop more sustainable 

management practices and policies. This will hopefully ensure the 

survival and continuity of seabird populations in a changing sub-

Antarctic environment. 

News from the island…



What are some of the challenges we face?

The weather conditions are erratic and extreme most of the time, 

especially during the winter months, which has definitely been a 

physical challenge for the both of us- but well worth it considering we 

get to live with penguins. It is also hard to be so far away from close 

family and friends, but O&C has each other’s back. 

What are we looking forward to in the coming months?

Well, breeding season is upon us, so we are definitely looking forward 

to all the chicks being hatched because honestly they are so cute and 

fluffy. The weather is also expected to improve and we are very excited 

to be outside every day.

Why do we enjoy the fieldwork and what do we enjoy about it?

Elena: As a birder, this is definitely a lifetime opportunity for me to not 

only tick all my lifers but to work with them. I also get to participate in a 

worthwhile conservation endeavor as seabirds are potentially facing a 

crisis. I also love being outside in general, and apart from the work this 

island offers many peaks and places to explore. 

Laurie: Every day there is always something different to see and I enjoy 

working with birds. This island is breathtaking and there is never a dull 

moment!


