
Environmental warriors of note!
Marion Revisited…

Charlotte Heijnis and Monica Leitner, the 
M75 Environmental Conservation Officers, 
were a formidable team! Not only were 
they extremely hardworking, meticulous in 
the execution of their tasks and helpful to 
any other field personnel that needed an 
extra pair of hands (or two!)…but they were 
just SUPER nice people to have on the 
team! Their passion for nature and all that 
it entails showed in everything they did. It 
was a pleasure to call them our M75 ECOs 
and we were lucky to share truly magical 
(albeit sometimes difficult) moments with 
them on that little jewel in the Southern 
Ocean…our home away from home…

Charlotte (left) and Monica (right) outside 
Katedraal hut in the interior. 
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Being an ECO on Marion Island during the 2018-19 over-wintering season 
was the most incredible experience for someone who loves variety, nature 
in all its forms, independence, learning and problem solving. As ECOs, we 
were responsible for the management and reporting of conservation and 
environmental issues: alien eradication, pathway degradation, pollution, 
waste, aerial anti-collision devices, oil spills and leaks and field hut status.

Our responsibilities were broadened to include research activities for the 
potential mouse eradication project (incl. altitudinal mice density surveys, 
toxicity trials, reproductive monitoring; and sheathbill husbandry trials), 
monitoring of six long-term study colonies of seabirds: two each of 
Wandering Albatrosses, Great-winged Petrels and Sooty Albatrosses; and 
seabird population censuses. Also, as both of us were eager to make the 
most of the amazing opportunity, with meticulous time management, we 
were able to follow our personal interests and help out extensively on 
other bird and seal projects.

All of this added up to a year of unbelievable experiences across much of 
Marion – around the coast and across the interior, in all weather. There are 
countless moments I’ll never forget spanning the momentous: the first 
view of Ship’s Cove and watching an elephant seal giving birth; to the more 
common place such as getting thoroughly mired; regular walks in ice pellet 
storms, laughing and occasionally crying together and having a regular 
‘David Attenborough” lunch spot with views of penguins, multitude of 
birds, seals and killers. A year of wonder, joy, frustration, laughter, sadness, 
learning and growth.

Monica and Charlotte assisting sealers 

at Trypot Beach
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CHARLOTTE HEIJNIS 
M75 Senior Environmental Conservation Officer



It is an extreme privilege to experience an entire Marion 
cycle from the autumn of arriving as most of the birds and 
seals are leaving through the cold, barrenness of winter, to 
spring when the entire island comes alive with flowers and 
plants, birds and seals; to the heat and fullness of summer 
and finally back to autumn. When, suddenly the red taxi 
appears and after a mad month of teaching, report writing 
and goodbyes, it’s over; and with a breaking heart, you watch 
glorious Marion disappear.

BLURB:
Charlotte is currently working for the RSPB (The Royal Society 
for the Protection of Birds) as the Eradication Operation 
Manager on the Orkney Islands.

Charlotte with Green Hill in the background
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Are you tough enough? Do you fancy spending a year using only 
your own two feet, kitted out in gumboots and waterproofs, to 
trudge through mires (wetlands) and face gale-force winds en 
route everywhere you needed to go? I couldn’t wait! Marion 
Island, here I come!

Past(island)-me reconsidered my life choices frequently whilst 
navigating all sorts of terrain in torrential downpours and ice-
pellets on the long day hikes; Present(mainland South Africa)-me 
misses every moment surrounded by the untamed, rugged 
climate, nature and wildlife at the Southern-most territory of 
South Africa nearest to Antarctica; and Future-me would do it all 
again in a heart-beat.

Marion Island is a place of natural wonder and certainly of self-
discovery. It is interesting what one learns about oneself (both 
good and areas for improvement) while frequently walking in 
extreme weather and terrain, and living amongst mysterious 
creatures that most people will only ever see on television. It is 
not without its trials and tribulations, but certainly a journey 
worth undertaking. Our overwintering team comprised of 24 
strangers, isolated on a deserted island near Antarctica for 12 
months - many consider this the social experiment of a lifetime.  
I am pleased to say we made it out alive and now share very 
special memories and life-long friendships. 

MONICA LEITNER
M75 Assistant Environmental Conservation Officer

Monica was awarded “Guardian of the 
Year” status, keeping the sealers safe 
during new born pup weighing at 
Watertunnel
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Albatross monitoring (Monica and 
Oyena). 
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I was one of two Environmental Conservation Officers for the M75 
overwintering team of 2018-2019. My partner in crime, Charlotte Heijnis, and 
I were responsible for ensuring that the human impact on Marion Island 
remains as low as possible. This is because Marion Island is a Special Nature 
Reserve (the highest level of conservation protection status), a RAMSAR 
wetland site of international importance, as well as a vitally important 
breeding site for seabirds and seals in the Southern Oceans. With these 
credentials, it is a marvel that Marion Island remains unheard of to many 
South Africans. Together, Charlotte and I tackled alien invasives, waste 
management and managed human disturbance, but our favourite part was 
assisting with the in research activities aimed at understanding the life 
histories of the birds and seals of the island. 

We were truly blessed to be granted an opportunity like this to not only to 
actively contribute to keeping Marion’s wild landscape as pristine as possible, 
but also to become intimately familiar with the wildlife that make this island 
so unique and special. Witnessing all seasons of weather and phases of life in 
the vegetation, birds, seals and killer whales was truly remarkable. 
I hope that if you were lucky enough to get the chance, you’d go see for 
yourself. 

BLURB: 
Monica Leitner was a member of the Marion Island 75th overwintering team (2018-2019). 
She now works at the University of Pretoria as a research assistant for the Marion Island 
Marine Mammal Programme (MIMMP) and the Soil Fauna in Africa (SoFIA) research 
groups. Visit www.marionseals.com and https://royalsociety.org/grants-schemes-
awards/grants/dfid-parr/ for more information.

Monica and Charlotte leaving Katedraal 
hut. Photo credit: Marike Louw

Monica and Charlotte at the ice caves, 
ice plateau in the interior of Marion 

Island. Photo credit: Monica Leitner

http://www.marionseals.com/
https://royalsociety.org/grants-schemes-awards/grants/dfid-parr/


News from the island…

Mntambo Nakwa          
M76 ECO

At the time of applying I had been following the Marion Island expedition programme for some time and having 
been involved in the conservation sector for the majority of my working years I was so keen to be part of this 
expedition.  I have an enormous passion for biodiversity conservation.

I am tasked with the responsibility of implementing the provisions of the Prince Edward Island Management Plan 
and associated legislation. I monitor compliance to Environmental Authorisations/Records of Decision issued under 
the EIA Regulations for activities at the Prince Edward Islands (PEIs). I work to eradicate the invasive grass species on 
the island to protect the indigenous species against alien invasions. It is very important for me to safeguard the near 
pristine environment as well as enforce compliance to minimise human impacts on the island.  

I found the unpredictable and extreme weather conditions coupled with long distance walks and somewhat the 
terrain to be very challenging but with time you get used to Marion Island and enjoy field work. 
It is nearing the end of the expedition and I look forward to achieving my work objectives which is essentially the 
conservation of Marion’s unspoiled natural environment. I want to significantly minimise the presence of invasive 
plant species on the island. 

I love and enjoy field work. It keeps me sane. I enjoy helping out whenever I can with seabirds and seals – it’s 
pleasant. I absolutely enjoy controlling invasive species using herbicide. This is fulfilling because I know that I am 
protecting the indigenous plants as well as preserving the ecological systems.    



Samantha Schröder
Assistant ECO

Why did you apply for the job?
I have been working in conservation for a number of years 
and have always, been interested in Antarctic region. I friend 
saw the position advertised and forwarded it to me. When I 
realised it was on Marion Island in the sub-Antarctic I knew 
that it would be a dream come true and an amazing 
opportunity to work in a remote location on a remarkable 
island.

How would you explain the science behind your job in one 
or two sentences to the average layperson?
My work is actually amazing as we get to do a little bit of 
everything. Our priority is to ensure that the requirements of 
the Prince Edward Islands Management Plan are 
implemented and to monitor the permit requirements of all 
participants on the island.

Why is your work important?
Our work is important as we are responsible for ensuring that all persons on the island comply with the various pieces 
of national and international legislation. As well as making sure that all ethical requirements are met. The alien 
invasion species eradication program is another important responsibility, as the eradication of invasive species is 
incredibly important to protect the unique biodiversity of the island.

Sam off to monitor alien invasive plant species



What has been your biggest challenge with 
regards to your field work up to this point?
The weather is our biggest challenge as part of my 
work includes the eradication of alien invasive 
flora on the island. It is not possible to spray 
herbicide if the wind is blowing or it is raining or 
going to rain shortly. Good weather days for this 
activity is rare and get very busy when they do 
occur.

What are you looking forward to in the coming 
months?
Finalising all the various projects in our section 
and watching the fur seal pups growing up as they 
are really cute and playful.

Do you enjoy and why do you enjoy field work as 
executed on Marion?
The field work is really amazing, as one gets to 
work with a large variety of species I would not be 
able to interact with on the mainland. Being out 
in this pristine and unspoilt environment is really 
special and inspiring and every day is different 
bringing new challenges (mostly the weather) and 
adventures.

Sam assisting with bird ringing

Sam at Trypot Beach


