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The number of tourists visiting Antarctica has quadrupled over the last decade — and environmentalists are wondering how many visitors the fragile continent can safely sustain.

The sinking of a Canadian cruise ship raises questions

about the future of tourism in Antarctica

BY BRETT DEUTSCH

ust after midnight on Nov. 23 last
year, alarms woke the MS Explorer’s
passengers. It was not a drill.

The ship was taking on water after hitting
an iceberg near the South Shetland Islands
north of the Antarctic Peninsula. All 154 crew
members and passengers abandoned ship and
spent the night in lifeboats before another
cruise ship rescued them.

The Explorer wasn't so fortunate. She joined
countless ships that have sunk in the Southern
Ocean since the 16th century when Sir Francis
Drake discovered the eponymous, famously

rough 1,000-kilometre passage separating
Antarctica from South America.

Such a fate was nearly unimaginable to me
when [ sailed aboard the Explorer nine
months earlier. My biggest fear was of sea-
sickness while crossing the Drake Passage.

After all, the Explorer — sailing since 1969
— was the first passenger ship designed for
polar expeditions. She had an ice-strength-
ened hull, a captain with years of ice-naviga-
tion experience and a staff of seasoned
Antarctic veterans.

The sinking of “one of the best-run vessels
with the most experienced crew” raises
questions about the safety and environmen-
tal impact of Antarctic tourism, says David
Bederman, a law professor at Emory Univer-
sity who represents the Antarctic and South-

ern Ocean Coalition.

ANTARCTIC TOURISM HAS QUADRUPLED IN
the last decade to about 30,000 annual visi-
tors, most of them to the Antarctic Peninsula
— a 1,300-kilometre-long finger stretching to-
ward South America with the continent’s
mildest climate and greatest concentration
and diversity of wildlife.

Despite the risks tourism poses to the
Antarctic environment — including pollution
and disrupting animal life — many environ-
mental organizations support tourism based
from small- to medium-sized ships such as
the Explorer, which cause the least impact.

See ANTARCTICAonL2& 3
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The MS Explorersinks hours after hitting an iceberg -
in November. All 154 passengers and crew escaped |
unharmed. If it had been a bigger ship, spilled fuel -
could have caused serious environmental harm.
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“It would be wonderful if heaps of
young people could see Antarctica,
how wild and remarkable it is,” says
University of Auckland professor
Maj De Poorter, an Antarctic envi-
ronmental advocate and adviser to
the World Conservation Union. De
Poorter says such new “ambas-
sadors” could work to preserve

Antarctica’s environment. But she
adds that she would hope that such
trips would be seen as something
outside of convential tourism.

“It would be sad if (going to Antarc-
tica) was just another tick in the box.
If it’s not going to be a once-in-a-life-
time experience, it would be better
not to go.”

For me and the other Antarctic visi-
tors with whom I've spoken, it was
just such an extraordinary experience.

Ottawa resident John Cartwright, a
birdwatcher who was onboard the Ex-
plorer with his wife Jean Mair in No-
vember, says the trip would have been
a once-in-a-lifetime experience even
if the ship hadn’t sunk.

“If you like spectacular scenery, it’s
something you’'ll never see anywhere
else — including the Arctic,” says
Cartwright, 70, who recounts seeing a
stunning flat-topped iceberg that he es-
timated to be 60 or 70 kilometres long.

Others echo Cartwright’s com-
ments. 2

“I (feel) privileged to be there,
humbled, and I suppose you can say
absolutely in wonder and awe of
Mother Nature,” says Chris Dolder,
who was the assistant expedition
leader on my trip. “I feel like I'm alive
out here. If you ever asked if I'd work
on a cruise ship, I'd say ‘no way.’ But a
cruise ship doesn’t stop in the middle
of nowhere and send out little boats

further into nowhere.”

Inflatable Zodiacs with outboard
engines ferried us to twice-daily land-
ings in Antarctica.

Our first such outing was to Ele-
phant Island, where Ernest Shackle-
ton and his men were stranded for
135 days in 1916. We cruised among
massive icebergs which were cov-
ered with Chinstrap penguins.

Continues on facing page
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We laughed as schools of penguins
dived across the Zodiac's bow, cross-
ing our fingers as they carefully
timed their hops into the water to
avoid waves that threatened to (and
sometimes did) somersault them in-
to rocks.

Then we saw the fur seals. We jock-
eyed for position to watch them float-
ing on their backs and swimming to-
ward the Zodiac. Soon, they had us
surrounded, watching us with their
big, brown eyes as curiously as we
watched them.

Antarctica’s allure grew with each
landing. I spied penguin chicks mak-
ing their first tentative and clumsy
swimming attempts. I cruised
among enormous, sky-blue icebergs
that looked more like Frank Gehry
designs than chunks of ice. I
watched humpback whales that
were so close, I could identify each
by its tail’s shape and colour. I pho-
tographed a leopard seal swimming
menacingly towards my Zodiac be-
fore disappearing into the black wa-
ter below.

ENVIRONMENTALISTS, HOWEVER, ARE
concerned about an absence of regu-
lation over tourism in Antarctica.

With no government of its own,
Antarctica is governed by the Antarc-
tic Treaty, signed by 46 nations in-
cluding Canada and the United States.
The Treaty’s Protocol on Environ-
mental Protection designates Antarc-
tica as a natural reserve, but does not
directly regulate Antarctic tourism.

Antarctica’s main defence against
too much tourism is nature itself. It's
far from most populated areas. And
then there is the Drake — a piece of
ocean where 10-metre waves are com-
mon and 15-metre waves aren’t met
with astonishment.

Chris Edwards, the Explorer’s geolo-
gist when I was on board, fondly calls
the passage a “filter” and credits it
with keeping Antarctica so pristine.

But large, fast cruise ships fitted
with stabilizers make voyages
through the passage relatively com-
fortable — and airplanes can skip it
entirely. So the Antarctic and South-
ern Ocean Coalition — whose mis-
sion is to ensure the survival of the
Antarctica wilderness — advocates
regulating the large cruise ships that
began sailing to Antarctica in the past
decade and prohibiting activities such
as the construction of hotels and
paved airstrips.

Bederman, of the Antarctic and
Southern Ocean Coalition, says he
thinks that questions about regulating
Antarctic tourism will be on the agen-
da at the next Antarctic Treaty meet-
ing, to be held in June in Kiev.

For now, the tourism industry will
continue to regulate itself through
an international association of
Antarctic tourist operators, whose
members include most Antarctic
tour operators including the Explor-
er’s owners, Toronto-based G.A.P
Adventures.

The Antarctic tourist operators as-
sociation has developed wide-ranging
regulations to ensure the long-term
sustainability of Antarctic tourism,
says its executive director, Denise
Landau. They include establishing
emergency plans, restricting ships
from sending more than 100 people
ashore at one time, keeping ships and
passengers safe distances from
wildlife and helping minimize the in-
troduction of non-native organisms
into Antarctica.

While the tourist operators’ self-
regulatory scheme is aided by the fact
that Antarctica tends to attract envi-
ronmentally sensitive companies
with like-minded staffs and cus-
tomers, I'm sure that my fellow pas-
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Cruise ships big and small line up at the port of Ushuaia, Argentina, a city of 65,000 that advertises itself as the
southernmost city in the world. At the tip of Tierra Del Fuego, Ushuaia is one of two primary gateways to Antarctica. The
other is Invercargill, New Zealand's southernmost city.

PHOTO COURTESY OF WORLD EXPEDITIONS

People who visit Antarctica almost all come back in awe: it"s not uncommon to
cruise up close to penguins performing antics, massive icebergs, floating fur

seals and humpback whales.

_sengers and I sometimes accidentally

strayed too close to the animals. And
sometimes they strayed too close to
us; penguin chicks waddled up to
check out my boots and one curious
Crabeater seal neaﬂ}r boarded my Zo-
diac.

And because membership in the as-
sociation is voluntary, the group has
no power to prevent nop-members
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from operating in Antarctica. Landau
says that five per cent of companies
taking tourists to Antarctica currently
are not members.

DE POORTER, THE ADVISER TO THE
World Conservation Union, says the
Antarctic tourist operators associa-
tion “has the right idea, but it is not
necessarily cautious enough.”

IES

FLOWER SHOWS & FESTIVALS

WEEKEND & SHOPPING GETAWAYS

New York City
March 13:16/ Aprd 144 /Mgy 1543 .. 499

PHETECA vince 1069
o R | o e e
BN o el oy || Dot
aede R 397
ket 499

North Conway Shopping
Mearch 116, My 1110 e ‘299
ﬁ'l'lﬂ,hhh— thlhmll

Ny 17-18 . I|
AMERICAN ADVENTURES

A Salute to Canada in Wheeling

mmmmmmu;mmcmmmm

ANCHORS AWAY, KO FLY CRUISE PACKAGES
Anoual Bermuda Cruise October 18-26, 2008
om 51415 plus 384 twees
ErBoking B SHE 450 PP ok b 20
Anowal Sowthe Caribbean Cruise a0, 21-Marf, 2008
om 32032 pius 457 tanes

2
foetime o/lemor

T ]

hoddd____ 5509
' Eay Booking B SAVE $50 P Parcn Bk By M £, 2008
Myrile Beach - Landmark Resort e S
horl 1119 *1060 SAEIA KOG APRAL SNt
[Exciuding 1 wurs and Alr & Graise Pockages)
W‘mm FRICES PER PERSOMDOUBLE QCCLRANCY/

mﬂn J DDA ET A CAMAR A Y | ADE T TAYEDS B~ 1IBETS

perience

T

She and Bederman say they worry
that tour operators could be making
short-sighted decisions by allowing
ships with large numbers of passen-
gers, permitting frequent landings in
environmentally fragile locales and
allowing tours that operate outside
Antarctica’s brief summer, when
ships can get close to shore with less
risk of striking floating ice or ice-
bergs.

The continent now attracts about
30,000 tourists a year — which may
not seem like a huge number, but, ac-
cording to the Antarctic tourist oper-
ators association, about 85 per cent of
those tourists land in just 20 of the
most popular spots, all of them on the
peninsula.

Although one long-term study
found “tourist activities appeared to
have no significant impacts on Adélie
penguin populations,” and although
there are good environmental reasons
to land many tourists at a few sites
(rather than few tourists at many
sites), De Poorter says there is little
scientific consensus on tourism's cu-
mulative impact.

HUGE CRUISE SHIPS, FROM LINES SUCH
as Holland America and Princess
Cruises, carrying thousands of people
into Antarctica on each trip, bring ad-
ditional risks says James Barnes, exec-
utive director of the Antarctic and
Southern Ocean Coalition.

Barnes says the Explorer sinking
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probably won't result in serious envi-
ronmental harm because only light
fuel oil spilled. But he says that if a
large cruise ship sank, there could be
“serious harm to the environment
from its heavy fuel oil.”

Under current Antarctic tourist op-
erators association regulations, these
large ships stay in open water and
don’t permit landings. But Bederman
worries that pressure will grow to
bring the ships closer to land and to
permit landings.

Julie Bens-::ln, a spﬂkeswnman for
Princess cruise ships, says her compa-
ny follows all Antarctic tourist opera-
tors association regulations and has
no plans to make landings in Antarcti-
ca. Holland America refused com-
ment for this article.

Barnes says he also worries about
the safety of the large cruise ships,
which don’t have ice-strengthened or
double hulls.

Benson counters that with four
years of “successful visits” to Antarc-
tica and many years of cruising in
similar locales such as Alaska’s Glaci-
er Bay National Park, Princess has
proven it can sail safely and responsi-
bly in Antarctica.

According to Benson, Princess’s
goal is to “avoid ice, not cruise into it,”
s0 it sails only at the peak of the sum-
mer season when ice floes are at a
minimum. In addition to the ship’s
captain, Princess’s Antarctic cruises
carry an “ice pilot” experienced in
Antarctic ice navigation, an extra
mariner and an observer from the
Antarctic tourist operators associa-
tion, says Benson.

IN SPITE OF THE EXPLORER SINKING
and environmental concerns, Antarc-
tic tourist operators are reporting few,
if any, cancellations, says Landau.

Cartwright and Mair, the Ottawa
residents who were on the Explorer,
say they would sail to Antarctica
again if the chance came up, although
the cost of a return trip might be pro-
hibitive.

Similarly, 16-year Antarctic veteran
Barbara Jones, who worked aboard
the Explorer, says she has not been
scared off.

The 60-year-old grandmother and
Zodiac driver, who wasn't on the Ex-
plorer when it sank, says she'd love to
work in Antarctica again.

“If there had been many lives lost, I
would have decided that someone
was trying to tell me something and (I
would have) finished my career in
Antarctica for the sake of my family.
But (even) while the rescue was going
on, I did wish I was involved. I felt
confident I would cope.”

Brett Deutsch is a New York-based
writer and photographer. You can see
more photos from his trip last year to
Antarctica at www.deutschphoto.com
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