
PETER D CLARKSON

Antarctica: Wilderness or Wasteland?

Antarctica is a cruel and lovely place, sciencefiction painted by Turner.
It is monumental, inhabited by still, lifeless things, peopled by sculptures
in rock and ice. It is endlessly intriguing. It is noble. It is sterile. As
those who know the desert know, in a vista without life there is something
frightening, something lovely and something sad. A sort of tragedy
rendered in landscape. 1

Matthew Parris, 1997

A ntarctica is unique. Not even Greenland can compete with the variety
of environments and rang of physical conditions offered by

Antarctica. Moreover, nobody lives in Antarctica so nobody can claim
that Antarctica is 'my country'. It belongs to none of us but to the Earth.
It is relatively untouched by human activities but where there is local impact
this may be severe. Recently a tourist was observed taking a photograph of
a whale skeleton: ' ... she trampled the moss bed around the skeleton. Her
footprints were like oozing wounds ... She may not have known it, but she
left her indelible mark; the continent will long remember her brief passage.' 2

There are currently six research stations around Maxwell Bay, and on
Fildes Peninsula there is an intercontinental airstrip. This whole area, which
forms part of King George Island, has been described as 'the urban slum of
Antarctica'.2 Two of these bases have been there since the late 1950s and
show obvious signs of long-term occupation. Major efforts have since been
made to improve the environmental quality of the area surrounding these
bases but obviously no base site in the Antarctic can be considered pristine.
Mining, if it were allowed, would cause even greater depredation.

Conservation or, to use modern terminology, 'sustainable development'
is a comparatively modern concept. A look at the history of exploration of
our planet will show many reasons that drove individuals and groups to
look over the horizon to see what lay beyond; but almost always, lurking
in the background, has been the carrot of possible exploitation, possible
financial gain, with little concern for the environmental consequences. This
is not to besmirch the reputation of all explorers, far from it, but it must
not be forgotten that nearly all of those explorers (and, more recently,
research scientists) were financed by sponsors who delved into their pockets
to support them. Most of the major sponsors were wealthy individuals or
organisations, even governments, who had accumulated their wealth
through commerce of one kind or another. It was second nature to them to
hope that eventually there might be some return on their venture capital.
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The exploration of Antarctica has been no exception to this situation. In
South Georgia commerce followed swiftly in the wake of exploration.
Captain Cook recorded in his journal the huge numbers of fur seals that he
saw there and his account was published in 1777. In the 1786-87 southern
summer the first sealing voyage was made to South Georgia and a full
cargo of skins was taken. The industry developed and extended to include
many of the other islands of the Southern Ocean where fur seals had been
found. On 19 February 1819 William Smith discovered the South Shetland
Islands off the north-west of the Antarctic Peninsula and revisited them in
October that year. Sealers visited the islands in January 1820 and began an
orgy of killing that came to an end in early 1822 when the fur seal had
become almost extinct there. Sealing ceased only when the very object of
the trade had been reduced to a level that was no longer profitable. The
whole operation had been ruled by economics in the form of quick profits.
The better-known story of the whaling industry in the Southern Ocean is
not dissimilar.

In 1957 Antarctica witnessed a new invasion but this was not a series of
haphazard commercial ventures. The International Geophysical Year,
1957-58 (IGY) was a group of well-organised national scientific expeditions
from 12 countries, co-ordinated by the International Council of Scientific
Unions. An era of co-operation between national scientific academies had
begun with the object of developing a new understanding of the geophysics
of the south polar regions as an integral part of the planet as a whole, and
its position within the solar system. Competition between nations was
now replaced by a concerted effort by all scientists, striving together as a
team, to wrest the secrets of Antarctica from the continent itself.

There had been two previous polar years, in 1882-83 and again in
1932-33, but these had been very small efforts by comparison and there
had been no work undertaken on the Antarctic continent. The remarkable
success of the IGY, not just in scientific terms but also in terms of
international co-operation, led indirectly to the signing of the Antarctic
TreatyJ in 1959 by the 12 nations that had taken part in the IGY, and to its
entry into force on 23 June 1961.

There are several key principles enshrined in the Antarctic Treaty: the
use of Antarctica for peaceful purposes only (Article 1.1); the prohibition
of military activity, except in support of science (Article 1.2); the freedom
of scientific investigation in Antarctica (Article 11); the prohibition of nuclear
explosions and the disposal of nuclear waste materials (Article V.l); and
the conservation of living resources (Article IX.l.f).

The Antarctic Treaty itself made no mention of the environment or
mineral resources but it did provide the framework for elaboration on these
and other themes. In 1964 the Treaty Parties adopted the 'Agreed Measures
for the Conservation of Antarctic Fauna and Flora'. This was the first step
towards detailed legislation and allowed for the designation first of Specially
Protected Areas (SPAs) and then for Sites of Special Scientific Interest
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(SSSIs). The Convention for the Conservation of Antarctic Seals (CCAS)
followed in 1972 and then, in 1980, the wider ranging Convention for the
Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources (CCAMLR). These
two conventions provided, in effect, protection for all the marine animals
of the Southern Ocean while at the same time allowing for controlled
exploitation, especially in the developing Antarctic fisheries. Although
whales were included in the definition of marine living resources, they are
properly considered by the International Whaling Commission (IWC).

The international oil crisis of the 1970s brought Antarctica into world
focus as a possible reservoir of hitherto untapped mineral and hydrocarbon
resources. Media speculation was rife and there was pressure on earth
scientists to provide the facts. The Treaty Parties took the opportunity to draft
legislation on mineral resource activities by closing the door while the
resource horse was still securely in the stable. Negotiations were protracted
through much of the 1980s but the Convention on the Regulation of Antarc
tic Mineral Resource Activities (CRAMRA) was adopted on 2 June 1988.

Meanwhile, various organisation had been increasing public awareness
of the environment in general and Greenpeace had focused specifically on
Antarctica. Pressure was being applied to Antarctic Treaty governments
to abandon CRAMRA and introduce a new convention to provide com
prehensive protection for the Antarctic environment, despite the very strict
environmental regulations that would cover any mining or drilling opera
tions. The main argument ranged against CRAMRA seemed to be that,
no matter how stringent the environmental protection contained within
it, it still allowed mining and encouraged people to 'think mining'.

Eventually support for CRAMRA dwindled and, within a year of formally
starting negotiations on an environmental protection regime, the Protocol
on Environmental Protection to the Antarctic Treaty4 was adopted on
4 October 1991. The key point for environmentalists is Article 7 of the
Protocol which states: 'Any activity relating to mineral resources, other
than scientific research, shall be prohibited.' Thus, mining is banned.

However, Article 25.2 provides that 'If, after the expiration of 50 years
from the date of entry into force of this Protocol, any of the Antarctic Treaty
Consultative Parties so requests by a communication addressed to the
Depositary, a conference shall be held as soon as practicable to review the
operation of this Protocol.' Furthermore, Article 25.1 states 'Without
prejudice to the provisions of Article 9, this Protocol may be modified or
amended at any time in accordance with the procedures set forth in Article
XII (1) (a) and (b) of the Antarctic Treaty.' And Article 25.5 (a) states
'With respect to Article 7, the prohibition on Antarctic mineral resource
activities contained therein shall continue unless there is in force a binding
legal regime on Antarctic mineral resource activities that includes an agreed
means for determining whether, and, if so, under which conditions, any
such activities would be acceptable. This regime shall fully safeguard the
interests of all States referred to in Article IV of the Antarctic Treaty and
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apply the principles thereof. Therefore, if a modification or amendment to
Article 7 is proposed at a Review Conference referred to in paragraph 2
above, it shall include such a binding legal regime.' Therefore, it would
appear that after 50 years, or possibly even earlier, the Antarctic Treaty
Parties could decide to allow mineral resource activities to take place
provided that a regulatory regime, such as CRAMRA, is in place beneath
the Protocol. Cynics may argue that while the resource horse is undoubtedly
locked in the stable, the key has not been thrown away. They may also
argue, as was suggested earlier, that for all the government funding that has
been invested in scientific research in the Antarctic, there is still a possibility
of seeing a financial return on that investment if exploitable resources are
uncovered in the process of that research.

So the original question posed in the title re-emerges 'Antarctica:
wilderness or wasteland?' There is no doubt about the Treaty Parties'
commitment to environmental protection of Antarctica. The Protocol
specifically mentions 'aesthetic and wilderness values' which were not
considered under earlier protection measures; Annex III to the Protocol
concerns waste disposal and management and Annex IV concerns
prevention of marine pollution. Any British expedition wishing to visit
Antarctica will soon need a permit to do so and the activities to be
undertaken will be specified on the permit. The other Antarctic Treaty
parties have similar legislation. All visitors, whether scientist or tourist,
have to follow the provisions of the Protocol. This means that, unless
specified in the permit, visitors may not approach closer than five metres to
penguins, seals and other birds and may not behave in such a way that
might disturb them. Seal bones, bird skeletons, fossils and minerals
specimens may not be collected. Walking on vegetation must be avoided
as far as possible and no plants may be collected. It is even arguable whether
a beach pebble may be collected as a souvenir. The general rule for tourists
on eco-holidays is 'Take only photographs, leave only footprints' but in
Antarctica even some footprints are not allowed.

Expeditions must keep base areas clean and tidy, remove all materials
and equipment when vacating a campsite and not burn any rubbish except
in a properly designed and operated incinerator. Before undertaking any
activity an environmental impact assessment must be carried out to deter
mine whether any aspects of the activity will create an unacceptable impact
on the environment and, if so, the activity must be altered or it will not be
allowed. However, the Protocol does allow discretion in the case of
accidents or other situations when human life is put at risk. The reader
may well ask whether it is permissible to do anything in the Antarctic that
will justify spending the considerable amount of money required to go there
as a tourist. The answer is undoubtedly 'Yes!'

Governments and people in general are much more aware of the
environment than ever before and organisations such as Greenpeace and
Friends of the Earth must take much of the credit for this. But all these
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efforts to care for the environment have a price, in both time and money. It
is much cheaper and easier simply to abandon unwanted items than to
remove them to a place for proper disposal. Archaeology may be the poorer
for this in the future but the environment will be much the richer and in
this 'information age' it is so much easier to make, store and retrieve records
without leaving the physical evidence for future generations to clear.

The 'footprint' of environmental impact around most base sites is small
and rarely exceeds a 1km radius. On this basis, the total area of impact by
current year-round stations is approximately 0.0008% of the continent as a
whole or, for those stations built on rock, less than 0.2% of the exposed
rock area. The latter figure may give cause for concern but it should be
realised that, in most cases, the impact in the outer parts of the footprint
radius will be detectable only by instrumentation. Nevertheless, the visual
impact of even the best-kept station is readily apparent and will reduce the
aesthetic value of that area for many people.

A visitor going inland may still experience the thrill of being the first
person to travel that way, for proof f an earlier human visit may require
the skills of a forensic scientist. Antarctica is, therefore, still a wilderness
in near-pristine condition. Its aesthetic value is more subjective, depending
upon the point of view of the observer, but most voluntary observers will
appreciate its stark beauty because they are attracted to this kind oflandscape
and environment.

Antarctica is a remote region with a transient population that may exceed
4000 persons in summer but that numbers only a few hundred in winter.
Under the Protocol on Environmental Protection to the Antarctic Treaty,
international legislation provides protection from the impact of human
activities in the region south of 60° South latitude. Where visitors touch
the continent there is a danger that careless and unthinking actions will
render those areas a wasteland, reminiscent of the neglected parts of cities
elsewhere in the civilised world. There is an onus on visitors to behave in
an environmentally responsible way so that this virtually pristine wilderness
will remain so for future generations to enjoy and for scientists to continue
to extract the data essential for a better understanding of the planet and its
healthy management.
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