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enc-of the line
NEW ZEALAND’S BALLENY ISLES

by Shelly Farr Biswell

— - Confrontations between Fapanese whalers
and anti-whaling protesters in Antarctica’s
Ross Sea have put the Balleny Islands in the
news lately. It is a spotlight to which they are
unaccustomed. Fewer than 30 landings have
been made on these remotest islands in the
168 years since they were discovered. These
are not the kind of islands on which celebrity
Survivor television is made ( zny‘brnmrﬁdr).
Far, far to the south of our subantarctic
islands, they constitute 400 square kilometres
of rock and ice cocooned in gales, freezing

ocean and icebergs.

Sabrina Islet (right)
and The Monolith




ith ice all around, three scientists

from the 2006 Balleny Islands expe-
dition became the first people ever to
dive in the astonishingly bleak Balleny Islands.
Above water, the Ballenys are just ice and rock,
too far south for any plants, even grasses. Awed
by the amount of life found under the water,
marine ccologist Rebecea MeLeod explains the
sensations of that first dive.
“The first thing that struck me, well apart
from the pain associared with plunging inro
1'C water, were the colours. On land the Bal-
lenys are a wild mass of black and white, but as
we descended down the anchor line, our torches
showed a world of intense colour.”
I'he Balleny Islands he over 2000 kilometres
south of New Zealand, a little to the north-west

of the mouth of the Ross Sea and only a couple of

hundred kilometres off the coast of Antarctica.
The chain s oriented north-west to sourh-east
between 66° 15'S-67" 10S, and 162° 15'E-164"
43'E. Claimed by New Zealand as part of the
Ross Dependency, the area is governed through
the Antarctic Treary System.

The Ross Sea is one of the most biologically
productive regions in the Southern Ocean and
has an estimated annual production four times
higher than the global ocean average. Initial re-
search on the waters surrounding the Balleny
Islands suggests that the region may be a par-
vicularly important part of the larger Ross Sea
ccosystem—an ccological hot-spot.

Since 2000, New Zealand has stated its inten-
tion 1o propose a high-seas Marine Protected
\rea (MPA) that includes the Balleny Islands
and the waters around them. The archipelago
straddles the Antarctic Circle and contains sev-
eral habitats which are representative of the Ant-

arctic region, from the terrestrial and coastal

The MFish expedition sailed to the Balleny Islands in
Henk Haazen's 15 m yacht Tiama (left), small enough
to get close into the coast for landing and shallow
water diving, but dwarfed by the cliffs on the eastern
side of Buckle Island (opposite). In mid-summer when
this was taken, there is comparatively little ice on the
sea around the more northern islands

zone of the islands to the marginal ice zone and
seamounts.

Although conservation and scientific study
are identified in the Treaty and the Convention
for the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living
Resources (CCAMLR), New Zealand’s quest to
establish the Balleny Islands as the Antarctic’s
first high-seas MPA involves several challenges.

“The logistics in trying to establish an MPA
have been a challenge. Because the Antarctic
Treaty and CCAMLR overlap in some ways
and don’t clearly identify authority in others, it's
been hard for MPA proposals to gain traction,”
says Ben Sharp, a consultant to the Ministry
of Fisheries. “Plus, because the Balleny Islands
are incredibly isolated, building a scientific case
about the need for their protection has been an
arduous undertaking.”

Despite limited scientific evidence, however,
scientists who have ventured into the area have
found signs of a biological treasure trove, includ-
ing the discovery of undescribed stylasterine
corals, anemones, polychaetes and bryozoans—
and that's just some of the larger bottom-dwell-
ing invertebrates.

The area also appears to be a nursery both
on land and in the sea. Evidence indicates that
the waters are essential habitat for both juvenile
toothfish and krill. As the only islands at that
latitude for thousands of kilometres in either di-
rection, the 160-kilometre chain of islands pro-
vides resting and breeding habitat for a number
of seabird species and three seal species. The
region is also the site of one of only four deep-
ocean polynyas in the Antarctic—locations
where prevailing ocean currents ensure that the
water remains ice-free even through the winter.
The open waters found in this polynya provide
important foraging opportunities for predators.
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Sharp adds, “Several times New Zealand has
gone to CCAMLR and Antarctic Treaty mect-
ings and advocated protection of the Balleny Is-
lands on the basis of its uniqueness and nearly
pristine natural environment. But we may have
been neglecting what I think is actually the most
persuasive argument for their protection, name-
lv that the region appears to be a nursery for
various species that are important in the wider
ecosystem, Other countries have been guard-
edly supportive of our case, for example in 2001
CCAMLR asked for more work to be done to
explore appropriate measures of protection for
marine areas. It also prohibited toothfishing
within 10 nautical miles of the Balleny Islands.
Still, New Zealand's proposals weren't receiving
consensus support and work to develop a proc-
ess for designating marine protection within the
Antarctic Treaty System continued to be slow
gomg.”

All that began to change in 2005 when a
CCAMLR workshop was held to discuss the
issues around marine protected areas. New

Zealand made the case for protection of the

Balleny Island on the basis of its presumed eco-
logical importance in the wider ecosystem, and
a number of countries voiced the need to have
mechanisms in place where proposals like New
Zealand's Balleny Islands proposal could at least
he considered.

“We had gained a number of allies over the
vears and thanks to the limited, but solid re-
search work in the Balleny Island region New
Zealand had undertaken in 2001 and 2004 we
had the beginnings of a case, but we still needed
more data,” says Sharp.

New Zealand representatives came home in
August 2005 and contemplated their next move.
Not that any part of the Antarctic is easy to. get
to, but the Balleny Islands are notoriously rreach-
erous. Sinee the islands were discovered in 1839
fewer than 30 landings have been recorded. The
islands are locked in ice 10 to |1 months each
year, meaning that ifa trip was to be planned be-
fore the next CCAMLR meeting it would need
to be organised for the coming summer.




H+

66 ¢ had the support of numerous
countries, we had the support of
the New Zealand government,

we even had a budget of $400,000 from the

Ministry of Fisheries Biodiversity Programme,
but most Antarcric expeditions can cost into
the millions and take up to a vear to organise,”
savs Sharp. “One day Franz and | were sitting in
my office and T was lamenting over the fact we
couldn't get a vessel for our small budger when
Franz quietly said he knew a skipper with a vessel
that was built for just this kind of expedition.”

Marine ecologist Franz Smith had done a lot
of work for DOC's Southland Conservancy in
the subantarcric and had worked with skipper
Ienk IHaazen and his crew on some of those
trips. e knew of [Haazen’s abilities, his reputa-
tion as a good operator in Antarctic waters, and
that Tiama was designed especially for remore,
high-latitude sailing.

Haazen's seafaring credentials stretch back
over the past 29 years and include extended
working stints for Greenpeace as engineer, ho-
sun and logistics coordinator. He had Tiama
designed to his specifications by New Zealand
naval architect Alan Mummery in 1991, Over
the next seven years when he wasn't at sea, Haa-
zen built the 15 metre vacht. Since that time he’s

been skipper on a number of expeditions around

the globe.

Haazen had dreamed of visiting the Ballenys
for 20 years, but he wasn’t sure he'd ever make it.
As he says in his online voyage loghook: “Before
we left I spent large amounts of time looking at
ice charts and consulting with ice experts, skip-
pers and weather experts. Most of them agreed
that it was a bold but feasible plan. There were a
few notable exceptions remarking T was a braver
man than them to go there in such a small ves-
sel. Of course one gets a bit worried abourt these
sorts of remarks from knowledgeable people,
but after analyvzing and discussing all the various
points of view | felr thar it was possible to do it
within acceptable safety parameters.”

Haazen wasn’t the only one carefully consid-
ering the risks involved with a voyage like this.
“A standard first reaction when we said we were
planning a scientific rescarch expedition to the
Balleny Islands on a 15-metre sailboat was *Oh
my God, that's insane’. But we approached the
assessment of risks involved with this trip in the
same way scientists go about their rescarch—we
started with data and worked toward conclusions
as opposed to rejectimg dara based on what we
thought the conclusions should be,” says Sharp.
“I was skeptical of the vovage at first too, but af-
ter a lot of research, as well as input from inde-

|‘IL'nl|L,‘I"I[' risk ASSCSK0TS, the irip started to seem
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