ROTHERA RESEARCH STATION
Adelaide Island, Antarctica
British Antarctic Survey
Hi, I’m Ali and I live and work at Rothera Research Station in Antarctica. I am a marine biologist working for the British Antarctic Survey.
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Rothera Research Station

Although Rothera isn’t a school, a lot of important science work is carried out here. Antarctica is a pretty amazing place – it is the highest, windiest, driest and coldest continent on the planet and is ringed by the stormiest ocean. It has been covered by ice for 25 million years and holds almost 90% of the world’s ice, which amounts to most of the world’s freshwater reserves.
As part of my job I go out every week on a small boat to collect water samples and take measurements of the temperature and salinity (saltiness) of the water in the local bay (Ryder Bay). These measurements have been taken at Rothera for over 10 years and give scientists a large amount of information about what is happening in the Antarctic marine environment. Being out on the boats is a brilliant way to meet the local wildlife, which include Adélie penguins; weddell, crabeater, leopard, fur and elephant seals; minke, killer and humpback whales; and the birdlife too - shags, gulls, skuas and petrels.

I am very lucky because another part of my job involves scuba diving to carry out marine surveys and collect animals to be studied in the aquarium. The sea here is obviously quite cold ranging from 2oC in summer to –1oC in winter. We wear dry suits to keep us warm and dry and a special type of mask that covers our whole face, this means we are able to spend 20-40 minutes working underwater without getting too cold.
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Kitted-up ready for a dive
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One day a minke whale surfaced right next to the boat!
Underwater there is an amazing amount of life. There are many marine creatures here that are also found in other areas of the world, but the special thing about Antarctic marine animals is that a lot of them will grow much larger than ones that live in warmer-water. This is because the cold water has higher levels of oxygen and there is lots of food available for them. 
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Some of the marine animals found around Rothera


In the winter the temperatures get so low that the surface of the sea freezes. When the layer of sea ice is thick enough we can travel on it and the dive team cut holes through the ice and go diving underneath it!
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Cutting the dive holes with a chainsaw
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Diving through a dive hole in Hangar Cove

One of the fun things you can do is to stand upside-down under the ice. It is a very strange feeling!
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Me upside-down under the ice

At the moment we have over 80 people on base - there is a mix of scientists, pilots and station support (base commander, mechanics, chefs, plumbers and electricians). During the Antarctic summer months (Oct-April) lots of scientists come through Rothera and get flown in small Twin Otter airplanes to remote parts of Antarctica to study ice, rocks, weather and even small plants (lichens) – many of the experiments are designed to tell us more about climate change. In some areas the ice is nearly 5km thick and the lower layers are millions of years old. By taking cores of ice and studying the bubbles of gases trapped within them scientist can learn a lot about what the Earth’s climate used to be like.
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A BAS Twin Otter aircraft lands at a scientific field camp
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Scientists remove a section of ice core from the drill at a remote drilling site
Soon it will be winter again when it is not possible to get ships or planes to the base due to the weather and sea ice, so for six months over winter the staff on base are reduced to just 22 people who remain here by themselves to keep the base running and continue with the science. In summer, temperatures at Rothera can reach 4oC (which can be warm enough for shorts and t-shirts on a sunny day when there is no wind!) but in winter temperatures can drop to -30oC. Besides the science work there are lots of jobs on base which everyone helps with – cleaning, washing up, cooking (to give the chef a day off) and digging snow to keep doorways and windows clear. In winter there are no deliveries of food and so we only have fresh fruit and vegetables for a very short time at the beginning of winter.

Rothera is a brilliant place to live; there are lots of activities we can do after work – including snowboarding, skiing, climbing, sledging or taking a walk around Rothera Point to meet the local wildlife. Sometimes living here can lead to interesting and exciting opportunities. Last year myself and four other winterers formed a band and we were asked if we wanted to play a few songs and represent Antarctica for the Live Earth concerts. Videos of Nunatak playing were shown at the concerts all around the world – it was an excellent way of raising awareness of climate change.
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Climbing on a local mountain
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Snowboarding on Adelaide Island
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Nunatak rehearsing for Live Earth. You can watch their performances here:
http://www.antarctica.ac.uk/indepth/nunatak/video/index.php
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Adélie penguin 

I hope you have enjoyed learning a little bit about what it is like to live and work in Antarctica. If you want to find out more check out the British Antarctica Survey website: www.antarctica.ac.uk, or if you have any questions you can e-mail me: ajmas@bas.ac.uk 

There are lots of Antarctic activities and downloads at our main educational website: www.discoveringantarctica.org.uk
Goodbye from me and the rest of the Rothera team!

Ali Massey

Marine Biologist

British Antarctic Survey
