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Introduction

Located in the Southern Ocean 1,500 km SSE of Tasmania, Macquarie Island is a remote and isolated island located roughly half-way between Australia and the Antarctic continent. This sub-Antarctic island is only 34 km long and up to 5 km wide with a land area of 12,785 hectares. Because it is situated in the path of the ‘Furious Fifties’, the winds that circle the high southern latitudes, on average there are over 300 days of precipitation a year. Macquarie Island lies just north of the Antarctic Convergence zone where cold Antarctic waters mix with relatively warmer northern water. This results in a rough ocean, cold mists, sea-fogs and strong average wind speeds. Steep rocky beaches rise sharply to an undulating plateau roughly 100-300 m above sea level, with the highest point being Mt Hamilton (433m). These extreme sub-Antarctic environmental conditions are key factors in the overall distribution and abundance of island flora and fauna.
Macquarie Island is home to an abundant and diverse array of wildlife. Approximately 3.5 million seabirds arrive annually to breed and moult. Most of these visiting seabirds are penguins including 850,000 endemic royal penguins, over 100,000 breeding pairs of king penguins, 5,000 breeding pairs of gentoo penguins and rockhopper penguins. Other seabirds include the endemic king cormorant, skuas and four albatross species. Of particular importance are the 15 pairs of the endangered wandering albatross. Four species of seal breed on Macquarie Island, including Antarctic fur seals, sub-Antarctic fur seals, New Zealand fur seals and one seventh of the world's population of elephant seals (80,000). The limited land mass in the Southern Ocean makes this a particularly important location for birds, seals and sub-Antarctic vegetation.
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