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A long way away from Metropolitan France, the isolated and frozen French southern and Antarctic islands are nevertheless a paradise for researchers. Remarkable boats such as the Marion Dufresne and the Astrolabe keep them connected with the rest of the world. Getting there is a genuine expedition; and staying there is an adventure like no other. These little known islands at the ends of the earth are however part of French territory: they form the French Southern and Antarctic Lands (Territoire des Terres Australes et Antarctiques Françaises – TAAF) 

South of Réunion, the southern islands form three archipelagos: Crozet, Amsterdam and Saint-Paul, and Kerguelen. They get their provisions from an extraordinary boat. The Marion Dufresne is the largest oceanographic research vessel in the world. Combining the functions of liner, freighter and oil tanker, it transports the people who staff the bases and visitors as well as containers. It also takes in the fuel needed by the permanent stations, notably to provide their electricity. It also has a helicopter and research laboratories dotted over an area of nearly 650 m2.

On the islands of the TAAF, scientists conduct key research into biodiversity, climatology and meteorology. “These islands are very small but they are home to enormous populations of birds. Changes that occur among the wildlife reflect changes in biological resources and the state of the ocean according to changes in the climate,” stresses Alain Lesquer of the Institut Paul Emile Victor.

Crozet, for example, is a paradise for seabirds, which come here to breed, and for the ornithologists who come to watch them. “Birds and marine animals are fitted with sensors and beacons are set up on the sea floor, allowing continuous measurements to be taken in places were boats cannot go. With regards to the atmosphere, these regions distant from any pollution constitute a baseline from which we can measure changes in CO2 levels, as the station at Amsterdam does,” adds Alain Lesquer.

Saint-Paul has colonies of rockhopper penguins and sea lions. Four researchers from Nantes have just settled on Possession Island, in the heart of the archipelago. After their journey aboard the Marion Dufresne, they have set about collecting rock samples in order, explains Antoine Bézos of the Laboratory of Planetology and Geodynamics of Nantes, “to see the frequency of eruptions over time and to show through this whether there is, as our working hypothesis suggests, a correlation between a warmer climate and increased volcanic activity”. A second mission to the other islands of the archipelago is planned for 2013.
Temporary visitors are accommodated in the permanent bases that have been built there. In the Southern Lands, the oldest base, Martin de Viviès, is on Amsterdam Island. This island of volcanoes and impressive cliffs measures just 54 km2. The Port-aux-Français base in the Kerguelen Islands, with its coastline indented into bays and deep fjords, was built in 1950.
The management and maintenance of these scientific stations is carried out by the Institut Paul Emile Victor (IPEV), a public interest group made up of nine public or part-government organisations, the most important of which are the Ministry of Research and New Technologies, the Ministry of Foreign and European Affairs and the National Centre for Scientific Research. The IPEV is also responsible for selecting the projects, organising the expeditions and recruiting some 70 people per year. It also conducts oceanographic programmes on board the Marion Dufresne. 

Also dependent on the Institute are the stations on the Antarctic islands which are home to a great many birds in general and to penguins in particular. The only major cold region of the globe that is still close to its original state presents an almost intact biological heritage, and it is this diversity that France is at pains to preserve.

It is the Astrolabe, another remarkable boat, which provides the link with the Antarctic five times a year. Between blizzards and pack ice, the particularly inhospitable region of Adélie Land is home to the Dumont-d’Urville base on Petrel Island, where some thirty people are permanently posted. Among the studies conducted here is research on marine predators and fish. 
The Concordia base is a more recent venture. The result of a joint decision by France and Italy in 1993, this station, soon to become European, should allow the international scientific community to carry out unique programmes of research and observation in many fields, such as the upper atmosphere, climate change and the ozone layer. A Franco-Italian team spent the first ever winter there in 2005.  

The French presence in these lands and the experiments conducted there in areas of research that are decisive for the planet’s future put France in a predominant position in the scientific world of the sub-Antarctic and Antarctic regions. 
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Scientists at the ends of the earth!
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