species factsheet

| species introduction |
Common name: Adelie penguin
Scientific name: Pygoscelis adeliae
Description: 71cm high; black back, tail and head; abdomen and breast white; reddish bill,
thick covering of feathers; iris dark, white eye-ring; fairly long tail.
Geographical distribution: Circumpolar, largely restricted to Antarctica.
Interesting facts: In 1840, the French explorer Jules Dumont d’Urville named them for his
wife, Adèle. Unlike most other species of penguins, the Adelie penguin does not moult when
at the colony, but rather on ice floes.
Recent research has revealed that since 1983 the population on the island of Beaufort has
increased from 34,000 to almost 64,000. This success is attributed to the local rise of
temperature resulting in a more rapid retreat of the glacial-ice and snow. This enables the
birds to extend their nesting grounds, which are located on bare rock and sand.

| status in the wild |
According to the IUCN Red-list, the species is listed as Near Threatened (2012).

| species reproduction |
The birds arrive at the colony in September / October. Most laying takes place in November.
The species is colonial, on occasions forming enormous aggregations. They sometimes nest
beside conspecifics, but usually in discrete sectors. The nests are packed very close
together. The nest is a small depression lined with pebbles. They lay two eggs; a
replacement laying can occur, but with only one egg. Incubation is carried out by both sexes
for 30 to 43 days, with stints of 7-23 days (the females sometimes take a shorter initial shift).
The first down of the chick is coloured pale grey and much darker on the head. The second
down is dark brown. They form crèches at 16 to 19 days and the chicks fledge at an age of
50 to 56 days. They reach sexual maturity by 8 years, possibly before, but only rarely at five
and exceptionally at three years. The overall breeding success is about 50% (Cape Royds).

| species habitat |
The Adelie penguin is a marine species. It nests on ice-free rocky coasts, tending to occupy
higher ground than Gentoo penguins. They can often be found in extensive open areas to
accommodate typically large colonies. These colonies can also be far from the open sea.

| species food |
The Adelie penguin is an inshore feeder. Their prey mainly consists of krill (Euphausia
superba, E.crystallorophias), with smaller quantities of fish, amphipods and cephalopods.
They capture their prey by means of pursuit-diving. They normally forage at levels less than
20 meters down. They feed mostly at night.

| threats |
Adelie penguins are thought to be threatened by the effects of projected climate change,
primarily through future decreases in sea ice concentration, as affected by wind speed and
persistence, as well as associated changes in other climatic variables such as precipitation
(Ainley et al. 2010). Reduced suitability of nesting habitat could result from an increase in the
incidence of severe snowfall. In addition, annual migration and winter survival may be
negatively affected by decreases in sea ice coverage at northern latitudes where the species
requires a few hours of daylight in each 24-hour period (Ainley et al. 2010, Ballard et al.
2010).

The numbers are increasing in the Ross Sea region, decreasing in the Peninsula region, with
the net global population increasing overall (Ainley et al. 2010). However, analyses based on
the modelling of climate effects suggest that the population could start to decline in a few
decades (Ainley et al. 2010, D. Ainley in litt. 2012). These declines may only start after a
warming of 2°C above pre-industrial levels are reached however, overall trends will
potentially be positive before this point (D. Ainley in litt. 2012). Nevertheless BirdLife
International has cautiously projected a population decline approaching 30% over the next
three generations, factoring in the potential for negative impacts to take place within this
timescale, as well as substantial uncertainties over climate predictions and the adaptability of
the species.

The location of research stations near colonies has led to reductions in suitable ground for
breeding. Excessive visits to colonies and disturbance caused by aircraft movements can
also cause problems (del Hoyo et al. 1992), although the impact of disturbance in relation to
environmental conditions appears to vary with location (Bricher et al. 2008). Oil-pollution and
fishing (for krill and finfish) also pose threats (D. Ainley in litt. 2012).

| conservation |
Conservation Actions Underway
This is the most studied penguin species (del Hoyo et al. 1992), and is the subject of ongoing research. Some colonies are located within protected areas. Human disturbance is
strictly regulated.
Conservation Actions Proposed
Carry out surveys to obtain an improved and more up-to-date population estimate. Continue
to monitor population trends. Continue to closely monitor trends related to the extent and
persistence of sea ice, and associated climatic variables. Carry out further research into the
species’ ecology to improve understanding of how environmental changes and human
activities, such as fishing, will affect the population. Improve predictions of future
environmental changes and how these will impact the species' population, and conduct
research into the potential effects of fish and krill extraction (D. Ainley in litt. 2012). Continue
international work to tackle the drivers of projected climate change.

| find out more |
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