
Dear Dora, 
 
Thank you for your letter. I loved reading all your questions about Antarctica, the animals that live 
there and how the future might change. You might be surprised to learn that it’s possible to study 
Antarctica and the animals and plants that live without ever setting foot on the continent. I study 
animals that live around Antarctica, but I have actually never been there myself. Like you, I have 
wanted to travel to Antarctica for a long time. But Antarctica is such a long way away and difficult to 
get to that not many researchers are able to visit. Instead, a smaller group people collect samples 
and information (data) that are brought back to the British Antarctic Survey or universities, where 
lots of people can work on them. Even so, I have been to the Arctic (the other end of the world 
near the north pole!) and I do know people who have spent lots of time in Antarctica. So, I can still 
answer your questions. 
 
You’re right in thinking that it’s very cold in Antarctica, but it can also be extremely windy. Strong 
winds, called katabatic winds, blow across the icecap towards the Ocean. Everyone must wear 
specialist warm clothes when they are outside that protect them from not just the cold, but also the 
wind. Most people live in houses and research stations that are comfortable and warm inside, but 
sometimes people will need to live for short periods in special tents and shelters if they are visiting 
a remote location for field work. 
 
Antarctica is far from the frozen wasteland than it looks like. However, living things on land can be 
hard to find. The insects and plants like mosses and lichens are very small and only found in the 
places with rocks and soil that are not always covered in ice and glaciers. Because Antarctica is 
such a big place there is actually a fair amount of habitat for the insects that live in the soils as well 
as mosses and lichens that live on the rocks. Around the research stations there are now some 
grasses and other plants that have been accidentally introduced by people. There are special 
eradication programs to try to remove these non-native species because they could cause 
problems for the native species that live in Antarctic ecosystems. 

 
My favourite Antarctic animals all live under the water. I haven’t seen them in Antarctica, but I have 
seen many preserved specimens and we also have an aquarium with Antarctic animals so that we 
can continue to study them in the UK. Under the water there are all kinds of animals and algae. 
Sometimes it is as colourful and full of life as a tropical coral reef, but with a different selection of 
animals. The animals that do live there grow more slowly, but grow larger than most similar 
species in warmer areas. So, there are worms that are over 1m long, sea spiders the size of dinner 
plates, as well as big sea stars, sea urchins, anemones and sponges. These invertebrates are 
some of my favourite animals! The animals that live in the water around Antarctica are well suited 
to life there. In fact, they don’t survive in water that is only a few degrees warmer. It might be very 
cold in Antarctica but the water is usually. between -1.8°C and 1.5°C. so the animals aren’t used 
large changes in temperature. Some of friends are doing research to find out whether these 
animals will be able to adapt to warmer temperatures. They have found that some creatures might 
be okay, but others will struggle to survive. 
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I haven’t seen any crabeater seals or penguins in Antarctica, but I have seen lots of seals and 
penguins in Australia, where I used to live. In Australia I also studied whales that visited Antarctica. 
Whales migrate long distances and only spend the summers in Antarctica where there is lots of krill 
for them to eat. Some pods of humpback whales and southern right whales travel north along the 
east coast of Australia so I was able to see them on migration. 
 
It’s not only whales that come to Antarctica to hunt and everyone needs to be very careful around 
predatory animals. We need to be careful around them in places like the UK, too! Any activities in 
Antarctica that involve being out in small boats or SCUBA diving can only take place when there 
are no Orcas or Leopard seals in the area. They prefer to feed on other seals and penguins rather 
than on humans but they can feel curious or even scared of humans, which can cause them to 
attack people. We must be careful even around the animals that eat small animals like krill, 
penguins and crabeater seals, because we don’t want to scare them away from doing their normal 
activities. For people who visit, there are strict rules about staying away from the animals but some 
penguins can be quite curious and may come close to people. The best way to watch animals in 
Antarctica is the same as anywhere, if you are still and quiet the animals may feel comfortable 
around you and might stay in plain sight instead of hiding and might even come up to you.  
 
Litter is found in Antarctica, but it is not such a big problem compared to other places. Even so, 
some litter is accidentally left behind by visitors to the region and some does arrive from other parts 
of the world on ocean currents. In some places around Antarctica, there are regular beach cleans 
to help remove the litter – just the same as what we can do when we walk down the street or visit a 
beach in the UK. Every little bit helps. 
 
You’re right in thinking that climate change is a big problem in Antarctica. The glaciers are 
shrinking and starting to flow faster and more ice is entering the oceans, which is very obvious in 
some places. Many of my friends and colleagues try to predict the what will happen in the future for 
the species that live in Antarctica, as well as for the icecaps, oceans and weather systems that 
also affect us here in the UK. These predictions are used in reports by the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change to help government understand what the future will bring and make good 
decisions about the climate, environment and our own health. 
 
As for my studies, you’re right in thinking that I have had to study a lot to get to where I am. At 
school I studied a range of subjects, but I knew that I really wanted to work with animals and 
environments, so I studied mostly science subjects in my final years. At university I studied a 
Bachelor of Science and focused on Zoology and Ecology, so I took all kinds of courses on 
animals, plants, chemistry, and genetics. When I finished my undergraduate course, I then studied 
a Masters in Marine and Antarctic Science, where every subject was about life in the oceans and in 
Antarctica. Now, I have just completed my PhD in Zoology. Since leaving school, I have spent over 
9 years as student, but I love being a scientist. I hope to keep working as a scientist because I 
really enjoy learning new things all the time. I also like the variety of activities. Sometimes I do field 
work, sometimes I am in the lab, often I am at my computer writing research papers, or code to 
analyse my data, or even letters like these. 
 
Good luck with the rest of your school,  
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