Issues and Analysis: Antarctica—Resource or Refuge?

Few places on earth have not been exploited by humans.  One such place is Antarctica.  It is as close to an unpolluted environment as there is on earth, but it is not without its problems.

Seals and whales were the earliest exploited resource in Antarctica. There was money to be made, and this “opportunity” resulted in the near extinction of the southern fur seal, the elephant seal, and the blue whale.


By the 1950s, aboveground nuclear testing had spread radioactive particles around the planet, including Antarctica.  Pesticides like DDT were turning up in the tissues and blood of certain Antarctic bird and marine mammal species.  A growing hole in the ozone layer above the Antarctic continent developed as a result of the use of chlorofluorocarbons throughout the world.  Fossil-fuel combustion contributes to the greenhouse effect, which in turn threatens to melt the ice in Antarctica’s Western Peninsula.


During the past several decades, Antarctica has been the site of extensive scientific exploration.  Much of this exploration has been economically motivated.  For example, government scientists, with the aid of satellites, are advising oil and mineral prospectors.  Much of the so-called scientific research is conducted with geopolitical or military objectives in mind.


Antarctica is also being proposed as a tourist attraction.  Australia has suggested building a hotel, while Argentina is considering chartering a vessel to transport 600 tourists from South American seven times a year.  Several sites are also being viewed as potential ski resorts.  Numbers of tourists to Antarctica are increasing yearly.  Over 10,000 tourists visited in 1999.  This was a 50 percent increase over 1998.  Antarctica is being promoted as a tourist destination for those “in search of a new frontier.”

From an ecological perspective, Antarctica is fragile.  The thin layer on the surface of the ocean, nourished by the sun, supports the tiny shrimplike krill, which sustain fish, whales, seals, and penguins.  These short, simple food chains are extremely sensitive to environmental insults.


In the mid-1970s, New Zealand proposed designating the continent an Antarctic World Park.  This would turn Antarctica into an international wilderness area, a region on Earth where we recognize that humanity does not belong.


In 1991, 24 countries signed an agreement to ban mineral and oil exploration in Antarctica for 50 years.  The agreement, which was hailed as historic by governments and environmental groups, includes new regulations for wildlife protection, waste disposal, marine pollution, and continued monitoring of the Antarctic, which covers nearly one-tenth of the world’s land surface.  The signing of the agreement in Madrid, Spain, was the result of two years of negotiations.  The protocol protects Antarctica’s delicate flora and fauna and sets procedures to assess environmental effects of all human activities on the continent.
· Should we turn a continent into a world park?

· Would humanity be better served by developing the natural resources of Antarctica, such as oil and minerals?

· Should the natural beauty of Antarctica be opened up to tourism so it can be enjoyed by many?

· Is it possible to strike a balance between preservation and development in a fragile ecosystem? Can you give examples?
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