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Protecting waterfowl at the end of the world

The Cape Horn archipelago, located at the extreme tip of South America, is one of the last remaining
wilderness areas on Earth (Rozzi et al., 2012). Yet, this pristine ecosystem is facing several threats
including climate change, invasive species, change in land use, tourism, and pollution (Quildran et al.,
2022; Ministry of Environment, 2023). Globally, invasive species are known to be one of the top five
drivers of biodiversity loss around the world (Maxwell et al., 2016; Jaureguiberry et al., 2022). Invasive
species are even more impactful on species and ecosystems on isolated islands due to the evolution
of specialised fauna and flora (Spatz et al., 2022).

Inthe sub-Antarctic Cape HornBiosphere Reserve of southern Chile, invasive American minks (Neovision
vision), are currently expanding into areas where the native waterfowl have evolved in absence of
predators (Ibarra et al., 2009). American minks were first detected on Navarino Island in 2001 (the
main island in reserve). They prey upon ground-nesting waterfowl ducklings and eggs, which can affect
population numbers and the long-term survival of the species (Schitter et al.,, 2009). Many of these
waterfowl are native to the region and are threatened (Ministry of Environment, 2023). The waterfowl on
Navarino Island are important because they indicate the health of habitats and cycle nutrients, seeds
and plants which are essential for functioning ecosystems. What conservation strategies should be
implemented to protect waterfowl at the end of the world?

Protection vital habitats

Once an invasive species becomes established it can be very hard to control and eradicate from the
environment. Given the challenges of controlling mink populations, it becomes crucial to prioritise the
conservation of habitats harbouring native waterfowl. Evidence from the long-term coastal bird census
conducted by researchers from the Cape Horn International Centre (CHIC), shows that certain areas on
Navarino island, have a high abundance of waterfowl, that are vulnerable to mink predation including
the Flightless Steamer Duck (Tachyeres pteneres), Kelp Goose (Chloephaga hybrida) and Upland Goose
(Chloephaga picta) (Schiittler et al., 2009). The areas on Navarino Island that provide vital habitat such
as rocky coasts, intertidal areas, and short grasses are the Airport Beach, Robalo Bay and Zanartu
Lagoon. These sites provide important nesting and refuge sites for waterfowl (Schittler et al., 2009).

In addition, to safeguarding habitats on the main island, researchers Valeria Gémez-Silva and Dr Elke
Schuttler from CHIC, argue that protection efforts should also focus onislets. On these small remote
islands, not only have researchers detected a high abundance of waterbirds, but also the presence
of minks (Schittler et al., 2019). Valeria Gdmez-Silva has generated a map that shows where ground-
nesting birds are likely to be found in the Cape Horn region. It’s important that the findings from this
research are integrated into decision making and conservation strategies to protect these areas
and control minks, such as deploying mink traps, installing fences to deter minks, and limiting human
disturbance. Concentrating efforts in areas where conservation measures are absent and where birds
are abundant such as on the islets, could be the most efficient allocation of resources.

info@darwin200.com | www.darwin200.com




DARWIN200 4L

Figure 1 Zanartu Lagoon, identified to be an important refuge, providing habitat and food for waterfowl
on Navarino Island. Credit: Julianna Deeke.

Long-term monitoring of minks

In addition to continued monitoring and protection of waterfowl habitats, more efforts are needed to
monitor and control populations of minks effectively. Schittler et al., (2019) underscore the necessit

TTOUgn therr scent, altnougi there IS uncertainty anout
potential challenges, Dr Elke Schiittler, has hopes to explore this method as a prospective means of
monitoring minks in the future. This method holds promise for future exploration and implementation.
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Engage the community in decision-making and tap into citizen science

There is a movement towards an inclusive approach to tackling the problem of invasive species. The
knowledge and expertise of local communities living nearby vulnerable ecosystems and with invasive
species is invaluable. One way to engage the community is through involving them in identifying and
reporting invasive species in their area. In an interview with Elke Schittler, she said “l also think in
general that the community should be more integrated into decisions on invasive predator control,
because it can’t be that only biologists and conservationists decide on the fate of invasive predators.
Although there are probably many people that have the same opinion about trying to control them but
not all maybe. It’s kind of a decision that should be taken by society, and think that is a lot of potential
still to develop these kinds of integrations”.

It's important to encourage those who have an interest in the nature and wildlife of an area, including
tourists, to protect it (Kidder, 2011). This collaboration not only facilitates early mink detection and
prompts responses but alsoraises awareness about impacts of invasive species within the community.
Increased awareness canlead to more informedbehaviours such as avoiding the introduction of invasive
species and protection of native waterfowl. For example, raising awareness among vessel owners and
putting mink traps in boats could reduce the spread of the species (Schittler et al., 2019).

The demanding nature of current census methods, primarily conducted by researchers could be
alleviated by tapping into citizen science (Chandler et al., 2017; Schuttler et al., 2019). Harnessing
citizen science is essential in remote areas, such as the Cape Horn region, which has challenging
research and monitoring conditions (Schuttler et al., 2019). Citizens can report sightings of minks
including its precise location through an app or website, such asiNaturalist. Engaging with the public can
yield quicker insights and more extensive data, enhancing our understanding of the impacts of invasive
species on waterfowl, and informing conservation strategies. The Scottish Invasive Species Initiative
(SISI) is example of a successful citizen science scheme (Horrill, Oliver and Partridge, 2019). The eight-
year partnership project works with local organisations and volunteers to control invasive species
such as American minks in Scotland, United Kingdom. Volunteers can take part in mink monitoring and
trapping which can help cover larger areas, reduce ongoing management costs, and maintain long-term
management (Mill et al., 2020). While citizen science can enhance conservation efforts, some projects
do fail to attract community engagement, funding can be required for equipment and technology, and
there can be errors in the data collected due to lack of expert knowledge or robust methods.
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Citizen Science for Biodiversity
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Figure 4 An overview of the extent and diversity of citizen science for biodiversity. Credit: Yale Centre
for Biodiversity and Global Change.

Securing the future of waterfowl

Invasive minks pose a significant threat to birds in the Cape Horn Region, where their presence is
vital for seed dispersal, nutrient cycling, and ecosystem functioning. The emphasis on protection is
vital, as it’s predicted that Minks can expand further on Navarino Island in the future. To safeguard the
species, it is crucial to prioritise collaborative research with the community and implement effective
conservation strategies. Together, let’s protect the native waterfowl birds of the Cape Horn Biosphere
Reserve, for their conservation is a responsibility that we all share. Through collective efforts, there is
a hope for a brighter future for these birds and the entire ecosystem.
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