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Climate shapes contamination in penguins. In her thesis, Eckbo shows how contamination levels in a 

king penguin colony varies over time with physiological and ecological responses to global and local 

climatic conditions in the Southern Ocean. 

 

Our planet is chemically altered since a few seabird generations ago. Although remote from human 

populations, polar seabirds are at the frontier of an orchestra of anthropogenic threats. The Arctic 

wildlife is considered more contaminated than the Antarctica one, but having higher contaminant levels 

does not necessarily translate into stronger toxic effects. With this in mind, Eckbo studied how the 

different ways of life of polar seabirds can influence their sensitivity to human-originated chemicals, 

doing fieldwork in the Arctic, the sub-Antarctic and Antarctica. 

 

The life of seabirds is tightly connected to climatic conditions in the ocean that can alter how seabirds 

are exposed to contaminants through their food. This thesis also show that contaminant levels in 

seabirds can be linked to differences in energetic constraints caused by distance to feeding grounds and 

weather conditions on land. 

 

“It shows us that pollution is intertwined with climatic changes and poses a complex threat to wildlife 

far from our modern civilizations”, explains Eckbo.  

 

Eckbo and colleagues also found that seabirds that live in the Arctic all year round share a similar risk 

of toxic effects as others that migrate to more temperate and human-populated areas parts of the year. 

Within the same species, they also found differences in contamination between males and females of 

Adélie penguins related to their different breeding tactics and length of fasting. Following the same 

king penguins over 15 years, Eckbo and colleagues found that adults were ten times more contaminated 

than chicks possibly due to different contaminant accumulation at different life stages.   

  

 


