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Summary
The African penguin is declining rapidly in South Africa and Namibia, with an estimated loss of 50% of the total population over the last four years.  The IUCN has recommended a strategy of releasing chicks hand-reared in captivity in order to increase the numbers of penguins in existing colonies, and to help with recolonisation of previously used and of new areas.  It is vital that this is carried out, and Bristol Zoo, in partnership with the Penguin TAG and the African penguin EEP, is helping to develop such a programme in collaboration with the South African authorities.  We are asking the EEP participants and TAG members to support this important project, which offers an excellent opportunity for collections with African penguins to contribute directly to their conservation.
Background

The African penguin (Spheniscus demersus) population decreased substantially in the 20th century.  There was an estimated 1.45 million birds in adult plumage at Dassen Island alone in 1910, but in 1990 the population on the island had declined to about 30,000 – a loss of 98% (Shannon and Crawford 1999, Hockey et al. 2005).  The population on Dyer Island also decreased catastrophically by 94%, from around 25,000 breeding pairs in the 1970s to just 1513 pairs in 2007.  This decline led to the species classification as Vulnerable by the IUCN (The World Conservation Union) (Barnes 2000, BirdLife International 2000).  The species’ population trend is noted as still declining in the IUCN’s Red List (www.redlist.org) and currently there are estimated to be fewer than 31,000 breeding pairs left (ADU 2007).
The decrease is likely due to a number of factors.  Penguins are known to be seriously affected by oiling both from accidental spills and washing of tanks by oil tankers that frequent the route around the Cape of Good Hope.  The main issue, however, is now thought to be a lack of food due to overfishing and movement of fish stocks away from the remaining nesting beaches (ADU 2007).  The latter is probably a consequence of a change of the currents around the South African Cape, which itself may be due to global climate change (Griffin 2004).  As a result, the penguins cannot reach their main food resources, anchovy and sardine while nesting, as breeding penguins cannot search for food much further than 20km away from their colonies. This has thus impacted significantly on the ability of parent birds to raise viable offspring. Population decline has been accelerated in the recent past, with an estimated 50% loss of population over four years (2004 -2007).  The remaining 31,000 breeding pairs left in the wild are distributed in 27 colonies (ADU 2007), but only a handful of these colonies seem to be viable in the long term.  It is clear that unless drastic action is taken there is a substantial risk that the species will become extinct.
Evidence from recent research suggests that the (re)introduction of fledgling chicks can have a significant impact on conserving wild penguin populations (Barham et al 2008); chicks that have been hand-reared and released have shown higher survivorship to breeding age and higher fecundity than other birds.  This therefore suggests that increasing the number of fledgling birds using hand-rearing as a tool to aid wild populations could help arrest the decline in overall numbers. We do not currently know which factors lead to the establishment of new penguin colonies through birds dispersing from existing ones. African penguins show a marked site fidelity, but it is unknown at which point exactly in a penguin's life history this is determined. If we learn which factors lead to site fidelity and to the colonisation of previously unpopulated areas, this will give us a powerful tool to artificially establish new colonies of African penguins in places closer to their main food resources in the future, if this becomes a necessity.
Investigation of this strategy has been recommended by the most recent Penguin Conservation Assessment and Management Plan (IUCN Workshop held in Ushuaia, Argentina in 2004; Griffin 2004) and by the Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries Working Group of Marine and Coastal Management, a branch of South Africa’s Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism (MCM, 2004).  

On several islands including Dyer and Robben Islands, chicks that hatch late in the season (September onwards) are frequently abandoned by their parents when the weather gets too hot and as food supplies diminish.  The chicks present in late summer on these islands would be unlikely to survive if left in the wild, as these are ‘end of season’ birds, when many die through a lack of food or unfavourable conditions.  It is proposed that penguin chicks that are at least half grown are collected at the end of the breeding season. By bringing them under local captive conditions these chicks will have a very high survival rate.  The fledglings would then be re-introduced to the wild at the beginning of the following February or March, when conditions are most suitable for survival.  These birds would be banded and released into their colonies of origin or into different extant colonies, and then closely monitored.

Bristol Zoo Gardens has been invited by the South African authorities responsible for the conservation of penguins and other sea birds to lead a project drawing on the expertise and resources of zoos holding African penguins to develop and implement this reintroduction project.
Project Outline
The project – undertaken by a partnership between Bristol Zoo, the EAZA Penguin TAG and African penguin EEP, the Dyer Island Conservation Trust, the International Fund for Animal Welfare, the Department of Marine and Coastal Management (Government of RSA), the Avian Demographic Unit (University of Cape Town) and the Southern African Foundation for the Conservation of Coastal Birds (SANCCOB) - is planned to cover five years, three years of penguin rearing and release and five years of follow up research on mortality, survival rate, fecundity and site fidelity. It will be coordinated from Bristol Zoo Gardens by Dr Christoph Schwitzer, Head of Research, and we will recruit different positions in South Africa to support and carry out the project. Three hundred ’end of season’ chicks (those that are normally abandoned) will be reared and released each year for the initial three years. The rearing process will be carried out at the SANCCOB (Southern African Foundation for the Conservation of Coastal Birds) headquarters in Table View (Cape Town), where the existing infrastructure and logistics allow for such a major operation. During the first phase of the project, all chicks will be collected and later released on Dyer Island. In a second phase, chicks originating from Dyer will be released on Dassen Island and vice versa. Furthermore, pending approval of the African penguin EEP, it is proposed to export eggs laid by European captive penguins to South Africa, hand-rear the chicks from the eggs and release them on the two islands. All released penguins will be banded, with a number of chicks also being fitted with satellite transmitters to enable us to track their movements and thus investigate factors that determine site fidelity and dispersal patterns. The new silicon flipper bands being used have been developed by the University of Bristol and Bristol Zoo and will be available from the Penguin TAG to purchase for EAZA zoos to use on their own penguins with all profits going to the project.
The project has the endorsement of both the EAZA Penguin Taxon Advisory Group and the EEP coordinator for African penguins, Janos Szantho.

How you can help

We are currently looking for potential partners and supporters for this project and would like to invite EAZA institutions to become involved. We require an additional €20,000 to complete phase one in 2008/2009 and €50,000 per annum afterwards.  If each African penguin holder were to commit €1,000 each year of the project, these costs would be met.  In addition to funding, there might be the opportunity for zoos to provide eggs in due course, and for staff experienced in handling penguins to get directly involved with the rearing, release and monitoring of birds in South Africa, and with training South Africans in the techniques necessary for success.
Contact Details

If your organisation would like to get involved, please contact either Dr Christoph Schwitzer (project coordinator) cschwitzer@bristolzoo.org.uk or Nigel Simpson (Curator of Birds) nsimpson@bristolzoo.org.uk.
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Figures:

Figure 1: African penguins (Spheniscus demersus) on Robben Island, South Africa.

Figure 2: The African penguin is threatened by a lack of food resources, overabundance of predators (especially South African fur seals) and by a lack of suitable habitat for nest sites.

Figure 3: An old photograph showing an African penguin colony in 1931. The population has since declined dramatically, and only a handful of colonies are still viable in the long term.

Figure 4: Handling rescued African penguins at SANCCOB.
