Antarctica

Antarctica is large, about one and a half times the size of the US. It is a continent made of thick ice, surrounded by the sea. It is the coldest continent in the world. Temperatures at the South Pole range from -30( to -60(C. It is also the driest continent in the world, like a desert. It is too cold to rain but it seldom snows either. However, it is extremely windy and snow flies around in blizzards. The only animals are seals, penguins and sea birds like the skua which live near the sea. Fish, whales and dolphins live in the sea around Antarctica. There are no trees or bushes although some lichen and mosses live on exposed rocks.

It is an uninhabited continent. Scientists stay there for short periods at a time, usually in the summer. Because of the temperatures and the blizzards, it is a hostile environment for people, and scientists are trained in survival before setting foot on “The Ice”. (This is the name given to Antarctica.)


Antarctica belongs to nobody and to everybody. The International Geophysical Year, 1957-8, saw a great interest in scientific activity in Antarctica, and in 1959, the Antarctic Treaty was drawn up with 12 States which had already established scientific bases in Antarctica. These were: Argentina, Australia, Belgium, Chile, France, Japan, New Zealand, Norway, South Africa, the Soviet Union, the US, and the UK. The aim of the treaty was to protect Antarctica for the future. The treaty stated that Antarctica was to be used only for peaceful and scientific activities. It encouraged scientists from different countries to work together. Thirty countries now have scientific bases in parts of Antarctica but that does not give ownership.


Much of the science undertaken in Antarctica has increased our knowledge in areas like climate change, the upper atmosphere including the ozone hole, the solar system, sea animals, microscopic organisms and the history of our planet (through fossils and core samples of ice).


With up to 4,000 people working in Antarctica during the summer in various bases, inevitably there is some human impact on the environment. At first scientists burnt their rubbish or threw it in the sea or into crevasses. Today, all rubbish has to be returned to the country of origin and that includes all toilet waste. Nevertheless, there are some buildings, machinery and landing strips for planes.


These days, it is not just scientists who visit The Ice. There are support people like mechanics, builders and cooks. Recently, some countries have allowed artists, musicians, writers and educators.


Some tourists on ships also visit in the summer but there is no accommodation on The Ice for them so they are restricted to places near the sea. Besides it would not be safe for tourists to go too far on land.

Questions may be raised too concerning ownership of mineral resources. Uranium, oil and gas exist but the quantities are unknown. At the moment, there is no interest in mining mineral resources from The Ice because of the extreme difficulty and cost; however, in future, technological expertise could make this a possibility. In 1998, additional conditions to the original treaty banned any commercial activity for 50 years

.

Three Level Statements
Tick the statements that the author would agree with.

Level 1

Antarctica is a sandy desert.

Most scientific work in Antarctica is done in the summer.
New Zealand was one of the first countries to establish a base in Antarctica.
Level 2

There are no police, soldiers or search and rescue people in Antarctica.

There will be no mining in Antarctica before 2048.
Level 3

Many countries have bases in Antarctica because of future possibilities. 
The reason Antarctica is useful for scientific work is because there is no air or sea pollution.

It is time for some hotels to be built in Antarctica






