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Most of the glaciers on Heard Island are retreating at relatively high rates, presumably due to 

global warming. The newly exposed areas enable invasion from nearby established plants, and 

could enable regrowth of relicts that have been covered during long periods of glaciation.  

 

I begin here a preliminary informal note on candidate sites for investigating colonization and 

relictualism within recently deglaciated areas on Heard Island, during the 2016 expedition. 

 

The glaciers of Heard Island 
 

 
[Source: AAD] 
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Brown Glacier 

 

The following map shows Brown Glacier in1953. This image is a fragment of a complete map of 

Heard Island. 

 

[Source: Grahame Budd] 

  



–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––Please do not distribute ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 

Candidate deglaciated sites v. 1.0   2 Mar 2014 Page 3 of 10 

A recent (2007) satellite view of Brown Glacier. Between1947 and 2007, its terminus retreated 

from the coastline by about 1.2 km. By the time of the 2016 expedition, it will have retreated 

another 400m.  

 

 
[Source: Google Earth] 
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Boundaries of the Brown Glacier since 1947. The extrapolation to 2016 was made by 

extrapolating the rate of retreat and then extrapolating the retreat itself.  

 

 
[Source: AAD] 
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Vegetation near Brown Glacier, in 2003, shown in red. Small areas of vegetation are showing on 

the edges of the recently deglaciated areas of Brown Glacier, making it virtually certain that 

colonization and/or relictualism are generating post-glacial populations. 

 

 
[Source: AAD] 
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Compton Glacier 

 

Compton Glacier lies just to the west of Brown Glacier. The following figure shows recently 

(<100 yrs) deglaciated areas of these glaciers. It is estimated that the areas comprise 160,000 

m2 on Brown Glacier and 650,000 m2 on Compton Glacier.  

 

 
[Source: Google Earth] 
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The eastern region of Compton Glacier, showing a large deglaciated ridge. The area is estimated 

to be about 0.4 km2.  

 

 
[Source: Google Earth] 
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List of plant species on Heard Island 

[Source: K. Green and E. Woehler, Eds., Heard Island: Southern Ocean Sentinel, Surrey Beatty & Sons, 2006. Pp. 

257-258.] 
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The occurrence of plants on Heard Island: 
 

[Source: Wikipedia, Heard Island and McDonald Islands] 

One of the most rapidly changing physical settings in the subantarctic has been produced on Heard Island by a 

combination of rapid glacial recession and climate warming. The consequent increase in habitat available for plant 

colonisation, plus the coalescing of previously discrete ice-free areas, has led to marked changes in the vegetation 

of Heard Island in the last 20 years or so. Other species and vegetation communities found on subantarctic islands 

north of the Antarctic Convergence now absent from the Heard Island flora may colonise the island if climate 

change produces more favourable conditions. 

Some plant species are spreading and modifying the structure and composition of communities, some of which are 

also increasing in distribution. It is likely that further changes will occur, and possibly at an accelerated rate. 

Changes in population numbers of seal and seabird species are also expected to affect the vegetation by changing 

nutrient availability and disturbance through trampling. 

One plant species on Heard Island, Poa annua, a cosmopolitan grass native to Europe, was possibly introduced by 

humans, though is more likely to have arrived naturally, probably by skuas from the Kerguelen Islands where it is 

widespread. It was initially recorded in 1987 in two recently deglaciated areas of Heard Island not previously 

exposed to human visitation, while being absent from known sites of past human habitation. Since 1987 Poa 

annua populations have increased in density and abundance within the original areas and have expanded beyond 

them. Expeditioner boot traffic during the Australian Antarctic program expedition in 1987 may be at least partly 

responsible for the spread, but it is probably mainly due to dispersal by wind and the movement of seabirds and 

seals around the island. 

The potential for introducing additional plant species (including invasive species not previously found on 

subantarctic islands) by both natural and human-induced means is high. This is due to the combination of low 

species diversity and climatic amelioration. During the 2003/04 summer a new plant species, Cotula plumosa, was 

recorded. Only one small specimen was found growing on a coastal river terrace that had experienced substantial 

development and expansion of vegetation over the past decade. The species has a circumantarctic distribution and 

occurs on many subantarctic islands. 

 

Description of the Heard Island vegetation 

J. J. Scott and D. M. Bergstrom, Vegetation of Heard Island and the McDonald Islands, in K. Green and E. Woehler, 

Eds., Heard Island: Southern Ocean Sentinel, Surrey Beatty & Sons, 2006. Pp. 69-90. 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Poa_annua
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Skua
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cotula_plumosa

