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For release January 1, 2014: 
 

 

EXPEDITION WILL EXPLORE REMOTE ANTARCTIC 

ISLAND FOR EXTREME LIFE FORMS 
 

Explorers will search for unknown species, organisms living in extreme conditions, 

and animals that can survive hundreds of years in suspended animation 

 
Walnut Creek, CA ––In early 2016, a group of rugged explorers will land on Heard Island, a remote 

Australian possession in the south Indian Ocean, and begin a search for unknown plants and animals, 

and some of the most extreme organisms on the planet. The team of 35 biologists, volcanologists, 

glaciologists, communications specialists, and filmmakers will scale the 9000-foot-high volcano, turn 

over rocks, sample the snow and ice, probe glacial lagoons, and search the soil and water across this 

extraordinary 20-mile-long island. They will be looking for life at the extremes–very high and very low 

temperatures, very wet and very dry, very light and very dark, battered by gale-force winds. 

The central goal of the expedition is to discover previously unknown species, colonies of life supported 

by the heat from the volcano, organisms that have exceptional ability to withstand rapid and prolonged 

temperature change, and evidence of environmentally-driven speciation in populations with minimal or 

no predators or niche competitors. The expedition will contribute to our understanding of the limits of 

life in extreme environments and to the dynamics of biodiversity in extreme isolation. The project is 

subtitled “Discovering Life at the Extremes,” a reference to the purpose of the expedition and to the 

location and conditions of the island. 

To reach Heard Island, the expedition will assemble in Cape Town, South Africa and board the Belgian 

vessel Cmdr. Fourcault for the 10-day voyage to the island. Once onsite, a helicopter will lift the team 

and equipment onto the island, and then stand by for the 30-day stay. During the voyage, the vessel will 

also search for a reported new species of killer whale, and attempt to obtain DNA samples of the animal. 

If successful, this would genetically establish a fourth group of these top predators, found mostly in the 

circum-Antarctic currents between Latitude 50 and 60 degrees South. 

Heard Island is unique in the world: It is the largest sub-Antarctic island virtually free of introduced 

species and with negligible modification by humans. The island furnishes an alien-free habitat for large 

populations of marine birds and mammals. It has very low species diversity, ensuring minimal inter-

species competition and maximal impact of the environment. The volcano erupts every few years, most 

recently in October, 2013, and hot gasses issue from fumeroles on its flanks. Shallow glaciers move 

rapidly down the steep slopes, but global warming has caused many of them to retreat, exposing 

terminal moraines, outwash, and proglacial lagoons where exotic life might be found. The dynamic 

nature of the island argues for correspondingly dynamic populations adapted to the harsh conditions. 

 “We’re guaranteed to make some significant discoveries,” say Dr. Robert Schmieder, organizer of the 

expedition. “For instance, foraminifera, microscopic single-celled animals valuable for determining 
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historical climate change, are not yet reported from Heard Island, although we know they must be 

there.” Schmieder also points to the tardigrades, the bizarre eight-legged moss-dwellers with the 

capacity to suspend metabolism for decades or centuries, and which are abundant at Heard Island. He 

remarks: “We would expect the Heard Island tardigrades to be genetically different from the same 

species found elsewhere, and that will be evidence of environmentally-driven evolution.” 

The team plans to carry out the first summiting of the volcano Big Ben in more than 15 years, and the 

first-ever traverse (ascending on one side and descending on the other). Due to the frequent eruptions, 

the summit has changed significantly since the last climbers were there, so they will be seeing landforms 

that are new and unknown. The scientists will search for colonies of life around the hot fumeroles and 

take samples of the soil. They will carry with them a miniature helicopter and miniature submersible to 

obtain aerial and underwater images of areas impossible for people to reach. 

In addition to searching for unknown life forms, the expedition will include a team of communications 

specialists, mostly amateur radio operators. They will provide safety for the explorers and real-time 

information and images of the expedition to the world through a satellite link to the internet. An 

extensive offsite team will provide updates on various websites and through various social media. This 

capability will enable collaborators to interact with the onsite team and live links to educational groups. 

For Dr. Schmieder, the expedition will be a return to Heard Island: in 1997 he led a group of 20 on a 

three-week stay that set world records for radio operations. He is the founder (in 1977) of a nonprofit 

research group called Cordell Expeditions. Over the years, the group has carried out more than a dozen 

major expeditions to other remote islands, including Peter I Island (Antarctica), Easter Island, San Felix 

Island (Chile), Kure Atoll (Central Pacific), and Clipperton Island (Eastern Pacific). Among the 

accomplishments of the group are the establishment of the Cordell Bank National Marine Sanctuary and 

the discovery more than a thousand new species and new observational records. Schmieder has 

published seven books based on the expeditions. 

The team will be international, including members from six continents. The Advisory Board for the 

project includes Nobel-prize winner Joseph Taylor and Alan Nichols, President of the Explorers Club. 

Honorary Expedition Leader is Jean-Michel Cousteau. The expedition is being financed privately by the 

participants, academic institutions, and a variety of sponsors. The total budget is $1.5 million, of which 

the majority  is the cost of chartering the vessel. 

For more information, please see the following websites: 

http://www.heardisland.org 
http://www.cordell.org 
 
Contact: 
 
Dr. Robert W. Schmieder 
Cordell Expeditions 
schmieder@cordell.org 
(925) 934-3735 (phone and fax) 
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