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Abstract The aim of this work is to increase the infor-
mation on trace metals in seabirds and coastal soils in
the Antarctica. Concentrations (mg kg−1 dry weight) of
Cd, Cu, Cr, Ni, Mn, Zn and Pb were determined by ICP-
MS in fresh excreta and feathers of Gentoo penguins as
well as in soils around the nesting sites where this
species inhabits. Samples were collected in four loca-
tions throughout the Antarctic Peninsula (January
2014): O’Higgins Base, Stranger Point, Neko Harbor
and Doumer Island. The highest levels of elements were
found in excreta from O’Higgins Base (2.92, 266.83,
2.99, 44.75, 18.15, 1.68 and 317.92 for Cd, Cu, Cr, Mn,
Ni, Pb and Zn, respectively) and Stranger Point (1.97,
222.51, 2.98, 36.62, 13.41, 1.46 and 201.18 for Cd, Cu,
Cr, Mn, Ni, Pb and Zn, respectively. Similarly, the
highest levels were found in feathers from O’Higgins
Base (0.21, 20.89, 1.44, 1.19, 5.90, 0.63 and 64.07 for
Cd, Cu, Cr, Mn, Ni, Pb and Zn, respectively) and
Stranger Point (0.14, 19.65, 1.47, 1.23, 3.85, 0.60 and
64.19 for Cd, Cu, Cr, Mn, Ni, Pb and Zn, respectively).
In soils, the highest levels were found in O’Higgins
Base (4.31, 421.94, 64.75, 404.76, 28.13, 281.54 and
484.99 for Cd, Cu, Cr, Mn, Ni, Pb and Zn, respectively),
whereas the lowest levels were found in Neko Harbor

and Doumer Island. These results observed could be
related to the major human presence in the northern area
of the Antarctic Peninsula and large-scale transport of
pollutants. The metals detected in the excreta of the
Gentoo penguin can contribute to increase the contam-
ination of coastal terrestrial ecosystems, which could
also affect other living organisms.
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1 Introduction

Antarctica is one of the last pristine places on the planet
inhabited by a wide variety of organisms with unique
ecophysiological characteristics, like penguins. It is
quite necessary to investigate now baseline levels of
chemical elements to monitor possible future changes
in Antarctica. Heavy metal contamination is widespread
globally as a result of human activities such as oil spills,
sewage, hazardous wastes, among others (Nriagu and
Pacyna 1988). Due to the cumulative nature and persis-
tence of metals, these can be found usually in water, air
or soil, as well as in both flora and fauna (Zhao et al.
2006). There is evidence showing that remaining pris-
tine regions of the planet are being affected by anthro-
pogenic activities (Smichowski et al. 2006; Boersma
2008). Some studies have shown pollution affecting
Antarctic fauna and soils, which could be linked to a
raising tourist activity and research activities, some local
environmental accidents and large-scale transport of
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pollutants (Lohan et al. 2001; Sanchez-Hernandez 2000;
Santos et al. 2005; Negri et al. 2006; Espejo et al. 2014).

Even though concentrations of most trace elements in
Antarctica appear to be very low, a continuous level of
contamination have been noted along the Antarctic Pen-
insula which could be affecting some endemic species,
like penguins (Yin et al. 2008; Jerez et al. 2011; Espejo
et al. 2014). Antarctic ecosystems are particularly de-
pending on anthropogenic modifications, where some
characteristics of marine biota, such as narrow repro-
ductive season, make it highly susceptible to human
impact and sensitive to environmental contamination
(Santos et al. 2005). Among the many ways of measur-
ing the degree of contamination of seabirds, feathers are
good biomaterials for monitoring a particular environ-
ment state by means of trace metals since metals have a
high affinity for the sulfhydryl groups of the feather’s
structural proteins (Metcheva et al. 2006). Excreta can
be used as biomonitors to study the level of heavy
metals in different remote polar environments (Yin
et al. 2008; Espejo et al. 2014). Both biotic matrices
are not restricted by international regulations for wildlife
protection, are low-cost and are easily sampled. Birds
can eliminate heavy metals through excrements and
feathers (Metcheva et al. 2011). Feathers are a valuable
tool in environmental biomonitoring of trace metals, as
those levels in the plumage can reflect metal levels in
bird blood (Burger 1993). The feather is connected to
the blood vessels, thus metals are incorporated into the
structure of the keratin. In these structures, the metal can
accumulate to levels higher than those present in the
internal tissues of the bird (Grue et al. 1986). Moreover,
seabirds are significant biovectors of contaminants via
excreta from the ocean to the land (Michelutti et al.
2009). For that reason, excreta and feathers have been
used as appropriate bioindicators to study pollution in
marine ecosystems with a minimum of human interven-
tion (Sun and Xie 2001; Ancora et al. 2002; Yin et al.
2008; Jerez et al. 2011; Celis et al. 2012).

The Gentoo penguin is a seabird at the top of the food
chain of Antarctic marine ecosystems, thus playing an
important role in the ecology of the coastal zones of
Antarctica (Celis et al. 2012). There are some important
colonies of this species that inhabit the Antarctic Penin-
sula. The northern area of the Antarctic Peninsula con-
centrates many anthropogenic activities (Tin et al.
2009). Some indirect pollution (fuel combustion, waste
incineration, sewage disposal, paint or accidental oil
spills) or the impact of tourism increases, and scientific

bases with their associated activities as plane and ship
trips have been noted in the northern area of the Antarc-
tic Peninsula (IAATO 2010; Barbosa et al. 2013). Sew-
age disposal, paint residues from buildings and petro-
leum are mentioned as the most probable sources of
trace metal enrichment in areas near research stations
at King George Island, although contamination levels
are lower than other Antarctic research stations and
industrialised regions (Santos et al. 2005). There are
some evidence indicating Pb contamination caused by
Antarctic scientific stations, which is linked to battery
leaks and paint waste (Sheppard et al. 2000). However,
the available data on the levels of heavy metals in biotic
matrices of Antarctic penguins are still scarce and
fragmented (Ancora et al. 2002; Metcheva et al. 2006;
Yin et al. 2008; Jerez et al. 2011; Metcheva et al. 2011;
Espejo et al. 2014). Soils accumulate contaminants and
serve as sources of pollution to the ecosystems they are
connected with, but the knowledge about heavy metals
in soils is also scarce in Antarctica (Claridge et al. 1995;
Sheppard et al. 2000; Webster et al. 2003; Santos et al.
2005; Bueno et al. 2011).

In Antarctica, most of the anthropogenic activities and
wildlife are congregated in a small ice-free land with less
than 0.34% of the continent (BAS 2004). Further studies
are extremely required for identifying and preventing
pollution in Antarctica where the amount of contaminat-
ed area acquires a huge importance of the proportion of
the habitat that is affected. The levels of trace metals are
an important indicator of environmental quality and an-
imal health for long-term biomonitoring in the Antarctic.
Our objective is to increase the information on this issue
at geographical scale investigating the levels of Cd, Cu,
Cr, Pb, Mn, Ni and Zn in: (i) excreta and feathers of
Gentoo penguins that inhabit some important nesting
sites of the Antarctic Peninsula and (ii) soils in front of
the penguin colonies studied here.

2 Study Site and Methodology

2.1 Sampling

During January 2014 of the austral summer, fresh biotic
samples (excrements and feathers) from colonies of
Gentoo penguins and soil samples from the surround-
ings were collected from four different locations along
the Antarctic Peninsula area: O’Higgins Base (63°19′S,
57°53′W), Stranger Point (58°37′S, 62°16′W), Doumer

2266, Page 2 of 12 Water Air Soil Pollut (2015) 226:2266



Island (64°51′S, 63°35′W) and Neko Harbor (64°50′S,
62°33′W). In Fig. 1 are shown the studied locations. In
Table 1 are indicated the geographical locations and
sample sizes for each locality.

Feather samples were collected individually in poly-
ethylene bags from adult individuals. Excreta samples
were carefully taken from the ground to avoid contam-
ination. All samples were always handled with dispos-
able plastic gloves. Each excrement sample was collect-
ed from many individuals, spanning the length of the
penguin colony, since it was not possible to evaluate
metal contamination in each individual, but rather only
in a group of that species. Soil samples (top 10 cm) were
collected at random in the marine terrace about 20 m

from each penguin colony. Very clean steel containers
and sealed plastic bags were also used. Once brought to
the laboratory, all samples were kept in sealed plastic
bags and stored in pre-cleaned aluminium foil at −4 °C
for transport until their analyses.

2.2 Preparation of Samples and Chemical Analysis

In the laboratory (accredited ISO 17025), samples were
washed with distilled water (Milli-Q system, Millipore,
USA), dried at room temperature and then ground and
screened (24 mesh dm−2). Samples were microwave
digested with nitric acid, hydrochloric acid and
perchloric acid. The levels of elements in the samples

Fig. 1 Location of sampling sites along the Antarctic Peninsula
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were determined by mass spectrometry inductively
coupled plasma (ICP-MS Perkin Elmer-Optima 800).
The detection limits (mg L−1) of the elements deter-
mined were as follows: 0.005 for Cd, Cu, Cr, Ni and
Zn; 0.01 for Mn; 0.0025 for Pb. All measurements were
carried out in triplicate, and resulting values were aver-
aged. Non-detectable values were predicted from ex-
pected normal scores when more than 50 % of all
samples showed detectable levels within each data set
(Smith et al. 2007). In order to ensure quality control, a
certified reference material (human hair, GBW07601)
supplied by National Research Center of China was
used as an internal standard in a proportion of 10 %
each batch of samples.

2.3 Statistical Analysis

The detected levels are presented as mean±standard
deviation in dry weight. Non-parametric statistical
methodologies were used because of the assumptions
of normality and homoscedasticity were not met even
after the log transformation of the data. Differences
among metal and trace concentrations were assessed
by means of the Kruskal-Wallis non-parametric analysis
of variance and Mann-Whitney U tests. Post hoc tests
were carried out by means of Kruskal-Wallis analyses,
using the critical differences of mean rank. A signifi-
cance level of p <0.05 was considered to indicate statis-
tical significance. Data were analysed by means of the
SPSS 15.0 statistical software.

3 Results

3.1 Trace Elements in Feathers

Concentrations of Cd, Cu, Cr, Mn, Ni, Pb and Zn in
feathers of Gentoo penguins are shown in Table 2.

The feathers of Gentoo penguins showed significant
differences among the different locations for several
trace metals. Levels of Cu, Ni, Pb and Zn in feathers
of this species are significantly higher in O’Higgins
Base in comparison to Doumer Island and Neko Harbor,
whereas there are not significant differences between
O’Higgins Base and Stranger Point. The lowest signif-
icant levels of Cr andMn in feathers of Gentoo penguins
were detected in Doumer Island, whereas the lowest Cd
levels were found in Neko Harbor.

3.2 Trace Elements in Excreta

Concentrations of Cd, Cu, Cr, Mn, Ni, Pb and Zn in
excreta of Gentoo penguins are shown in Table 3.

The excreta of Gentoo penguins showed significant
differences among the different locations for several
trace metals. Levels of Ni and Pb in excreta of this
species are significantly higher in O’Higgins Base in
comparison to Doumer Island and Neko Harbor, where-
as the levels of these chemical did not show significant
differences betweenO’Higgins Base and Stranger Point.
With respect to Cr, Mn and Zn, Gentoo penguin drop-
pings showed that the levels in Doumer Island are
significantly the lowest detected in this study.

3.3 Trace Elements in Soils

Concentrations of Cd, Cu, Cr,Mn, Ni, Pb and Zn in soils
around Gentoo penguin colonies are shown in Table 4.

The levels of metals in soils around the penguin
colonies showed significant differences among the dif-
ferent locations studied. Cd, Cr, Mn, Ni, Pb and Zn
levels in soils are significantly higher in O’Higgins Base
in comparison to Doumer Island and Neko Harbor. The
levels of these chemicals did not show significant dif-
ferences between O’Higgins Base and Stranger Point.
The lowest mean level of Cu, Cr, Ni and Pb were

Table 1 Sampling studied loca-
tions along the Antarctic Penin-
sula and sample size

Locations Geographical position Sample size

Feathers Excreta Soil

O’Higgins Base 63°19′S, 57°53′W (Cape Legoupil) 10 10 10

Stranger Point 58°37′S, 62°16′W (King George Island) 10 10 10

Neko Harbor 64°50′S, 62°33′W (Andvord Bay) 10 11 19

Doumer Island 64°51′S, 63°35′W (Palmer Archipelago) 10 10 10
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obtained in soil samples fromNeko Harbor, whereas the
lowest levels of Cd, Mn and Zn were detected in soils
from Doumer Island. Coincidently, levels of all metals
studied were highest in soil samples from those loca-
tions with the highest trace metal levels in feathers and
excreta of Gentoo penguins. Those locations, O’Higgins
Base and Stranger Point, are sites near research stations
and with major human presence.

4 Discussion

4.1 Metals in Feathers

Trace metals found in feathers of Gentoo penguins,
considering all the sampling sites together, showed the
following relation: Zn>Cu>Ni>Cr>Mn>Pb>Cd. This
relation is similar to these observed by Jerez et al. (2011)
in P. papua from King George Island and by Metcheva
et al. (2006) in the same species from Livingstone
Island. These higher Zn levels can be related to Cd
concentrations, because an increase in the Zn levels
can reduce the toxic effects of Cd in animals (Goyer
1997).

The highest mean Cd levels detected in penguin
feathers in the present study (0.21 mg kg−1) were 7
times higher than those levels observed by Jerez et al.
(2011) in Gentoo penguin feathers from King George
Island, and were similar than the levels found by Ancora
et al. (2002) in feathers of Adélie penguins (Pygoscelis
adeliae) from Terra Nova Bay a decade ago. Our Cd
levels were half of those levels detected by Metcheva
et al. (2011) in feathers of Gentoo penguins from Liv-
ingstone Island. Cadmium is a metal with a great eco-
toxicological importance, since it is directly associated
with human activities (Boersma 2008). This element can
bewidely distributed into air, water and soil, being water
as the most important site for its final deposition as a
soluble form (Nriagu and Pacyna 1988). Once Cd is
deposited in waters, it passes to the food chain (Bargagli
et al. 1996). Cd levels measured in seabird feathers from
other regions of the world range between 0.01 to
0.40 mg kg−1 d.w. (Liu et al. 2006; Burger et al. 2008;
Ribeiro et al. 2009; Lucia et al. 2010).

Our highest mean Pb levels in penguin feathers were
similar than those reported by Jerez et al. (2011) in
Gentoo penguins and Chinstrap penguins (Pygoscelis
antarctica), whereas are 2.8 times lower than those
levels detected in feathers of Adélie penguins alongT
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the Antarctic Peninsula. Our Pb levels were 1.5 times
higher than those levels found by Ancora et al. (2002) in
Adélie penguin feathers from Terra Nova (Antarctica),
whereas were half lower than those detected byYin et al.
(2008) in penguin feathers along West Antarctica. Our
Pb levels were 2.4 times lower than those levels detected
by Metcheva et al. (2011) in feathers of Gentoo pen-
guins from Livingstone Island. Pb is released by human
activities such as burning fossil fuels, solid waste incin-
eration, paints and accidental oil spills (Bargagli 2008).
Our highest Pb levels detected seem related to the great
concentration of human activities that exists in King
George Island where most scientific bases are concen-
trated and where there is heavy traffic of all kind of
vehicles to transport tourists, scientists and support per-
sonnel (Tin et al. 2009). Our Pb levels appear to be
lower than those reported in feathers of other seabirds
(0.71 to 1.88 mg kg−1 d.w.) from the Northern Hemi-
sphere (Burger et al. 2008; Ribeiro et al. 2009). Also,
our Pb levels are lower than Audouin’s gull breeding
colonies subject to Pb contamination (García-Tarrasón
et al. 2013). The levels of Pb and Cd in feathers of
Gentoo penguins found in our study were below those
known to cause adverse effect on bird organism
(Metcheva et al. 2011).

Regarding Cu, the maximum mean levels found in
our s tudy in fea ther s of Gentoo penguins
(20.89 mg kg−1 d.w.) were similar to those levels mea-
sured by Jerez et al. (2011) in penguin feathers along the
South Shetland Islands and those levels detected by Yin
et al. (2008) in penguin feathers from different location
of Antarctica. Also, our Cu levels are similar to Cu
levels found by Metcheva et al. (2006) in feathers of
Gentoo and Chinstrap penguins from Livingstone
Island. Two decades ago, Honda et al. (1986) reported
Cu levels of 14.49 mg kg−1 (d.w.) in feathers of Adélie
penguins from the northeast of Antarctica.

With regard to Zn, the highest mean levels found in
Gentoo penguin feathers (64.19 mg kg−1 d.w.) were 2.3
times lower than those levels measured by Yin et al.
(2008) and similar than those reported by Jerez et al.
(2011) in feathers of penguins from different locations
of Antarctica. Our Zn levels were 30% lower than those
levels detected by Metcheva et al. (2011) in feathers of
Gentoo penguins from Livingstone Island. In the current
study, the maximum Zn concentrations are directly re-
lated to the highest Cd levels. The Zn is a trace metal
essential for biota, and it is directly linked to Cd in such
a way that high levels of Zn may be due to reactive

processes of physiological adaptation of penguins to
high concentrations of Cd (Metcheva et al. 2006).

Our Ni levels detected in feathers of Gentoo penguins
(5.90 mg kg−1 d.w.) are nearly 10 times higher than
those found by Jerez et al. (2011) in feathers of the same
species from King George Island, 5 times higher than
those levels found in feathers of Chinstrap penguins
from Ronge Island and 6.5 times higher than the levels
detected in feathers of Adélie penguins from Yalour
Island. Previously, a study showed Ni levels of
0.44 mg kg−1 (d.w.) in feathers of Adélie penguins from
northeast of Antarctica (Honda et al. 1986). Levels of Ni
in feathers of several seabirds from French coast are
situated between 0.90–14.10 mg kg−1 d.w. (Lucia et al.
2010).

The highest Mn levels were detected in Stranger
Point, which are 32 % lower than those levels found
by Jerez et al. (2011) in feathers of Gentoo penguins
from King George Island, 2.6 times lower than Mn
levels found in feathers of Chinstrap penguins from
Deception Island and similar than those found in
Adélie penguins from King George Island. Our highest
concentration of Mn is twice as lower than those
reported by Honda et al. (1986) in feathers of penguins
from northeast of Antarctica. Our Mn levels were 29 %
lower than those levels detected by Metcheva et al.
(2011) in feathers of Gentoo penguins from Livingstone
Island. When comparing Mn levels in penguin feathers
with Mn levels measured in other regions, we observe
that the present Mn range measured (0.27–1.23 mg kg−1

d.w.) is lower than the Mn range (0.75–2.84 mg kg−1

d.w.) detected in feathers of different seabirds from the
Northern Hemisphere (Burger et al. 2008; Ribeiro et al.
2009).

We found the highest concentration of Cr in feathers
of Gentoo penguins from Stranger Point, where Cr
levels were about 20 %, 5.5 and 4.3 times lower than
those reported from King George Island in feathers of
the same species, Chinstrap penguins and Adélie pen-
guins, respectively (Jerez et al. 2011). Our Cr levels
were 8.6 times higher than those levels detected by
Metcheva et al. (2011) in feathers of Gentoo penguins
fromLivingstone Island. The present Cr rangemeasured
(0.73–1.47 mg kg−1 d.w.) is lower or even similar than
the range (1.08–1.53 mg kg−1 d.w.) detected in feathers
of seabirds from the Northern Hemisphere (Burger et al.
2008; Ribeiro et al. 2009). Cr is linked to oil contami-
nation (Alam and Sadiq 1993; Caccia et al. 2003), thus
our highest Cr levels detected in Stranger Point and
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O’Higgins Base could be related to the major anthropo-
genic activities in these locations, as similarly noted by
Jerez et al. (2011).

4.2 Metals in Excreta

The levels of trace metals found in excreta of Gentoo
penguins indicated the following relation: Zn>Cu>
Mn>Ni>Cr>Cd>Pb. This relation is similar to that
reported by Metcheva et al. (2011) in faeces of the same
species from Antarctica. The same descendent order
among Zn, Cu and Pb was observed by Yin et al.
(2008) in Chinstrap penguin droppings from King
George Island. The lower Pb levels found in penguin
excreta can be explained because this metal tends to
bioaccumulate mainly in bones (Teodorova et al. 2003).

The highest mean Cd levels measured in Gentoo
penguin excreta were found in O’Higgins Base, and
were about a half of those levels observed by Ancora
et al. (2002) in faeces of Adélie penguins from Terra
Nova Bay, Antarctica. In our study, the Cd levels were
near twice and 3 times higher than those found by Celis
et al. (2012) and Metcheva et al. (2011) in excreta of
Gentoo penguins from Antarctica Peninsula, respective-
ly. Our Cd levels are 13 % lower than those Cd levels
found by Espejo et al. (2014) in Gentoo penguins from
Mikkelsen Harbor and Chinstrap penguins in Hydrurga
Rocks. Our Cd levels are about 16 times lower than
those levels found by Celis et al. (2014) in excreta of
Humboldt penguins (Spheniscus humboldti) from the
northern of Chile.

With regard to Pb, the highest mean levels of this
element were found in excreta of Gentoo penguins from
O’Higgins Base (1.68 mg kg−1 d.w.), which are 40 %
lower than those Pb levels reported by Espejo et al.
(2014) and about twice higher than those levels found
by Celis et al. (2012) in Gentoo penguins excreta from
the same location. Our Pb levels were near 4 times
higher than the levels measured by Metcheva et al.
(2011) and 1.7 times higher than those reported by Yin
et al. (2008); all data were collected from faeces of
Gentoo penguins from different locations of Antarctica.
In addition to that, our Pb levels overcame by about 4
times the values reported by Ancora et al. (2002) in
excreta of Adélie penguins. Our Pb levels were about
6 times lower than those found by Celis et al. (2014) in
Humboldt penguin excreta from the northern of Chile.
When comparing with other regions and species, our Pb
levels are lower than 10 mg kg−1 d.w. as described in

faeces from other species of birds from non-
contaminated areas of the world (Beyer et al. 1997;
Mateo et al. 2006; Martinez-Haro et al. 2010).

The maximum mean Cu levels found in our study
were 2.7 times higher than those levels measured by
Metcheva et al. (2011) in Gentoo penguin excreta and
1.5 times lower than those reported by Yin et al. (2008)
in faeces of Adélie penguins and Chinstrap penguins
from different locations of Antarctica. Additionally, our
Pb levels are 1.3 times higher than those levels in
excreta of Humboldt penguins from the northern of
Chile (Celis et al. 2014). With regard to Zn, the highest
mean levels found were 2.2 times higher than those
levels measured by Metcheva et al. (2011) in excreta
of Gentoo penguins, whereas were 17 % lower than
those levels reported by Yin et al. (2008) in Adélie
penguin and Chinstrap penguin droppings from differ-
ent locations of Antarctica. Our Pb levels are 1.5 times
lower than those levels in excreta of Humboldt penguins
from the northern of Chile (Celis et al. 2014). In the
current study, the highest Zn concentration is directly
related to the highest Cd level detected in droppings of
Gentoo penguins at O’Higgins Base. The Zn is a trace
metal essential for biota, and it is directly linked to Cd in
such a way that high levels of Zn may be due to reactive
processes of physiological adaptation of penguins to
high concentrations of Cd (Metcheva et al. 2006).

Our Cr, Mn and Ni levels detected in excreta of
Gentoo penguins were 1.5, 3.7 and 28.5 times higher
than those levels reported by Metcheva et al. (2011) in
excreta of Gentoo penguins from Livingstone Island.

4.3 Comparison Between Biotic Matrices

The highest concentrations of Cd, Cu, Cr, Mn, Ni, Pb
and Zn in excreta were about 10-fold higher, compared
to feathers, which is similar to the findings reported by
Metcheva et al. (2011) in Gentoo penguins. The maxi-
mum ratio excreta/feathers was established for Mn
(Mne/Mnf=36.4) and the minimum was for Cr (Cre/
Crf=2). For Cd, Cu, Ni, Pb and Zn, the following
relationship were calculated: Cde/Cdf=13.9; Cue/Cuf=
12.8; Nie/Nif=3.1; Pbe/Pbf=2.7; Zne/Znf=4.9. Ancora
et al. (2002) reported 20-fold higher Cd level in excreta
compared to feathers of Adélie penguins from Terra
Nova Bay, Antarctica.

In general, the higher content of the elements in
excreta indicate that probably Gentoo penguins deploy
some physiological mechanisms of organism self-
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purification. Some evidence indicates that Cd levels in
excreta increased when birds present kidney damage
caused by this metal (Goyer 1997). Cd can produce a
variety of adverse effects in birds, as growth delay, egg
production declining, egg shell thinning and even
changes in the behaviour (Scheuhammer 1987). Cd is
readily eliminated in excreta (Leonzio and Massi 1989),
and only a small amount of ingested Cd is absorbed in
the gastrointestinal tract, which induce metallothionein
production (Nordberg et al. 2005). At this point, Cd
binds to this molecule and then transported in the plas-
ma and filtered by the kidneys (Ancora et al. 2002).

In comparison with the rest of the chemicals, the low
concentration of Pb in excreta can be explained by the
strong affinity of Pb to feathers (Furness and
Camphuysen 1997; Metcheva et al. 2011). Some bio-
logical functions of birds can be altered when Pb levels
in blood are ≥3 mg kg−1 d.w., whereas Pb levels ≥
6 mg kg−1 d.w. in bird kidneys are associated with
poisoning (Frason 1996), concentrations that are classi-
fied as thresholds for serious biological effects on birds.
Cu is an essential metal whose abundance constitutes an
additional source of stress for birds (Debacker et al.
2000) and may increase the toxic effects caused by Pb
(Eisler 1988).

4.4 Metals in Antarctic Soils

Currently, the available data on trace metal concentra-
tions in abiotic matrices from Antarctica is very scarce.
Some Antarctic locations adjacent to scientific bases are
highly polluted (Negri et al. 2006). A recent study
developed at Hope Bay, located at the northern area of
the Antarctic Peninsula, showed that the soil had high
levels of Cd (47 mg kg−1), Cu (2,082 mg kg−1), Pb
(19,381 mg kg−1) and Zn (5,225 mg kg−1), which were
linked to the majority of the soil samples presented
evidences of contamination with oil, coal, alloys and
faeces from penguin colonies (Bueno et al. 2011). An-
other study described up to 92 mg kg−1 Cu and
8.9 mg kg−1 Zn in coastal soils near the research station
Commandant Ferraz, King George Island (Santos et al.
2005), which may be attributed to intercontinental at-
mospheric transport and fuel utilised in the region
(Licinio et al. 2008). Metal concentrations (As, Cd,
Cu, Pb and Zn) on the land surface have been reported
above background concentrations from McMurdo Sta-
tion, Ross Island, Antarctica (Kennicutt et al. 2010). Our
Pb, Zn and Cu levels in soils are above the background

values measured in Great Wall Station, King George
Island (Liu et al. 2004). Sediments tend to accumulate
contaminants. Pathogens, nutrients, metals and organic
chemicals sorb onto both inorganic and organic mate-
rials that eventually settle in depositional areas (Burton
2002). The background values of Cu reported by Liu
et al. (2004) at south of King George Island (98.57±
13.16 mg kg−1) are about 4 times lower than the max-
imum Cu levels found in O’Higgins Base.

Soil contamination in Antarctica is a crucial issue
because most of the chemicals can reach some environ-
ments as a consequence of run-off events. This may
have serious implications for any biota and possible
incorporation into the terrestrial food web. There is
evidence showing that chemical contamination and or-
ganic enrichment reduced marine benthic ecological
integrity within a few hundred metres offshore of a
research station (Kennicutt et al. 2010). Evidence on
sediment quality shows that the incidence of benthic
macroinvertebrate effects increase when concentrations
of Cd >1.2, Cu >34, Pb >46.7, Ni >20.9, Cr >81 and Zn
>150 mg kg−1 (Burton 2002).

The high metal levels in soil found in the present
study could be linked to anthropogenic contamination
(Tin et al. 2009). There is evidence indicating Pb con-
tamination caused by scientific stations in Antarctica
(Jerez et al. 2011). On the contrary, Neko Harbor and
Doumer Island are isolated sites far from anthropogenic
activities.

4.5 Source of Trace Metals in Antarctic Peninsula

Volcanic activity is an important natural input of Cd
(Burger and Gochfeld 2004). Local volcanism could
explain the presence of this metal in the region because
South Shetland Islands and northern of the Antarctic
Peninsula concentrates volcanic activity (Smichowski
et al. 2006). In polar environments, Cd can be also
produced by up-welling of Cd-rich waters and algal
blooms (Bargagli et al. 1996; Sanchez-Hernandez
2000). The abundance of Mn in sediment from some
areas northern of the Antarctic Peninsula (Deheyn et al.
2005) would explain our findings.

On the other hand, some anthropogenic sources can
explain the presence of metals in Antarctica. Sewage, oil
spills, pesticides and solid wastes can contribute to
increase Cu levels in Antarctica due to the increase on
the presence of scientific stations, tourists and fishers
(Tin et al. 2009). High Pb and Cd levels found in
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Antarctica can also be attributed to debris, runoff, fossil
fuels combustion, shipping and sewage (Bargagli 2008),
whereas Cr is associated with oil contamination (Alam
and Sadiq 1993; Caccia et al. 2003). Zn is linked to
anthropogenic sources such as mining, batteries, paints,
electrical device or metallurgical industries (Tin et al.
2009). Fuel combustion, waste incineration, sewage
disposal, paint, accidental oil spills, impact of the tour-
ism increase and research facilities with their associated
activities has been particularly noted in the northern area
of the Antarctic Peninsula (IAATO 2010; Lynch et al.
2010; Barbosa et al. 2013). Pb levels are highly related
to plane fuels (Kessler 2013), and higher levels of this
metal in the northern locations are probably due to the
use of leaded fuel in nearby airport at King George
Island. It can explain the higher trace metal levels de-
tected in Gentoo penguins faeces and feathers on
Stranger Point and O’Higgins Base, both geographical
locations with major human presence than Neko Harbor
and Doumer Island. In agreement with our results,
higher Pb levels have been found in Adélie penguin
feathers from the northern Antarctic Peninsula (Jerez
et al. 2011), whereas higher Pb, Cu and Zn levels have
been found in Gentoo penguin excreta from the same
area (Espejo et al. 2014). Elevated Pb concentrations in
Antarctic soils may be a legacy of leaded fuel use or be
derived from other anthropogenic sources such as paint,
plumbing materials and solder (Kennicutt et al. 2010).

In addition to local pollution, some evidence have
shown that trace metals can be transported by air
and could be reaching polar areas of the planet
(Smichowski et al. 2006). Cd levels in Antarctica
could be linked to plastic industries, paints, batte-
ries, smelters, corrosive coatings or P fertilisers,
since Cd can be long-range transported atmospheri-
cally (McLaughlin et al. 1996; Burger 2008). More-
over, metals can be transported around the globe and
move easily in water (Metcheva et al. 2011). Con-
sidering the increase of population and industries in
countries of the Southern Hemisphere, metals could
be affecting particularly the Antarctic Peninsula, the
nearest area of Antarctica to South America.

5 Conclusions

The present work represents the data on the trace metals
in biomaterials of Gentoo penguins and soil samples
near penguin colonies collected along the Antarctic

Peninsula. The levels of Cd, Cu, Cr, Mn, Ni, Pb and
Zn showed great variations among the studied locations,
most of them decreasing along the latitudinal gradient
from North to South. Even though our trace metal levels
in the biotic matrices are similar to those found previ-
ously in feathers and excreta of penguins in the region,
this decrease could be related to the decrease of human
presence and activities from North to South. The higher
trace metal levels detected seem to be related to the great
concentration of human activities that exists in King
George Island and O’Higgins Base. Activities related
to fuel and vehicle usage have remained in the same
location for years, and therefore fuel spills frequently
occur in those areas. Correlation of soil contamination
and spill locations is very difficult as contaminated soil
is often removed. Drainage pattern studies and monitor-
ing of run-off events are needed to confirm this conclu-
sion. Because of the bioaccumulation of metals in sea-
birds occupying highest position in the food chain,
Gentoo penguins, like most biovector organisms, can
transfer bio-accumulated metals into terrestrial ecosys-
tems via excreta that could be affecting some important
living organisms of Antarctic coastal environments.
This issue needs to be more investigated.
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