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The annual reproductive cycle of the Emperor Penguin, shown above, provides a striking example of adaptation to extreme cold. 

During the peak daylight months of austral summer (January to March), the animals gorge on fish, squid and krill. By the end of April, they have 
traveled over the ice to their breeding grounds, or rookeries, where mating occurs. After laying a single egg, females then return to the ocean to 
feed. Meanwhile, in the 24-hour darkness of winter, males keep the eggs warm and elevated above the ice until they hatch in August. Females 
return to tend the chicks—which sit on their parents’ feet—and males head for the sea to feed. 

The two sexes alternate chick care and feeding through the austral spring. Gradually, the chicks are released onto the ice, where they cluster for 
warmth. Finally, at the beginning of the Antarctic summer in December, when the chicks are five months old and getting their permanent feath­
ers, the adults leave their offspring to fend for themselves. 

The Emperor Penguin, which can measure nearly four feet tall 
and weigh as much as 90 pounds, is the largest of all penguin 
species.The animals have fascinated explorers and the public 
alike for more than a century, and were once wrongly thought 
to be the “missing link” between reptiles and birds. Emperors 
can live—and incubate eggs—without shelter at temperatures 
as low as -70 F, and travel up to 15 miles per day by “toboggan­
ing” —that is, by sliding on their bellies across the ice. 

Moreover, they can easily sustain the crushing pressure of dives 
as deep as 1,500 feet (below). Scientists are studying this and 
other remarkable abilities, and may be able to use their findings 
in applications such as surgery and anesthesia. 

Nicolle Rager Fuller, National Science Foundation 

for more information 
visit http://us-ipy.gov 

and http://nsf.gov 

http://us-ipy.gov
http://nsf.gov



