FLOCK TO MARION NEWSLETTER NO. 12. 14 JANUARY 2022

Dear Flock to Marion passengers,
We are in the final stages of planning for the Flock to Marion voyage and we look forward to welcoming
you aboard the MSC Orchestra in just nine days’ time.
Flock to Marion is the third voyage of this nature, organized by BirdLife South Africa in partnership with
MSC Cruises. Our first voyage, Flock at Sea 2013, was a resounding success as we sailed on a return
cruise to Walvis Bay (Namibia). It seemed difficult to beat, but then few could have imagined the success
of Flock at Sea AGAIN! in 2017. I can distinctly recall the camaraderie and excitement on the decks when,
on the first morning, we saw notable species such as both the Light-mantled and Sooty Albatrosses,
Black-bellied Storm Petrel and Grey Petrel. Who knows what special sightings await us during Flock to
Marion?
The Flock to Marion voyage has been organised to support the Mouse-Free Marion project
(see https://mousefreemarion.org/), which aims to eradicate invasive House Mice from
this magnificent sub-Antarctic Island. This introduced population of House Mice is decimating the island’s
plant and invertebrate community, but have also taken to depredating on the island’s globally significant
populations of seabirds. As part of this once-in-a-lifetime voyage and to share some light on the issue at
hand, we have structured a comprehensive lecture programme covering many facets of seabird and
marine mammal biology, including talks about this globally important seabird conservation project.
During the voyage, we also encourage our passengers to pledge support for the Mouse-Free Marion
Project, for which pledge forms will be included in the folders in the cabins. We have some fantastic lucky
draw prizes for people who pledge support for this important project, including Swarovski NL 10x42
binoculars (the retail value of which is R67 000), signed copies of Peter Harrison's new seabird book, and
original plates from Peter's excellent book. If you require any more information on the project, we invite
you to contact Heidi Whitman, the Mouse-Free Marion Project's Chief Philanthropy Officer by email
using heidi.whitman@mousefreemarion.org.
Should you have any further questions about the Flock to Marion voyage, please contact us
at flock2022@birdlife.org.za and our team will gladly assist you.

We wish you a wonderful cruise and we look forward to birding with you.
Kind regards
Mark D. Anderson
Chief Executive Officer
BirdLife South Africa

*** PERMIT TO ENTER THE PRINCE EDWARD ISLAND MARINE PROTECTED AREA ***
BirdLife South Africa has unfortunately not been able to secure a permit for the MSC Orchestra to
enter the Prince Edward Island MPA (i.e. within 12 nm of the islands). This is unfortunate, as we are
unlikely to see Lesser Sheathbills, Crozet Shags or Kerguelen Terns this far from the islands.
However, the voyage will still offer a unique opportunity to visit the Southern Ocean and see the vast
array of seabirds that inhabit this vast wilderness. Between 40 and 60S, 98% of the Southern
Hemisphere is ocean, so the few specks of land are immensely important for breeding seabirds and
seals.
The number of birds close to the Prince Edward Islands is a spectacle to behold, and we will see this
spectacle, as we will spend time within sight of the two islands. Mid-summer is the best time to visit
the region, when most birds are breeding.
In addition to spending time around the Prince Edward Islands, we will also travel up to 100 nautical
miles south of the islands, so we should also see those species that mainly forage in Antarctic waters,
such as Kerguelen and Blue Petrels, which are rare north of the islands.
Birders will be able to include any species seen in the 200 nm EEZ around the Prince Edward Islands
on their South African lists, so we expect twitchers to add many species to their lists. In addition, our
passengers are reminded that, following departure from Cape Town, we will spend time in the South
African EEZ on Tuesday morning and when we return to Durban on Monday morning, thus allowing
time for birders to record species for their South and southern African lists.

*** IMPORTANT COVID-19 AND IDENTIFICATION UPDATES ***
MSC Cruises has informed BirdLife South Africa that South Africans will no longer be required to produce
their passports when checking in for embarkation on the MSC Orchestra for the Flock to Marion voyage.
South African passengers will still need to present an ID book or ID card during embarkation, and ALL
international passengers will be required to present their passports.

All passengers will be required to present a negative COVID-19 PCR test certificate as part of the check-in
procedure. In an effort to protect passengers against COVID-19, MSC Cruises has advised that the
negative PCR test certificate should be no older than 48 hours (and not 72 hours as previously
stated) before embarkation. All passengers will also be required to take a rapid antigen test at
embarkation, at no additional cost. We apologise for any inconvenience this may cause as we are aware
that many passengers have already planned their travel arrangements around COVID-19 testing.
Ross Volk, MD of MSC Cruises South Africa, has kindly agreed to join us for a Q&A at 19h00 on Tuesday
18 January. He will answer questions about PCR and antigen tests, what happens if you test positive ahead
of or on the voyage, quarantine, the COVID-19 facilities and procedures on the ship, etc. Attendance is free
and the Zoom link is:
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/88697370303?pwd=R2FHaU9aR242UUVBSVBvRnhtNTRvdz09
Unfortunately, attendance via Zoom is limited to 500 persons. We will also be screening the Q&A session
live on the Flock to Marion Facebook page.

Excitement for the cruise is mounting and enquiries continue to come in!
Yes, cabins are available – to check availability, costs and to book click HERE
Or contact the MSC Call Centre on +27 (0) 11 798 3600

*** BOARDING AND DISEMBARKATION PROCEDURE ***
To expedite the boarding procedure and as part of MSC Cruise's COVID-19 protocol, all passengers will be
allocated a boarding time. Please do NOT arrive at the cruise terminal earlier than your allocated time as
you will not be permitted to board the ship earlier. We understand that some passengers have received
multiple boarding times from MSC Cruises, but please follow the latest boarding times provided.

Pre-purchased Flock to Marion merchandise will be available for
collection at the cruise terminal as part of the check-in procedure PRIOR
to boarding the ship. More information to follow soon.
Please be advised that your main luggage will be taken from you by MSC officials at
boarding. We recommend that all passengers carry a tote bag (or similar) with some essentials and
packing space for your Flock to Marion merchandise. Your main luggage will be delivered to your cabin
by MSC.
Once aboard the MSC Orchestra, all passengers will be required to report to their cabins for a mandatory
safety briefing. This briefing is screened on the cabin televisions and passengers are required to phone
reception using the cabin telephones to confirm their attendance. Thereafter, all passengers are required to
report to their muster stations for an additional safety briefing.

Similarly, once we return to Durban, MSC Cruises will follow a staggered disembarkation procedure. We
advise all passengers with additional travel plans to either plan a night in Durban or to book on the latest
evening flight as we cannot guarantee what time we will dock and when you will be able to disembark.

Will you be one of the best
dressed "birds" at the Bird Party
on 26 January?
We have two copies of "Seabirds:
The New Identification Guide" (by
Peter Harrison, Martin Perrow, and
Hans Larsson) for the two best
dressed people at the Bird Party.
Peter Harrison will be on the ship to
sign and personalise these books.
Our undercover "bird" scouts will be
out scanning the horizon to find the
best dressed "birds". Note that it is
not "compulsory" to dress up, so it's
entirely up to you.....

*** LECTURE SCHEDULE ON THE MSC ORCHESTRA ***
We will feature talks by several of the world’s top conservationists, seabird experts, and marine mammal
specialists. Our speakers will cover many facets of seabird and marine mammal biology, from
their conservation to their identification and biology.
We have sought the assistance of some of the world’s leading experts who are eager to share their
experience and knowledge in a series of lectures.
We guarantee that you will be enthralled!
Where: Covent Garden Theatre (Deck 6, ship’s Bow)
When: 09:00, 11:00, 14:00, and 19:30 daily

Please note that seating capacity within the theatre is limited to 620 persons to ensure social distancing. We
are nearing capacity for several of our lectures so we would advise that you reserve your seats soonest.

Please reserve your seats for the Lectures HERE

*** MEMBERS OF THE SOUTH AFRICAN LISTERS' CLUB ON BOARD THE FLOCK TO MARION
VOYAGE ***
There are likely to be many of you joining the Flock to Marion cruise who are members of the South African
Listers’ Club. If you are not yet a member, you can also join by visiting www.birdlife.org.za/go-birding/gobirding-south-africa-listers-club/.
We would like to meet as many as possible on board and possibly even arrange a get-together.
The nature of this once-in-a-lifetime voyage brings the opportunity to add many rare and little-known species
to your South African lists. With this, we expect many of our members may reach milestones, 300, 400, 500,
600, 700 or 800 on this cruise. For those that do, we will be awarding a free milestone badge in recognition
of your achievement. If you are a member and joining Flock to Marion, please send your latest total
to salistersclub@birdlife.org.za and

let

us

know

your

name

and

your

current

total.

Listers’ Club milestone badges are available for purchase from the online Shop for the Birds!
at https://shop.birdlife.org.za/ for a price of just R75.00 each. Each badge is a different colour, and as your
list grows and you collect them you are able to assemble your South African flag.

*** FOOD, BEVERAGE AND INTERNET PACKAGES ***
MSC Cruises offer several food, beverage, internet and laundry packages, which are available for
purchase until no later than 3 days before the date of embarkation. We strongly recommend all
passengers purchase one or more of these packages. Beverages and internet packages may be
purchased on the cruise by loading money to your room card however it is more cost-effective to
purchase these packages in advance of the voyage.
Note that a 15% surcharge is added to all purchases as a gratuity. This is payable at the end of
the voyage prior to disembarkation.

*** GUIDING, LISTING, AND RECORDING YOUR SIGHTINGS ***
KEEPING THE OFFICIAL SPECIES LIST:
The Flock to Marion voyage will certainly give us the opportunity to record an impressive list of seabirds and
marine mammals, including chances for several rare and little-known species. To assist you in the field, we
have 40 of the world’s top sea-birders and marine mammal experts who will act as guides and who will be
posted at various prime viewing locations on the ship. All guides are skilled at seabird and marine mammal
identification, and we invite you to approach and discuss your sightings with our guides. Each evening on
the Flock to Marion voyage, our guides will convene for a meeting to discuss the day’s sightings. A running
species list will be made available each day at BidLife South Africa’s information deck on Deck 7 near the
Internet Café. We will keep a detailed list of all species seen and BirdLife South Africa will be publishing the
official list in the weeks following the voyage, once any controversial or debated sightings have been
resolved by the guides and BirdLife South Africa’s Rarities Committee.
HOW WILL SIGHTINGS BE ANNOUNCED ON THE SHIP?
Our 40 professional guides are skilled at identifying and pointing out birds, as many work as international
wildlife guides. Our guides will be communicating with one another using two-way radios to ensure that all
sightings are reported in a timely manner. Our guides will be easily recognizable as on-duty guides will be
wearing fluorescent vests. They will announce sightings across their decks using loudhailers. For notable
sightings, we will use the ship’s PA system to report sightings across all public spaces. The layout of our
guiding stations is attached hereto, and the guide roster will be available at BirdLife South Africa’s
information desk on Deck 7 near the Internet Café.
CAN YOU USE BIRDLASSER TO RECORD SIGHTINGS?

We would encourage our passengers to enter and submit their sightings using BirdLasser, eBird, or your
preferred listing app. If you intend using BirdLasser to keep a record of your sightings, change your region
(in BirdLasser’s settings) to ‘Southern Oceans and Antarctica’ to cover the full diversity of species we may
encounter. Remember to change your region back to ‘Southern Africa’ when we return. You do not need
internet access to enter your sightings on BirdLasser, as the app functions off your phone’s GPS.
CAN YOU COUNT YOUR SIGHTINGS TOWARDS YOUR SOUTHERN AFRICAN LIFE LIST?
The Southern African subregion extends 200 nautical miles (370 km) from the South African coast. Any
species seen in this region can count towards your Southern African life list.
WHAT HAPPENS ONCE WE CROSS THE 'INVISIBLE LINE?'
Any species that are seen within 200 nautical miles (370 km) of both South Africa and the Prince Edward
Marion Islands (Marion Island is one of the Prince Edward Islands) count towards your SOUTH African list
(independent of the Southern African list). You can join the South African Listers’ Club here:
https://www.birdlife.org.za/go-birding/go-birding-south-africa-listers-club/
All sightings, including those in international waters >200 nautical miles (370 km) from both South Africa
and the Prince Edward Islands will count towards your world life list.

A reminder that each time a newsletter goes out it will be saved to the website and copies of
these can be found under Newsletter Updates at www.birdlife.org.za/flock-to-marion-2022
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