
Antarctica:  
the world’s last great refuge
An international treaty has totally protected Antarctica from com-
mercial exploitation for more than 50 years. It is the world’s largest 
refuge for Nature that is shielded from global markets. But the Treaty 
had a major gap: it didn’t protect the great Southern Ocean that sur-
rounds Antarctica, leaving its immense marine resources, including 
penguins, blue whales, seals and the krill they all rely on for their 
diets vulnerable to intense and growing commercial exploitation. 

There is currently an effort by many governments, including the 
United States, to finally give large parts of the Southern Ocean the 
same protected status as Antarctica. But industrial fishing of krill by 
Walgreens and others is undermining this initiative. With consump-
tion and population exploding across all six other continents, we as 
humanity can leave this one remote and pristine area as a marine 
refuge. 

And it would be an enormous achievement: At 7.8 million square 
miles, the Southern Ocean is twice the area of the United States. But 
we need Walgreens and others to join this effort to protect it and 
achieve something truly historic.

Walgreens’ nutritional supplements and Antarctica

Walgreens is part of the Walgreens Boots Alliance conglomerate, 
which comprises the largest pharmacy chains in the United States 
and Europe.  Walgreens Boots Alliance sells nearly two dozen 

brands of Omega-3 nutritional supplements made from Antarctic 
krill, making them one of the largest purveyors of krill-based Ome-
ga-3’s in the world. Meanwhile, many Walgreens competitors in-
cluding Trader Joe’s, Whole Foods, and British supermarket giants 
Sainsbury’s and ASDA decided not to sell Omega-3’s from Antarctic 
krill. Walgreens says that “environmental sustainability is part of 
Walgreens’ commitment to help our customers live well, stay well, 
and get well.”  But Walgreens use of Antarctic krill falls short of this 
commitment, and it can join its competitors in doing better. 

Join us in calling on Walgreens to support, rather than 
undermine, the future of the Southern Ocean, by ending its 
sale of Omega-3 supplements made from Antarctic krill—the 
basis for the entire Antarctic ecosystem. 

We have no time to waste: Krill fishing is poised to expand rapidly.  
As demand for Antarctic krill supplements is on the rise, other 
companies are following Walgreens lead in stocking this irresponsi-
ble product. Alarmingly, China recently announced that it plans to 
increase its catch by seven-fold.  We have the opportunity to stop 
this destruction now before its too late for the magnificent whales 
and penguins of Antarctica.  But we have to act fast.  

www.SumOfUs.org/Antarctica
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Sign the petition at: www.SumOfUs.org/Antarctica

Whales at risk from industrial 
fishing and climate change
Recently, dozens of malnourished whales washed up on the 
shores of Washington State, Australia and elsewhere, prompting 
concerns about what is killing these beloved creatures. Scientific 
studies done in response suggested that we should look to krill 
- whales’ main source of food - for the answers to these sudden 
deaths.1  

Antarctic krill populations have declined by 80% over the past 
four decades due to the impacts of climate change.2 Climate 
change is causing Antarctica’s  sea ice to rapidly retreat, which 
is a disaster for krill’s food source: the algae that grows under 
the ice. The areas in which sea ice is decreasing in the Antarctic 
Ocean are also the areas with the highest concentration of 
krill and other species. In some of these areas, the sea ice is 
retreating more than 20% per year.  Climate change is also 
causing oceans to get more acidic as they absorb greater and 
greater quantities of carbon dioxide. That corrodes krill’s shells, 
and makes them harder to rebuild and reproduce, meaning it’s 
critical we give the krill every chance we can. 

Adding insult to injury, exploitation of krill is growing rapidly 
due to new technologies that improve “efficiency,” such as a 
giant pump targeted at huge plumes of krill. Sea ice melt has 
also elongated the fishing season into the winter. Alarmingly, 
the industry is poised to grow rapidly: China has announced 
plans to increase its catch of Antarctic krill seven-fold.3 

In other words, krill is at serious risk, and that’s not good 
news for Antarctica’s other animals. Krill is the basis for the 
entire marine food chain in Antarctica’s Southern Ocean: 
seals, penguins, seabirds like albatross, whales and fish large 
and small rely on krill, which provide over 90% of the caloric 
content of the ecosystem.  Studies show that reductions in 
krill populations have led to a 50% decrease in two penguin 
populations in Antarctica.4

There are no reliable estimates on the number of krill, and 
how many would be required to support a healthy Antarctic 
ecosystem. Studies put the estimate somewhere above 
120 million and less than 470 million tonnes per year. Krill 
populations have been estimated as low as 100 million tonnes. 
So there is a very real chance that krill populations are already 
below the need of the ecosystem. 

In the face of these challenges, companies like Walgreens don’t 
need to harvest krill from the world’s last great refuge. They 
have an opportunity to join efforts to protect the Southern 
Ocean, and make a real contribution to protecting blue whales, 
penguins, and krill themselves for generations to come. 

1. http://www.takepart.com/article/2015/06/18/humpback-whales-exhausted-climate-change
2.	 http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21482793
3.	 http://en.mercopress.com/2015/04/30/beware-china-announces-plan-to-seven-fold-increase-

antarctic-krill-catches
4.	 ibid.


