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TAAF – LES TERRES AUSTRALES et 
ANTARCTIQUES FRANCAISE - (C.Edwards)  

 
The French Southern and Antarctic Lands are 

probably the most spread out, diverse and 

remote region to ever issue phone cards. The 

cards themselves are rare – no more than 2000 

of each was issued. 

 
Above: Flag of the French Southern and 

Antarctic Lands 

Situated in the Indian Ocean, TAAF consists of a 

scattered collection of islands, up to 3500 km 

apart, from the subtropical waters of the 

Mozambique Channel to the Sub-Antarctic 

southern Indian Ocean. Plus a thin slice of 

Antarctica for good measure. 

These are: 

 The Scattered Islands – Mozambique Channel 

 St Paul and Amsterdam Islands - Southern 

Indian Ocean 

 Crozet Island – Sub-Antarctic Indian Ocean 

 Kerguelan Islands – Sub-Antarctic Indian Ocean 

 Adelie Land – Antarctica 

 

Above: Map of the Islands 

 

Above: Second Map 

 

Excluding Adelie Land, the territory has a land 

area of about 800sq km. More importantly, 
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around this the French claim an Exclusive 

Economic Zone (EEZ) of 2.5m sq km! 

TAAF has no permanent civilian population. 

Residents consist of visiting military personnel 

officials, scientists and support staff. The total 

population at any one time is about 150 people. 

Although TAAF is a Department (province) of 

France, without a permanent population, it does 

not send representatives to the French National 

Assembly. 

TAAF is classified as a “Territorie d'Outre-Mer”  

(an overseas territory) since 1955. Formally it 

was administered from Paris, but in 2000 

administration was transferred to Saint-Pierre in 

Reunion. 

 
Above: Administration in Reunion 

It is divided into 5 districts, each with its own 

District Chief. These have the same powers as 

the mayor of a French town. However, they all 

live in Reunion, not the district they control. 

Up until recently, the territory had its own 

merchant fleet, registered in TAAF as a sub-set 

of the French Maritime Register. This allowed 

French owned ships to operate under more 

liberal tax and manning regulations than those 

under the main French register. Economic 

activities are limited to serving weather and 

research stations and fishing. 

In the southern Indian Ocean the main fish 

resources are Patagonian Toothfish and lobster 

Both are quite heavily poached by foreign fleets, 

thus the territory requires constant patrolling by 

the French navy. France used to sell fishing 

licences to foreign fisheries, but because of 

overfishing those are now restricted to a small 

number of vessels from Reunion. 

The southern islands are important breeding 

grounds for sea birds. 

 
Above: Sea birds of the southern ocean 

During the days of sail, ships took advantage of 

the westerly winds and ocean currents in the 

Roaring Forties and Furious Fifties to shorten 

their voyages to the Antipodes. Whalers and 

sealers frequented these southern seas in the 

1800's and many were wrecked on the islands. 

TAAF also issues its own stamps. 

 
Above: Philatelic covers. 

THE SCATTERED ISLANDS IN THE INDIAN 

OCEAN 

The “Iles Esparse” consist of 4 small islands, an 

atoll and a reef in the Indian Ocean. 

Not only are they scattered, but being close to 

Madagascar, are a long, long way from the other 

TAAF territories. Three of the islands – Gloriosa, 

Juan de Nova and Europa - and the Bassa de 

India Atoll are in the Mozambique Channel. The 

forth island Tromelin lies about 450km east of 

Madagascar. They have tropical climate and are 

all classified as nature reserves. 

All the islands support meteorological stations. 

The one on Tromelin provides cyclone warnings 

to Reunion, Mauritius and Madagascar. 

Although totally they have a land area of no more 

than 40sq km, they are as much disputed as 

they are scattered. Mauritius claims Tromelin, 

Madagascar claims all those in the Channel and 

Comoros claims Gloriosa. Seychelles too once 

laid claim to some of the islands, but has come 

to an agreement with France on maritime 

boundaries. 
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France of course claims an EEZ of 370 km 

around each of the islands, a total of 640,000sq 

km! France also maintains a military garrison of 

around 14 troops on each island in the 

Mozambique Channel just in case. 

CROZET ISLANDS 

A group of 6 small islands, south of Madagascar 

in the Roaring Forties. The group consists of Pig 

Island, Penguin Island, Apostles Islets, 

Possession Island and East Island. Together 

they have a land area of 350sq km. They are 

uninhabited except for a research station at Port 

Alfred on the east side of Possession Island. 

This has been manned continuously since 1963 

by about 20 people. 

I can remember the South African research 

vessel RSA participating with the French in an 

expedition to the islands in the early 60's. My 

brother, who was on board the ship, produced 

some wonderful and much sought-after philatelic 

covers to commemorate the voyage! 

The Crozet Islands were discovered on 24th 

January 1772 by the expedition of the French 

explorer Marc-Joseph Marion du Fresne. His 

second in command Jules Crozet landed on 

Possession Island and claimed the archipelago 

for France. Marion du Fresne unselfishly named 

the islands after Crozet as he had already 

named Marion Island after himself! (another 

good source of philatelic covers) 

In the early 19th century the islands were often 

visited by sealers and whalers. The fur seals 

were nearly wiped out by 1835 and by 1860 

whales too were overexploited mainly by ships 

from Massachusetts in the USA. 

Shipwrecks were frequent off these islands. On 

one occasion the crew of the French ship 

Tamaris, stranded on Pig Island, tied a note to 

the leg of an albatross. The note was recovered 

7 months later in Freemantle, Australia. The 

crew unfortunately was not. 

These cold subantarctic islands have large 

populations of sea birds and seals. They are 

home to 4 species of penguins – macaroni, king 

penguin, eastern rockhopper and gentoo. Almost 

half of the worlds breeding pairs of King 

penguins are found there. Other birds include 

black-faced sheathbills, albatross and petrels. 

There is also an endemic sub-species on Eatons 

pintail duck. Mammals include fur seals and 

elephant seals. 

The islands have been a nature reserve since 

1938, but unfortunately introduced species 

(mice, rats and cats) have caused severe 

damage to the original ecosystem. 

 
Above: Fur seal 

 
Above: Rockhopper penguins 

SAINT PAUL and AMSTERDAM ISLANDS 

Saint Paul and Amsterdam are two islands about 

85km apart and about 3300km south east of 

Reunion. They are more or less on the same 

latitude as Melbourne, Australia and have a mild 

oceanic climate. Temperatures rarely go above 

20%c in summer and below 8%c in winter. 

Both islands are listed as Important Bird Areas 

(IBA) by Birdlife International. There temperate 

climate gives them a birdlife distinct from other 

islands in the southern ocean including some 

species rare in the region. 

SAINT PAUL with an area of only 6sq km, is the 

top of an active volcano. A thin stretch of rock, 

that once closed off the crater, collapsed in 

1780, admitting small boats to enter the crater. 

There are active thermal springs on the island. 

Saint Paul was discovered by the Portuguese in 

1559. The first description and possible landing 

was in 1696 by the Dutchman Willem de 

Vlamingh. Frances first claim to the island dates 

from 1843 when a group of fishermen from 

Reunion persuaded the Governor of Reunion to 

take possession of both islands. The fishery they 

set up was abandoned 10 years later and France 

renounced its claim. This was however reversed 

in 1892. 

In 1871 a British troop ship, the HMS Megaera, 

was wrecked on Saint Paul. Most of the 400 men 

on board spent almost 3 months there before 

being rescued. 
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In 1874 a French astronomical mission spent 3 

months there observing the Transit of Venus in 

order to calculate the mean distance between 

the earth and the sun. 

 

Charles Lightoller, who later became the second 

officer on the Titanic, suffered his first shipwreck 

there, spending 8 days on the island. 

 

A second attempt to start a fishery was made in 

1928 when the “Compagnie Generale des Isles 

Kergulen” established the “la Langustine 

Francaise” lobster cannery. Unfortunately this 

closed in March 1930. Seven employees were 

left on the island to guard the installation. The 

relief ship finally arrived in December 1930 by 

which time five of them had died – including a 

baby born on the island. The event became 

known s “les Oublies de Saint Paul” the forgotten 

ones of Saint Paul. 

 

Although there is no permanent settlement on 

the island there is a scientific research cabin for 

short visits. 

 

Saint Paul is a breeding site for fur seals and 

elephant seals.  

 

It was also the home of an endemic flightless 

duck and several kinds of petrel before the 

introduction of exotic species including rats, 

house mice, rabbits, pigs and goats. The goats 

and pigs have disappeared. The rats were 

eradicated in 1997 by dropping 13.5 tonnes of 

poisoned rodent bait on the island. 

 

Bird species include rockhopper penguins, sooty 

albatross, yellow-nosed albatross, prions, 

gannets, shearwaters and sooty terns. 

 

 
Above: Sooty albatross 

 
Above: Albatross courtship dance 

 

The much larger AMSTERDAM Island, to the 

north of Saint Paul, was first recorded by the 

Basque explorer Juan Sebastian Elcano on 18th 

March 1522 during his circumnavigation of the 

world. He did not name the island, so the Dutch 

explorer Anthonie van Diemen named it after his 

ship – Nieuw Amsterdam – when he visited the 

island in June 1633. The ship, in turn, was 

named after the Dutch settlement in North 

America which later became New York. 

 

The first French research station was 

established in 1949. Now called the Martin-de-

Vivies Station, it is home to about 30 non-

permanent scientists. 

 

The first attempt to settle the island was in1871 

by residents of Reunion. Their attempts to raise 

cattle and grow crops were unsuccessful. They 

returned to Reunion after six months leaving 

their cattle behind.  

 

These 5 animals increased in number to 2000 in 

1988. Recognising that they were damaging the 

ecosystem, they were first restricted to the north 

of the island. However, in 2007 it was decided to 

eradicate them completely. Other introduced 

species are the usual suspects – cats, rats and 

mice. And for some reason the common waxbill. 

Amsterdam Island is also home to an unusual 

tree, Phylica Arborea.  

 

Although it also occurs on Tristan da Cunha and 

Gough Island, on Amsterdam it once formed a 

low forest covering most of the island – the 

Grand Bois. However sealers cleared most of 

the forest by 1825 and only eight fragments 

remain today. 
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Above: Phylica Aborea 

The endemic Amsterdam albatross breeds 

exclusively on the Plateau Tourbieres. Other rare 

birds using the island are great skua, Antarctic 

terns, rockhopper penguins and Indian yellow-

nosed albatross. 

 
Above: Amsterdam albatross 

The only indigenous animals are the ubiquitous 

fur and elephant seals. 

Amsterdam Island is a potentially active volcano 

which last erupted in 1792. 

THE KERGUELEN ISLANDS 

The Kerguelen Islands are the southernmost of 

the southern islands, Grande Terre being the 

largest in the group. It and about 300 smaller 

islands and islets are part of the mostly 

submerged Kerguelan Plateau.  

 

The Plateau was built by volcanic eruptions 

about 35m years ago. Sedimentary rocks found 

on Amsterdam are similar to ones found in 

Australia and India, indicating that they were 

once connected. 

 

They are amongst the most isolated places on 

earth at 49 degrees south and more than 33oo 

km from the nearest populated location. 

 

Kerguelan Islands appear as  “Ile de Nachtegal” 

on a map produced by Philippe Bauche in 1754 

of discoveries made in 1739 “ to the south of the 

Cape of Good Hope”. Officially they were only 

discovered in 1772 by the French navigator 

Yves-Joseph de Kerguelen-Tremarec.  

It is thought that the earlier name was after Abel 

Tasmans ship De Zeeusche Nachtegaal. It is 

quite possible that they were visited by the fleet 

of the Chinese admiral Hong Bao 300 years 

earlier in a voyage across the southern Indian 

Ocean to establish longitude in the southern 

hemisphere. But Kerguelan claimed the islands 

for France and promptly named them after 

himself! 

 
Above: L-Arch – des Kerguelen 

Believing that a massive southern continent 

must exist to balance that in the northern 

hemisphere, King Louis XV commissioned 

Kerguelen to find it. Although he never actually 

set foot on the islands, Kerguelen returned to 

France claiming that he had found that southern 

land. He also reported that the land was 

inhabited, with forests, fruit, pastures and untold 

riches. This won him royal approval for a second 

voyage. He again failed to land and returned to 

France empty handed with a crew ravaged with 

scurvy. The king was not amused and 

imprisoned Kerguelen. During the revolution he 

was seen as a victim of the monarchy, released 

and appointed port manager at Brest. 

 
Above: King Louis XV 

James Cook visited the islands on Christmas 

day in 1776, named his anchorage Christmas 

Harbour and the islands the “Desolation Islands”. 

Soon after their discovery the islands became 

the happy hunting grounds of whalers and 

sealers. Mostly British, American and 

Norwegian, they soon hunted the seals and 

whales to the point of extinction. 
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In 1874 and 75 teams of British, American and 

German scientists spent time on Kergulen 

tracking the Transit of Venus. 

The largest island in the group, Grande Terre, 

has an area of 6675sq km.There are a 

permanent scientific research station and a 

satellite tracking station there. The Port-au-

Francais base includes a hospital, library, gym, 

pub and a chapel dedicated to the Notre Dame 

des Vents ( Our Lady of the Winds). The highest 

point on the island is Mont Ross which is 1850 

metres above sea level. 

 
Above: Port-au-Francais 

 
Above: Statue of ND des Vents 

 
Above: Mont Ross 

A whaling station built by the Norwegians at Port 

Jeanne d'Arc in 1908 was later use for 

geomagnetic research. The buildings, once 

derelict have now been restored. 

 
Above: Jeanne d'Arc 

Another former whaling station at Port Couvreux 

was used as an experimental sheep farm in the 

hope of creating an economic base for future 

settlements. This however failed and the station 

was abandoned in 1931. In the 1950's and 60's a 

French geologist started introducing several 

species of salmonoid fish. Brook trout and brown 

trout have survived. 

 

Currently 5 fishing boats from Reunion (about 

3500km away) are licensed to fish off the 

islands. 

 

Kerguelens climate is cold, windy and wet. The 

average temperature in summer is below 10 

degrees. Plant life is mainly grasses, mosses 

and lichen. The islands are also known for the 

indigenous edible Kerguelen cabbage -Pringlea 

Antiscorbutica – a valuable source of vitamin C, 

used by mariners to stave off scurvy.  If only 

Kerguelen had bothered to land! 

 
Above: Kerguelen cabbage 

The local wildlife is very vulnerable to the many 

introduced species, particularly cats, rats and 

rabbits. There are also populations of mouflon ( 

wild sheep from Corsica), and reindeer.  

 

The Port Bizet seismographic station doubles as 

the islands sheep farm. A flock of over 3000 

Bizet sheep, from the Masif Centrale in France, 

is maintained for local consumption. 

 

Rabbits, reindeer and sheep play havoc with the 

local vegetation, cats and rats with the nesting 

birds. 
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Bird life on the islands includes............. 

 
Above: Kerguelen Cormorant 

 
Above: La Baleine Rock   

 
Above: Beware of elephant seals 

It is possible to visit Kerguelen as a tourist on the 

French supply ship the Marion Dufresne, the 

only access to the islands. 

 
Above: The Marion Dufresne at the Kerguelen 

Arch 

ADELIE LAND 

Adelie Land is territory claimed by France on the 

Antarctic Continent. It is a thin pizza slice of land 

stretching from the coast all the way to the South 

Pole.  

It is bordered on both sides by the Australian 

Antarctic Territory. Many countries do not 

recognise the French claims. 

Adelie Land has a shore line of about 350km 

and extends for about 2600km to the Pole. 

It was discovered in 1840 by the explorer Jules 

Dumont d'Urville who named it after his wife and 

claimed it for France. 

Since January 1956 the French have maintained 

a research station there, the Dumont d'Urville 

Station. This has a winter population of 30 which 

goes up to 80 in summer. 

 
Above: Polar Year 

Ed: A special word of thanks to Cedric Edwards 

for this most interesting Newsletter. We hope 
Cedric has many more such Newsletters up his 
sleeve☺ 


