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Causes of mortalities of King penguins in a recently established colony in Southern Chile
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Abstract: King penguin breed on sub-Antarctic islands between latitude 450S and 550S. In 2010, a
new colony was established at Bahia Inutil, Tierra del Fuego, Chile. The king has the longest annual
cycle of any of the penguins, taking fourteen months to rear one chick. Breeding success was
extremely low, with complete breeding failures for many years. Our goal was to assess the causes of
chick death from 2014 to 2018. We performed post mortem examination and classified the external
macroscopic signs as non-infectious (starvation, predation or unknown) or infectious. We performed
necropsies on 80% of all dead chicks, registering age and morphological measures and conducting
viral and histopathological analysis. In four years, most chicks died before 3 months-old due to
outbreaks of infectious diseases. However, this pattern was not consistent among all years, since in
2017 most chicks (55%) died older than 5 months old and predated by grey foxes, an introduced
species. The main macroscopic signs were hepatomegaly and enteritis, but it was not possible in all
of the cases to precise the principal infectious agent. Infectious disease is one of the main causes of
mortality in wild animals worldwide. Few studies have monitored studies on infectious signs on wild
penguin populations, and this is the first one on king penguins. Our study is the starting point of a
long-term health surveillance program, which is essential to detect emergent pathogens.
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