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Conservation Value of Mars Bay Ascension Island 

Mars Bay is a small distinct area of scientific interest for flora, invertebrates and physiographical 

features.  Despite having been recently declared a nature reserve no appraisal of its conservation 

value has been undertaken.  This paper attempts to rectify this omission and to propose the next 

steps to secure the future of this site.  Mars Bay is situated on the northwest corner of Ascension 

a tropical island 8º south and 14º west in the South Atlantic (Fig 1).  The site is relatively 

unknown and has no history of conservation action until recently.  At first glance it would 

appear to have little conservation value as it is devoid of indigenous mammals and the home of 

just one species of sea bird.  Yet hidden away on the site are small pockets of endemic plants 

and creatures that are of immense interest and of international importance. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

There are no established nature reserves on Ascension Island although the island has numerous 

endemic plants and animals.  Boatswain Island and 14 offshore outcrops of rocks known locally 

as “stacks” were declared sites of special scientific interest and currently provide the only cat 

free sanctuary for sea birds of which the most important is the endemic Ascension Island Frigate 

Fregate aquila.  The Green Mountain (Natural Resources) Protection Ordnance of 1955 

attempts to provide some protection to rare endemic ferns and a few other native plants on 

Green Mountain.  Bell & Ashmole in 1995 proposed two nature reserves on Ascension Island 

one at Hummock Point and the other at Mars Bay and these were designated reserves in 1997 

(Fig 2).  None of the usual trappings of a reserve such as a management plan, reserve signs, 

leaflet or notice boards are in place.  At Mars Bay  this is partly due the fact that the Crown has 

leased the site to the United States (US) government and obtaining agreement on funding and 

appropriate conservation action is slow (1:2,400 Topographical Map).  The Mars Bay site 
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contains one of the two colonies of Sooty Terns that breed on the island.  More importantly the 

site contains tiny salt water pools that are the only known habit of two species of shrimp (Packer 

1974).  The rugged lava flow on the western side of the site is rich in endemic terrestrial 

arthropods (Ashmole & Ashmole 2000).  The largest population of the Ascension Island Spurge 

Euphorbia origanoides thrives in a small area on the north east side of the Mars Bay reserve 

(Gray et al 1998). 

  

APPRAISAL OF CONSERVATION VALUE 

This report is the first attempt to appraise the conservation value of Mars Bay. There are 

numerous studies that have appraised certain species all across the island of Ascension but none 

that have looked specifically at this site.  Ascension Island and its nearest neighbour St Helena 

Island some 1200 km south constitute the only dry land in 15,000,000 km² of ocean.  Thus the 

conservation value of Ascension Island as a nesting place for seabirds and turtles can not be over 

estimated.  

Description of Site:   The area of the Mars Bay site is approximately 175ha and the highest 

point is some 100m above mean sea level (Fig 3).  The brick remains of the frame that once 

supported the heliometer, used by the astronomer Gill in 1877 to observe the transit of Mars, can 

still be seen on a small promontory close to the shore. The site derived its name from this old 

observatory.  Except for a two or three brick barbeque stands and numbers of small cairns built 

of rocks collected locally and used to mark the perimeter of the Sooty Tern colony the site is 

devoid of any construction.  A copper earthing cable runs from an antenna on the top of South 

Gannet Hill through the centre of the site to the sea.  A single un-kept track that can be used by 

four wheel drive cross country vehicles runs from the air head to the sea and right through the 

middle of the site.  This track is not included in the land leased to the US government.  Since 

1999 the track has been blocked to vehicles at a point part way through the site.  Vehicles can 
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and do drive over the spurge before reaching the make shift barrier. The site is unfenced and 

only the sea on the western edge provides any clear boundary (Fig 4).  Mars Bay is low in 

altitude and isolated from the more fertile areas of the island.  The average annual rain fall is 

186.0mm; the average minimum temperature is 23ºC and highest maximum temperature 

occurring in March is 32.2ºC  (Met Office table 2000). The rain fall at Mars Bay is considerably 

lower than other parts of the island. For most of the time Mars Bay is a lowland desert but 

following wet periods the whole valley is transformed by the growth of grass Enneapogon 

cenchroides.  Locusts and crickets swarm over the grass which has the appearance of a poor hay 

meadow 

Site boundary:  The reserve boundary (Fig 2) as suggested by (Bell & Ashmole 1995) includes 

the shoreline from the northernmost point of Gannet Bay westwards to the coast just seaward of 

the12m (39ft) spot height west of the bay.  It then runs in a straight line to make a tangent with 

the 100m (400ft) contour on South Gannet Hill. It follows this contour round the south side of 

the hill to meet the straight line making a tangent with it from Gannet Bay. The lower slope of 

South Gannet Hill delineates the eastern edge of the site.  At present the boundary of the site is 

not marked in anyway.  

Geological Description: South Gannet Hill is a scoria cone composed of basalt (Weaver 2002).  

The southern boundary crosses a breach flow of barren and jagged volcanic rock that flows from 

South Gannet Hill to the sea at the western edge of the site.  The edge of the volcanic flow is 

clearly defined by 4 -5m high vertical sides. The centre of the Mars Bay site is composed of a 

low lava flow plain which rises gradually to a height of 20-30m above sea level at the northern 

boundary (Fig 5).  

Rare species: The Ascension Spurge is one of the rarest plants in the world; it is endemic to 

Ascension and is not common on the island.  The status of the plant is endangered (Gray et al 

1998).  Sporadic small clumps (50 – 60) grow in dry ash and scoria at the base of South Gannet 
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Hill at the south end of site.  Just inland from Shelly Beach is a group of about a dozen small sea 

water pools that contain a number of endemic animals.  The water in the pool rises and falls with 

the tides even though there is no surface contact with the sea some 50 – 100 m away.  The pools 

are small and generally shallow >3m deep and the largest pool is no bigger than 100m².  The 

pools despite their interest to biologists are that small that they do not appear on the largest scale 

map (1:2,400) of the island.  The pools contain clusters of the striking globular green alga 

Valonia ventricosa (Fig 6) and an interesting coral in the genus Favia. More importantly the 

pools are the only know location of two species of endemic shrimp Typhlatya rogersi and 

Procaris ascensionis (Ashmole & Ashmole 2000).  The two species of shrimp were first 

identified in 1970 by D.S. Rogers.  On the west side of Mars Bay is an area of barren jagged 

volcanic rock which is extremely difficult to traverse. This lava flow is the home of an array of 

tiny animals many of them are endemic. In 1990 fourteen new endemic species were discovered 

in this terrain (Ashmole & Ashmole 2000).  Their recent discoveries by the Ashmoles and 

Rogers in Mars Bays would suggest that there is more to be discovered and this must add 

tremendously to the value of the site.  Sooty Terns were first recorded as nesting in Mars Bay in 

1957 (Ashmole 1962) but probably have nested there since the 1940’s.  The colony is the second 

largest on the island.  Although the site has been consistently occupied the breeding population 

have varied over the last decade.  In April 2003 the breeding population of Mars Bay was 50,000 

+/- 4,000 pairs (Hughes 2003).  

 

ASSESSMENT OF ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT 

The organisations that have an interest in the conservation of Mars Bay are the Ascension Island 

Government, the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB), the Foreign and 

Commonwealth Office, the UK Overseas Territories Conservation Forum, Birdlife International 

and British Military Ornithological Societies.  Mars Bay is barren and human activity is limited 
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to the north east corner where two small land fill sites are located and are in regular use.  There 

is little fear of development and the site has benefited from the ongoing successful attempt to 

eliminate feral cats Felix catus and from work by the Ascension Island Government to reduce 

the amount of Mexican Thorn Prospis juliforna across the whole island. 

Threats from introduced species:   The mammals that have been identified at Mars Bay are all 

introduced species.  During 2003 feral cats were eradicated from the site and what remains are 

Black Rats Rattus rattus and House Mice Mus musculus.  A major threat to the site is the spread 

of Mexican Thorn.  This fast growing alien pest species of plant has encroached onto the site 

and has started to change the landscape. Mexican Thorn could host prey invertebrates that could 

destroy the endemic species living in the lava flow. There is also a further severe threat posed by 

Mexican Thorn Prosopis juliflora since the invasive plant thrives in conditions preferred by the 

Ascension Spurge. This thorny leguminous brought to the island in 1970s spreads rapidly. The 

distance between the nearest Mexican Thorn bush and the spurge is less than 300m. So for this 

site action to reduce the spread of Mexican Thorn should be given the highest priority (Fig 7, 8). 

Threats from pollution: Ascension is remote from other land and from commercial shipping 

lanes and thus is not significantly exposed to pollution from outside sources.  Local pollution 

from sewage and refuse is well controlled (RSPB 1999).  Mars Bay is not exposed to pollution 

from land based fuel storage tanks. The majority of commercial development is on the west side 

of the island. The constant south-easterly trade wind ensures that any air born pollution is blown 

out to sea. Toxic material at Shelly Beach on the eastern side of the reserve could threaten life in 

the shrimp pools.  The south end of the Mars Bay is currently used as a land tip site for heavy 

metal objects.  On the island there is a widespread litter problem and Mars Bay is scattered with 

cans and bottles.  The south end of the bay was used as a live firing range during the Falklands 

wars and three heavy machines and gas canisters used as targets are an eye sore.  The debris is 

slowly being cleared up and no new rubbish has been dumped (Fig 8).   
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Progress:  British Military Ornithological Societies have monitored threats to the Sooty Terns at 

Mars Bay since 1987 and all but one of the threats from alien species has reduced.  In 1990 Feral 

Cats were killing ten Sooty Terns each night, during the 2003 and 2004 seasons none were 

killed.  In 1995 the number of rats trapped per 100 corrected trap nights was six rats and in 2003 

the number was five rats and in 2004 seven rats.  In 2000 there were approximately 100 

Mexican Thorn bushes at Mars Bay.  These bushes which were a second priority task for the 

newly appointed conservation officer for the island (Fig. 7) were removed and in 2003 there 

were only 4 bushes remaining at Mars Bay.  The breeding population of Sooty Terns in 1990 

was 22,400 pairs and in 2003 the population was 50,000 pairs.  Predation by Common Myna 

Acridotheres tristis on Sooty Tern eggs is significant and is increasing (Hughes 2003).   The site 

is prone to occasional flash flooding that has washed away on occasion many Sooty Tern eggs.  

Adult Sooty Terns are not taken on the island, egging was outlawed forty years ago and there is 

no evidence of the law being transgressed.   

Further Measures:  The shrimp are particularly vulnerable, prey species could easily be 

introduced into the pools by children playing, by fishermen or by freak waves. Display boards 

explaining the value of the site and describing the necessary action required to protect the 

species would be a relatively cheap way to provide some protection to the shrimp and to the 

Ascension Spurge.  Little vandalism occurs on the island so the boards are likely to survive if 

made to withstand the climatic conditions.  The site is a favoured place for fishing and courting 

couples and although within easy walking distance of the airhead is threatened by vehicle traffic.  

One case of a four wheel drive vehicle crossing the edge of the colony and crushing eggs was 

recorded in 1996.  A similar incident in 2004 was observed and narrowly averted by an AOS 

team studying the night behaviour of Sooty Terns.  Preventing vehicles from entering the site is 

clearly a factor in favour of having a reserve. The re-construction of the barrier preventing 

vehicles access that was erected following the 1996 incident requires immediate action. 
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CONCLUSION  

An evaluation of this site cannot be based on size alone.  The site is relatively small at 175 ha; 

both the spurge and the shrimps occupy an area of just one or two hectares.  Mars Bay contains 

at least 5 different habitats, the lava flow home of indigenous insects, the shrimp pools, the ash 

area where the spurge grows and the lava plain occupied by the Sooty Tern and the rocky sea 

shore home of some of Ascension’s 14 endemic crustaceans. As the population of the island is 

less than 800 and access to the island although not to the Mars Bay site is strictly regulated 

education of those living on the island is the key to conserving the endemic species that live at 

Mars Bay. The lava flow is so rough that it is free of human disturbance and rubbish.  Sooty 

Terns are widespread around the world and although Ascension is the most important breeding 

ground in the south Atlantic the site at Mars Bay contains just 15% of the island’s population of 

Sooty Terns.  The site is internationally important for the endemic species but is only of local 

importance for Sooty Terns. The site cannot be regarded as species rich and the numbers of each 

individual species is not great but the species that are there are narrow endemics and are of 

considerable value.  The chance of finding new species on the site is high. The conservation 

value of the shrimp ponds cannot be under estimated as this is the only know location of these 

two shrimps.  However the steps that are been taken in the last two years to protect the 

environment of Mars Bay are working.  This appraisal has demonstrates the need to conserve the 

endemic species that live at this site.   
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FIGURES AND MAPS 
 

Figure 1  Ascension Island location map 
 
Figure 2  Mars Bay location map 
 
Figure 3  Site Plan 
 
Figure 4  Satellite image of Mars Bay 
 
Figure 5  Geological map of Ascension Island 
 
Figure 6  Photographs of rare species 
 
Figure 7  Mexican Thorn Prosopis Long Term Eradication Areas 
 
Figure 8  Threats to site 
 
 
 
Reference Maps 
 
Map1   Topographical Map G892 Edition 4-GSGS Scale 1: 25,000 
 
Map2   Topographical Map Miami 1962 Scale 1:2,400 
 
Map 3   Admiralty Chart Ascension Island
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