Antarctica’s Unique New Year’s Tradition: Scientists
“Move” the South Pole

The South Pole is often imagined as a fixed, unchanging marker on a globe, a symbolic
endpoint at the heart of Antarctica’s icy expanse. It is the southernmost point on the planet,
where Earth’s axis of rotation meets the surface. However, the reality on the ground is far more
complex. The South Pole sits atop a thick, shifting ice sheet—over 9,000 feet (2,700 meters)
deep—which is constantly moving. This means that the geographic location scientists consider
to be the South Pole slowly drifts over time.

The movement occurs because the Antarctic ice sheet is not stationary. Snow accumulates, ice
flows, and wind pushes the ice in different directions. While these shifts may seem small, even a
few meters can matter in scientific work. To maintain accuracy, every year on January 1,
researchers relocate the ceremonial South Pole marker to align with its true geographic
coordinates.

How Scientists Move the Pole

The process of moving the South Pole is both symbolic and precise. Researchers at the
Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station, a U.S.-operated facility, carefully measure the location of
the pole using GPS and other high-precision instruments. Once the exact spot is determined,
they reposition the iconic metal pole—often decorated with flags, plaques, and signs—directly
above the geographic South Pole.

This annual adjustment usually involves moving the marker several meters from its previous
position. While it may seem like a small shift, the movement ensures that the station maintains
its reference for scientific data collection, satellite calibration, and navigation systems. The
South Pole, after all, is not just a tourist destination; it is a critical site for research in fields
ranging from glaciology to astronomy.

Life at the Bottom of the World

For scientists stationed in Antarctica, moving the pole is more than a technical task—it is a
reminder of the extreme environment they call home. The continent experiences some of the
harshest conditions on Earth, with winter temperatures plunging below -70°C (-94°F) and wind
speeds that can reach hurricane force. Even in summer, when temperatures hover around
-25°C (-13°F), the South Pole remains a remote and unforgiving place.



Despite these conditions, scientists maintain a range of important operations at the South Pole
Station. The location provides a unique vantage point for studying the atmosphere, ice
dynamics, and celestial phenomena. It is also home to projects like neutrino observatories and
cosmic microwave background studies, which rely on the clear, dry Antarctic air to collect
precise data. Accurate positioning of the geographic pole ensures these projects can function
with maximum reliability.

The Science Behind the Movement

The movement of the South Pole marker is more than a ceremonial tradition; it reflects the
dynamic nature of Earth itself. Antarctica’s ice sheet is not static. Glaciers flow, ice melts in
certain areas, and snow accumulates elsewhere. All of these factors contribute to a slow but
continuous shift in the continent’s surface. Scientists use GPS, satellite imagery, and ground
measurements to track these changes with remarkable precision.

This monitoring is crucial for multiple reasons. First, it allows researchers to understand ice
sheet behavior, which has direct implications for global sea-level rise. Second, it helps improve
navigation and satellite data for both scientific and logistical purposes. Finally, the exercise
reinforces the importance of precision in geophysical research, reminding everyone that even
the seemingly solid South Pole is part of a constantly moving planet.

A Symbolic New Year’s Tradition

Beyond the scientific necessity, moving the South Pole has become a beloved New Year’s
tradition for the station’s residents. The task marks a new beginning, both literally and
figuratively, as the team prepares for another year of research and exploration. It serves as a
reminder of the unique challenges of working in Antarctica and the dedication required to study
one of the planet’s most extreme environments.

Unlike celebrations in cities around the world, the South Pole’s New Year’s ritual does not
involve crowds or noise. Instead, it is a quiet, contemplative moment, often observed in
temperatures well below freezing. The team may take photos, make notes, or simply reflect on
the passage of time while adjusting the iconic marker.

The Broader Significance

The annual movement of the South Pole also highlights a broader truth about scientific
exploration: precision matters. In a world increasingly dependent on satellite navigation, climate
modeling, and global monitoring, even small errors in geographic coordinates can have



significant consequences. By carefully tracking and updating the position of the South Pole,
scientists ensure that research conducted at the bottom of the Earth remains accurate and
reliable.

Furthermore, the tradition underscores the interplay between human activity and the natural
world. Even in one of the most remote and inhospitable places on Earth, human presence
leaves its mark—both physically, in the form of research stations and equipment, and
scientifically, through the collection of vital data.

Looking Ahead

As climate change continues to affect polar regions, the South Pole and the Antarctic ice sheet
will likely experience ongoing shifts. Scientists expect that the marker’s position will continue to
change each year, reflecting the movement of ice and the subtle dynamics of Earth’s rotation.
The ritual of moving the pole is likely to remain a fixture of station life, blending scientific
precision with a uniquely Antarctic way of celebrating the New Year.

For those of us far from the icy expanse, the idea of “moving the South Pole” may seem strange
or whimsical. Yet it is a perfect example of how human ingenuity meets the challenges of a
changing planet. It reminds us that science is not static—it is a process of observation,
adjustment, and continual improvement, even at the very ends of the Earth.

Conclusion

Antarctica’s New Year’s celebration is unlike any other. Each January 1, scientists at the South
Pole take part in a ritual that is part ceremonial, part scientific necessity: moving the South Pole
marker to its correct geographic location. This annual adjustment highlights the dynamic nature
of the continent, the precision required in modern science, and the unique experiences of
researchers living in one of the most extreme environments on Earth. Far from a mere novelty,
the movement of the South Pole symbolizes both human curiosity and our ongoing quest to
understand the world in its most extreme forms.
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