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Your budget

Polar cruises are not cheap.  Operators who run expedition cruises lease ships for an entire season and 
the cost for these leases are staggering.  Nevertheless, there are significant price differences, which will
be determined by how long you go, when you go, your cabin type and what ship you choose.  In 
addition, operators will sometimes offer incentives and discounts.  Thus at the low end of the scale you 
need to budget  U$4500 for a 6-day fly-in cruise or US$6000 for a short 11-day cruise in a low-end 
cabin.  At the high end of the scale you need to budget US$13,000 -US$15,000 for a cabin on a 20-day 
cruise on a standard ship to US$46000 for a high-end suite on a 24-day cruise on a luxury vessel.

Most people end up spending between US$7000 and US$15000 per person.

To this you need to add the cost for flights (budget US$1500) and insurance (which will depend on 
your age, the length of your trip and the cost of your vacation; budget 5% of your trip cost).
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How much time do I need?

Fly in (6+ days)
The shortest cruises are 6 days in length and fly from Punta Arenas to the Antarctic Peninsula and back.
There are variations on this theme wherer you fly one way and sail back, or fly to the Falklands and 
pick up a cruise there.  All fly-in trips save you time and often you are able to bypass the rough waters 
of the Drake Passage.
There is no doubt about it – the Drake Passage, the waters separating South America from Antarctica, 
can see some of the world's wildest weather.  Some people experience 100 miles an hour winds with 
waves the height of a house, leading them to call the passage the “Drake Shake”.  Others experience 
calm weather, and dub the seas the “Drake Lake”. 

If you are prone to seasickness you may wish to consider flying to Antarctica and board your cruise 
there.  At the end of the cruise you would fly back to South America.
  

Cruise to the Antarctic Peninsula (10-14 days)
If you are cruising all the way the shortest cruises (10 days) leave from Ushuaia and head directly to 
the Antarctic Peninsula, sometimes stopping at the Shetland Islands.  Longer cruises (up to 14 days) on 
this route will spend more time in Antarctica and/or cross the Antarctic Circle.

Cruise to the sub-Arctic Islands & the Antarctic Peninsula (18-25 days)
Longer cruises take in the Falklands and South Georgia (and some even more remote islands), as well 
as the Antarctic Peninsula.  If budget and time allows we strongly recommend you take one of the 
longer cruises - South Georgia is a destination which will add tremendously to your entire experience –
not only can you see elephant seals fighting over territory, but there are colonies with up to 100,000 
King penguins!

Special Voyages
Unique among polar expeditions are 11-day cruises into the Weddell Sea to see emperor penguins.  And
for true explorers there are 33-day voyages from Ushuaia to New Zealand, semi-circumnavigating 
Antarctica.
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Choice of Ship

Choosing your ship is the most important decision you will make.  To do so, you need to know two 
regulations that are enforced in Antarctica.  The first is that a cruise operator can only land 100 people 
maximum at any one time on the Antarctic continent.  This means that on larger ships you will have 
some people go on land while others are taken on zodiac cruises.  Some time during the available time 
slot the groups rotate.  Of course a cruise operator does not want to leave the impression that half the 
group gets to do a fun landing while others are aimlessly cruising around, so the operator will likely 
only take you to spots where both the landing and the cruising are interesting.  You would miss out on 
places where it is only the landing that is interesting.  Another important consideration is that ships with
more than 200 passengers have access to fewer landing sites than smaller vessels.  

We therefore advise to book vessels that carry fewer than 200 passengers and preferably fewer than 
100.

Some other considerations for your ship of choice come to mind.  One is the comfort level – do you 
want to be on a luxury ship, or is just a nice level of comfort fine?  Another is the speed of the vessel – 
the faster is can sail down the peninsula, the more time you have for looking around Antarctica.  
Draught is important – a larger draft makes for more stability but also limits the number of anchorages 
it can enter.  Ice Class determines the thickness of ice the ship can safely sail through.  There are more 
than a dozen classification systems and in the table below we have given vessels ratings from 1 to 7, 
with 1 being able to cut through the thickest ice, which means it will have the greatest range.  

One thing to note is that traditional cruise companies that normally sail to the Carribbean also offer 
Polar Cruises.  At Adventure Coordinators we do not book these ships because we feel they do not 
deliver a good experience.  Vessels with more than 500 passengers on board are not allowed to land in 
Antarctica.  When cruising on these ships you would only see the continent from far away, but you do 
not get to land and experience the continent and all it has to offer.
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Choice of Cabin
Once you have settled on the itinerary and ship of choice, the next thing to do is choosing the cabin that
is right for you.  Things to consider here are how many people you share the cabin with and whether 
the facilities are shared, semi-private or private.

If you are travelling solo, there are a handful of operators who offer single cabins without you having 
to pay a surcharge.  But most likely your ship of choice will allow you to share with another person of 
the same gender without having to pay a surcharge.  Finally, there are options of paying about a 50% 
surcharge to get a twin cabin to yourself.

Most cruise operators offer cabins with private facilities but there are some that have cabins with 
shared facilities.  These may be down the hall, where they are open for use by everyone on the ship, or 
they may be semi-private, meaning they are shared between 2 cabins.  When making your choice, think
about that it would be like to find your washroom unavailable in the middle of the night, or to have to 
walk down the hall should seasickness strike.

W  hen to go

For the first-time visitor, mid-January to mid-March will give you the best all-round experience.  But 
each season is different and comes with its own highlights.  Read on to find out what each season 
brings.

October (early spring in Antarctica)
✔         best time for emperor penguins

November - Early December (late spring - early summer in Antarctica):
✔         Winter pack ice begins to melt and break up, creating new landscapes of sculpted ice with 

abundant pack ice and pristine icebergs.
✔         Courting season for penguins and seabirds - whole colonies in spectacular displays of 

courtship rituals.
✔         Seals visible on fast ice and shorelines.
✔         Spring wildflowers blooming on the Falklands and South Georgia Islands.
✔         Antarctica Research activity at its height.
✔         Elephant and fur seals establish their breeding territories.
✔         Whales are travelling south and can be seen blowing in the Drake Passage
✔         If you wish to feel like a great polar explorer on an expedition cruise, and see broad bays 

chock full of ice, the early season is for you; you are less likely to see abundant wildlife.

Mid December - Mid-January (summer in Antarctica):
✔         Wildlife in full swing as Antarctica temperatures increase and activity levels rise.
✔         Late December and January are usually Antarctica's warmest months.
✔         On South Georgia and the Falklands penguin chicks emerge and fur seals are breeding.
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✔         Longer Antarctica days means you can read a newspaper on deck at midnight
✔         Seal pups visible on South Georgia and the Falklands.  
✔         Seals are arriving into Antarctica’s waterways and are still not commonplace.
✔         Antarctic chicks hatch
✔         Whales increasingly numerous but concentrate on feeding are don't appear very active
✔         Receding Antarctica ice opens new channels for exploration by your expedition cruise ship
✔         Christmas and New Year in Antarctica

Mid January – Mid February (summer in Antarctica)
✔         most penguin eggs have hatched or are hatching early in this period
✔         lovable penguin chicks cared for by adults; chicks relatively inactive,  colonies quiet.
✔         Most whales have arrived, are feeding most of the time or resting on the sea’s surface.
✔         Later in this period whales lose  inhibitions and they appear relatively relaxed and jovial.
✔         Seals are present in great numbers on ice floes, resting and relaxing.
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Mid-February - Mid-March (late summer in Antarctica)
✔         Climax of the wildlife season  with more viewable activity of wildlife and greater 

interaction of the species with each other.
✔         Beautiful Antarctica sunrises and sunsets create stunning photo opportunities
✔         Whale sightings at their best.  We seem to find seals and whales almost everywhere we 

look. Humpbacks and Minkes are breaching and leaping very regularly.
✔         Penguin chicks begin to fledge and roam the colonies running, chasing, tripping and 

falling, as well as being chased by parents and predators.
✔         Predators increase their patrols as penguin chicks are venturing out farther from the nest.
✔         Later in this period, the Leopard seal increases its patrols as chicks will be learning to 

swim and getting ready to go out to sea.
✔         Receding Antarctica pack ice permits forays further south and into the Weddell Sea
✔         Snow algae blooming
✔         Falkland's chicks leaving the nest
✔         Fur seals increasingly common on the Antarctic Peninsula
✔        Crab-eater seals are out in full force 
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Highlights of Antarctica

A note about polar cruises
When cruising in the polar regions, one can never be sure which places one will visit.  A sudden change
in weather conditions may necessitate a reroute.  Or you may find a pod of whales to follow, or an 
iceberg to circumnavigate.  And that is the beauty of polar cruises - you never know what is around the 
corner; you just know it will be yet another highlight.

Falkland Islands
The Falkland Islands have a rich and storied history and it is a great place to experience what life at the 
ends of the earth is like.  The islands are great for birding and of the five species of penguins to be seen 
here, it is the only place en-route to the Antarctic Peninsula to see the rockhopper penguin.

South Georgia
Sunning mountainous South Georgia has abundant wildlife and is a destination all in its own right.  Get
up close to nesting albatross and witness massive rookeries of king penguins (by the hundreds of 
thousands).   Late October marks the beginning of the breeding cycle for many species and you may 
see male elephant seals battling for control of the beaches and harems.  Is it a wonder polar explorer 
Shackleton requested to be buried here?
 
Elephant Island
Elephant Island is where Ernest Shackleton and his crew were hauled up under upturned lifeboats after 
their ship the Endurance had sunk.  Visiting the island is difficult, but a real thrill for history buffs.

South Shetland Islands
Spectacular scenery, abundant wildlife and enormous glaciers mark the South Shetlands, a group of 
islands featured on nearly all polar cruises.  Highlight for many is the cruise into the flooded volcanic 
caldera at Deception Island, home to several penguin rookeries along the black sand beaches and a 
great spot for a swim!

The Antarctic Peninsula
Deep bays, pristine coves and inlets, numerous small islands and heavily glaciated mountains are the 
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hallmarks of the Antarctic Peninsula.  Here you will find three species of penguins - Adélie , chinstrap 
and gentoo and it is also a great place to see humpback and minke whales as well as leopard seals.   
Sail through spectacular Lemaire Channel.  At Wilhelmina Bay you may see playful humpback whales,
while Paradise Bay offers an excellent hike providing stunning panoramic views.

Ross Sea
The remote Ross Sea offers spectacular tabular ice bergs as well as explorer's huts such as those built 
by Shackleton and Scott.  Weddell seals and Adélie and emperor penguins make their home here while 
steaming Mt. Erebus and its dry valleys wait exploration by helicopter.  The Ross Ice Shelf, a floating 
mass of land-ice with a front 30 meters high was accessed by Amundsen on his way to the South Pole 
from the Bay of Whales.  

Weddell Sea & Snow Hill Island
Accessible to powerful icebreakers only, the Weddell Sea is home to the famous emperor penguin 
rookery just south of Snow Hill Island.  The rookery is seldom visited, but you may spot individual 
emperors out on the ice on their way to open water.  Enjoy scenic flights by helicopter and land in 
places otherwise inaccessible.  
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What to pack

Preparing for your expedition cruise to Antarctica may feel daunting at times.  Our best advice?  Look 
in your closet - you will have most gear

No specialist gear
It is important to know that the weather during the travel season is relatively mild.  And although you 
do need warm clothing, there is no need to buy specialist equipment.  Check if your polar expedition 
cruise company includes the use of foul-weather gear and rubber boots, which you will need while on 
shore excursions,  in the zodiacs or in a kayak.
On most expedition polar cruise ships the dress code on board is relaxed and casual, even during 
dinners.

Dressing in layers
Even though the weather is mild, sitting still in a zodiac for a longer cruise can mean you get cold.  The
best way to be prepared  for this is by dressing in layers.  Cotton is not recommended as once wet it 
takes a long time to dry.  Temperatures in Antarctica typically hover between -5ºC and +5ºC (25º-40ºF).

➔ Layer 1: regular underwear  
Enough said.

➔ Layer 2: thermal underwear.  
This is the layer that will keep you warm and will wick away perspiration.  Merino wool is the most 
comfortable but also the more expensive option.  Polypropylene is lower in cost but does not have the 
anti-bacterial qualities of merino wool and can start to smell quickly.

➔ Layer 3:  mid-layer
The mid-layer should consist of a fleece top and if necessary a fleece bottom.  These can be taken off if
you find you get too warm.

➔ Layer 4: optional down layer
For days when you find staying warm hard, consider wearing a down jacket

➔ Layer 5: wind and waterproof shell
This layer typically consists of a Gore-tex jacket, pants and rubber boots.  It is essential to keep you dry
from spray thrown up by the zodiac, or precipitation.  Bright colours such as red look best in photos.

Additional outdoor gear: gloves, socks, hat, sunglasses, boots
Use gloves rather than mitts so you can take photos.  Warm socks and a hat are essential.  Sunglasses 
protect your eyes against glare off the water, snow and ice.  Don't forget to bring sun block and lip 
balm.
Rubber boots are often provided by the cruise company.

What to wear inside the ship
While inside the ship, dress like you would at home - this is your home after all while on cruise!  Some 
smart casual clothes are good if you like to dress up for dinner.

What to wear on deck
If you plan to spend a lot of time on deck (and you should as this is where a lot of the wildlife is seen 
while you are cruising), bring sturdy non-slip shoes and a windbreaker with you.
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Photography 
A good telelens is a must.  If all you bring is a standard 50mm lens, you will find when you come home
that all your animal shots will have only tiny blips of beasts on them.  Most simple digital cameras 
come with at least a 12x optical zoom, which is fine for good close-ups.  Try to avoid using your digital
zoom as it will often lead to pixilated shots.  Do bring wide-angle lenses as well, as some of the 
landscapes, ice bergs and skies in Antarctica will really stand out when shot with a good wide-angle.
Be sure to bring enough memory cards and a recharger with converter/adapter and enough batteries.
If you are planning to buy a camera, check out this camera review site.

Dressing for South America
Most people will transit through Argentina or Chile before boarding their expedition cruise to 
Antarctica.  Temperatures in the south of South America range from 5ºC to 15ºC (40-60ºF) by day. At 
night, the temperatures can fall to 0ºC (32ºF).
Unlike Ushuaia, Buenos Aires and Santiago are quite hot, and sometimes humid.  Temperatures can 
reach as high as 35ºC (95ºF).

Other must-brings items 
✔     Binoculars are great to study far-off wildlife on your expedition polar cruise.
✔     To learn more about the wildlife you are seeing, be sure to bring a good guide book.  

Similarly, books about plants or a good novel set in your destination, will give an extra 
dimension to your trip.

✔     Bring swim and beach wear if your expedition cruise ship has a pool on board, or if you visit 
hot springs in Iceland or Antarctica.

✔     Do bring some casual shoes for while you are on board the ship and hiking boots if you plan 
to do longer hikes while on shore excursions.  

✔     A day pack is essential to carry your camera, water and other gear with you on shore 
excursions.

✔     Sea sickness tablets are a must - consider yourself lucky if you have calm seas on the way to 
or from Antarctica.  You are very likely to encounter some rough seas.

✔     A high factor sunscreen is important if you burn easily.
✔     Finally, don’t forget your health and cancellation insurance policies, passport and visa, cash 

US$ and bank & credit cards.
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