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I ntroduction

The Andaman and Nicobar Idands stuated in the
Bay of Benga spans latitude 6° 45' N to 13° 41' N,
longitudindly 92° 12' E to 93° 57' E; and congsts of
over 345 idands, idets and rocky outcrops. The
coadtline dtretch of 1,962 km and the many beaches
aound smdl isolated idands provides excelent
nesting habitats for four species of marine turtles
(Bhaskar, 1979b; Andrews, 2000). The extensve
coral reefs, sea grass beds, large bays and mangrove
ecosystems around the archipelago provide optimum
feeding grounds for marine turtles, and occurence of
feeding turtles in these waters has been confirmed
(Bhaskar, 1993; Das, 1996). Management plans and
conservation efforts by the Andaman & Nicobar
Idands Forest Department and the Andaman &
Nicobar Idands Environmenta Team (ANET) has
been carried out to an extent (Bhaskar & Andrews
1993; Andrews et al., 2001). Details of higtoricd,
references, dtations and reports concerning marine
turtles and the Andaman and Nicobar Idands from
the 18 century has been previoudy discussed by
Bhaskar (1993) and Andrews et al. (2001). Current
local threats to leatherback in the Andaman and
Nicobar Idands has been discussed by severd
authors (Bhaskar, 1993; Sivasunder, 1996; Andrews,
2001; Andrews, et al., 2001) and Spotila, et al.,
(1996) have discussed the globd population decline
of this species.

Up to the mid 1970s, only three species were
reported for the idands and afourth, Caretta caretta,
which do not seem to occur around this archipelago.
However indirect evidences from ongoing surveys
indicate that there may be a possbility of a few
loggerheads nesting on some small isolated idands
in the Nicobar group (Chandi, pers. comm.) and this
can only be confirmed with continued and more
extengve surveys. In the late 1970's, Bhaskar, (1979
a 1979 b; 1980), first reported lestherback
(Dermochelys coriacea) nesting in the Andaman and
Nicobar Idands. Status survey and studies since
then, for both idand groups, have recorded the best
leatherback nesting beaches for India (Bhaskar,
1993; Andrews et al., 2001). Currently leatherbacks
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nest only in Si Lanka and Andaman and Nicobar
Idands in the southern Indian Ocean region,
athough there are records up to late 1960's of this
species nesting on the western and eastern coasts of
manland India Previoudy, the daus of
leatherbacks in the Andaman and Nicobar Idands
have been under estimated, (Kar & Bhaskar, 1982,
Bhaskar, 1993, Spotila, et al., 1996; Andrews,
2001). This was mainly due to data deficiency,
because of the limited surveys and fiedd Sudies,
logidtics, extent of the idands and the number of
nesting beaches.

Methodology followed was the same as previoudy
described (Fontaine et al., 1987; Parmenter, 1993;
Bhaskar, 1993; Dutton & McDondd, 1994;
McDonad & Dutton, 1996; Andrews et al., 2001).

Nesting Beaches

Sternberg (1981) liged 64 nesting stes worldwide
including Andaman and Nicobars as two Stes.
Currently, 12 nesting beaches are known for the
Andaman and Little Andaman Idands, of which
nesting has ceased on two beaches on the east coast
of North Andaman Idand, one dong the north east
of Middle Andaman and on North Cinque Idand,
south @st of South Andaman Idand. On the west
coast of Little Andaman Idand, nesting on four
beaches has been confirmed; high intensty nesting
takes place at South Bay and West Bay beaches and
sporadic nesting on two other beaches on the north
western side (Bhaskar, 1993; Svasundar, 1996;
Andrews, 2000). Little Andaman is currently the
only idand in the Andaman group where high
intengity nesting takes place. In the Nicobar group of
idands, 17 nesting beaches have been confirmed,
five dong the west coast ad five on the east coast
of Great Nicobar I1dand. Three other beaches on the
east coast of Great Nicobar were destroyed due to
sand mining for congtruction. Little Nicobar 1dand
has five nesting beaches on the western shores, and
the other nesting beaches are in the Middle Nicobar
group on the west coast of Teressa Idand and West
Bay of Katcha 1dand.
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Most of the leatherback rookeries in the Nicobars
were found only in 1979 and then 1990, two beaches
for the Andamans in 1997, and three additiond
nesting beaches on the east coast of Great Nicobar
Idand during 2001 (Bhaskar, 1980, 1993; Tiwari,
1992; Andrews, 2000; Andrews, et al., 2001).
Recent surveys aso indicate that occasiona nesting
occurs on some of the other Nicobar Idands, where
they were previoudy not known to nest (Chandi,
pers. comm.). Currently there are a tota of 25
leatherback nesting beaches in the Andaman and
Nicobar Idands, not including the four beaches in
the Andamans and three beaches in Great Nicobar
Idand where nesting has ceased. Most |eatherback
nesting beaches in the Nicobars and in Little
Andaman Idand occur on the west coast, whereas
there are no leatherback nesting beaches on the west
coast of the Andaman Idands and nesting occurs
only on the eastern coast (Bhaskar, 1993; Andrews
et al., 2001).

Nesting estimates

The negting population of leatherbacks for the
Andaman and Nicobar Idands has been discussed to
by Bhaskar (1993) and Andrews (2000). However
regligtic figures only emerged in 2001 &fter intensve
surveys and tagging.

During the 2000-01 season, 163 individuds lad a
total of 462 nests at Galathea beach on the south east
coast of Great Nicobar idand. Intensve surveys and
nest counts during the same season aong the west
coast of Great Nicobar Idand confir med that nesting
intengty is much higher than previoudy estimated.
1228 nests were counted in two locations on the
west coast (on the beaches north and south of
Alexandria and Dagmar rivers), during the tail end
of the nesting season during March and April 2001.
During the 2000- 2001 the last Sx nests were laid on
7" July 2001 and there was no nesting during the
months of August and September. Nesting
commenced again on 10" October 2001 a the
Galathea beach. Between October 2001 and 15"
March 2002, BO turtles accounted for 221 nedts.
The number of nests may have declined a Gaathea
due to the eroson of more than haf the beach during
heavy rains during May and November, 2001.

Tagoin

As a part of the tagging program, leatherback turtles
were injected with Passive Integrated Transponders
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(PIT) a the Gaathea beach from November, 2000.
During the 2000-01 season, 146 individuds were
injected with PIT tags. Based on data from turtles
that renested on Gaathea beach, it was estimated
that leatherbacks (n = 82) nested 3.96 times on an
average during the 2000- 2001 season.; reproductive
effort, renesting by individuas and remigraion has
been discussed by Andrews, et al. (2001).

During the 2001-02 season, 481 leatherback were
encountered and 152 were tagged with PIT tags (aso
with mond meta tags as a pat of the Turtle
Genetics Project of the Wildlife Inditute of India,
Dehradun); 57 individuds nested more than once
and one leatherback that was tagged during the
2000- 2001 season remigrated and nested on the
same beach

Discussion

Based on nest counts and tagging studies, the totd
nesting population for the 20000 2001 season on
Great Nicobar Idand was edimated as 483
individudls, exduding 10 others edimated to have
nested on other smal beaches, estimates for the
Andamans, incdluding Little Andaman Idand for the
same season was 100 femaes (Andrews et al.,
2001). Further conservative edtimates are of 25
individuals for Katchal, 25 for Teressa and 100 for
Little Nicobar Idands, these estimates are derived
from survey findings of Tiwari (1991) and from
recent ongoing surveys. Hence, it would appear that
400-500 legtherback turtles nest on Gresat Nicobar
idand aone each year.

Continued monitoring and surveys of leatherback in
the idands can definitely, in the next two to three
years, result in the understanding of the status of the
actud nesting populations, determine whether the
two idand groups support different populations,
remigration patterns, yearly nesting trends and
intendgty on different beaches. Management and
conservation measures need to be implemented more
vigoroudy in this region.
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