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A_SBA TURTLE CONSZRVATION PROJECT IN THDTA
{Preliminary Phase)

]

Sea Turtle Surveys of Great Nicobar and Little Andaman Islandg
WWP Project No. IND/1980/2 |
Satish Bhaskar
d_gddregsof th C/o.Mrs.Brenda Bhaskar
Project executant: Madras snake Park Trust

Ra_}'; Bhavai P.O. 7
.~ Madras=-600 022.
WWP-India Financial Support Rs.6,570/~ (This excludes expen=-

received upto 15 March,1981l. seg incurred during two round
trips, Madras~Bombay, to hold

talks with W !v-F.;Indiao )

Objectives of the Survays:

I+ Locating the nesting beaches of sea turtles on
Great Nicobar and Little Andaman islands,

2. Collecting data pertinent to sea turtle conserw
vation~nesting species, dansity and seasons,
commerce in sea turtle products and eggs, human
and animal predation,

Pexiod of Survey:-

17 January ~ 14 March 1981. Of these 57 days, the actual
Survey work covered 15 days - 9 on Great Nicobar and 6 on
Little Apndaman,

Background:

The Andaman and Nicobar area includes {mportant nest-
ing and feeding habitats for seaturtles in India. Of five
8ea turtle species known from Indian waters, four are known
tOo occur, and to nest, dn these islands = the Leatherback,
Iermochelys coriacea; the Green turtle, Chelonia mydass
the Hawksbill, Eratmochells imbricata; and the Oljive Ridley,
Lepidochelyg OlivaCea. Perhaps the last nesting colony of
Leatherbacks on the Indian mainland was wiped out by hunan
predation near Quilon, Kerala, early this century. Over the
last 50 years, only stray instances of nesting by Leathere
back on the mainland coast &4nd in Lakshadweep have been report-
ed. The recent discovery of colonies of Leatherback nests on
beaches at Little Andaman, Great Nicobar, Katchal, Rutland
and on other islands in th4 Andamans and Njicobars lends fresh
hope in the conservation of this species in Ipdia, and it was
primarily in order to locate further nesting beaches used by
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Leatherbacks that the present surveys of Little Andaman and

Great Nicobar were undertaken./én 1979, about 80 excavations

made by nesting Leatherbacks had been found at uninhabited W?st

Bay, Little Andaman, and 10 at South Bay, in early January7
beaches near the mouths of rivers,

Leatherbacks usually nest on
s were found in 1979 near the

and a total of about 160 nes
mouths of the Iagmar and Alexandria rivers in Great Nicobar.
Nesting also took place, in smaller numbers, ncar the mogth of

¥
-

the Galathea river and on two beaches to the south of the
Nicobari village of Pulo Babi. More than 30 hests made by
Olive Ridleys (a few of these may have been Hawksbill nests,
with which they could be confused) were also present on the
beaches near the Alexandria and Dagmar rivers. Four fresh

nest-excarations found in early April 1979 at Pygmalion Point

had probably been made by Hawksbill,

Boutes taken:

Madras-ship~Port Blair=-ship=-Campbell Bay, Great Nicobar-
army truck, foot and Nicobarese sailboat~Kondul island~-sailboat,
foot~Campbell Bay-ship-Port Blair=ship~Hut Bay, Little Andaman
foot~south of Jackson Greek via South and West Bays~foot~-Hut
Bay~bus, foot and rowboat-Dugong @reek Onge settlement-rowboat,
foot, bus~Hut Bay-ship-Port Blair-ship-Madras.

Survey findings:
al) Great Nicobar:

The productive turtle-nesting beaches at the mouths of the
Dagmar and Alexandria were revisited during the period 6-14
Rebruary 1981, Sixty-three excavations made by nesting
Leatherbacks were present, 55 near the Alexandria and 8 near
the Dagmar. Olive Ridley nests numbered 137 (this figure may
also include a few Hawksbill nests), 33 near the Alexandria
and 104 near the Dagmar. Of the 63 Leatherback nests, thres
had been excavated by water monitor lizards (varanus_ Salvator)
and the eggs eaten, 2nd 10 marked with upright stakes by
Nicobarese, indicating that the eggs from these nests had been
removed (either by animal predators or by the Nicobarese
themselves). Marking nests thus saves future Nicobari egg-
hunters frem the trouble of digging up raided nests. Olive
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beaches, one each on the north and north

- -

Ridley eggs, which are 1aid in egg-chambers much shallower than
those of the Leatherback (the topmost eggs may be 8 cm below
the level of the beachw-sand compared to 60 cm for the Leather-
pack) are more easily located by the Nicobarese, who use probe-
sticks for the purpose. Of thz 137 Olive Ridley nests near the
two rivers, 98 had been marksd by upright stakes and 2 visibly
ralded by monitor 1izards. Leatherback tracks were evident in

30 instances and Ridley tracks in 23; the falf in nunbers as
compared to those encountered by the surveyor in 1979 being
partly attributable to the fact that the earlier survey had

been conducted in April, after the end of the main nesting sea=-
son for the two species. Sea turtle eggs belonging to all
species are actively sought for and eaten by the Nicobarese and
perhaps also by the occasional Shom=peh tribal who may pole a
raft, down=river from his village in the island's interior upto
the mouth of the Dagmar, for this purpose. The Nicobarese

live in villages that consist of one to three huts each,there
being five villages on the west coast of CGreat Nicobar to the
north of the turtle beaches (along a 50 km stretch of coast)

and about five to the south. There exist at each of the five
northern villages potentially good nesting beaches also, espe-
cially at Renhong village where four Leatherback and two Olive
Ridley nests were present; but the Nicobarese,their domestlc
dogs and, perhaps, pigs, leave few clutches to hatch=all but 4
tws Leatherback nests at Renhong had been marked with upright
stakés. All species except the Leatherback3ar§'eaten by thé
ﬁidobarese, who will spear turtles at sea oy turn them while

nestinga

The sea between Great Nicobar and Kondul island (Pryce
channel and environs) appears o be a favoured inter-nesting

area for Olive Ridleys; four were seen at sea from a Nicobari

sailboat in the span of s hours. One of these Epur,“which
was harpooneé for food by a Nicobarese, carried 130 shelled

‘eggs that would have been laid in a few days;: A.Hawksbill

was also obserted in the sea near Kondul island;' Two rumored
cast coast of Great

Nicobar, which may also be zavoured by nesting kturtles, were

left unvisited for want of time.
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b) Little Apdafian Islagd:

some of the most promising nesting areas = on the
igland's northern half-were left unsurveyed because of delays
in obtaining a valid “tribe’ arcsa" permit, meant to protect
the rogghly 110 surviving Onge tribals from undesirable exter-
nal contact. The nesting beaches at West Ray and South Bay
were revisited between 23-26 February 1981. Of the 80 Leather-
back excavations found on West Bay anhd 10 at South Béywthcse
numbers wexre identical to the nunbers found 1n 1979-—ncne were
less than three days old, perhaps because of the prévalencc of
neap tides at the time, the turtles pxesumably being deterred
from coming ashore by the pOSSlblllty of being injured by
waves or surf against submarine rocks. and rs sefse

Little Andaman has been settlcd only along half of its
castern coast, making the 1sland an ideal place where the sea
rurtle nesting beaches on its western coast could bc aocorded
sanctuary statusj for few Onges and fewer malnlanders [settlers
ever go there. Méreover, the exlstence of onge colonles flank—
ing the other gettlements serves as a detexrant to those wxshing
to penetrate to the islands westcrn,northern and southcrn 51deq,
the Onge colonies being out of bounds to those not holdlng
vaiid permit issued by the Admlnlstratlon. Sea turtle nests at
South Bay and West Bay are preyed upon mainly by ‘water monitox
lizards (Varanus salvator) and perhaps by ghost crabs and

wild pigs, which are all very common there. The saltwater
crocodile (Crocodylus porosus), another endangered species,

also occurs commonly in the creeks at south and West Bays,just

as they do on the west coast of Great Nicobar; and will thus
benefit if the boundary of the projécted sea turtle sanctuary

at West Bay is extended to include the creeks that drain the ™ —
coast there,

{Contd.s.e5)
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Only one Gre@n turtle nest was observed during the entire
survey, at south Bay. However, it was reported by Nicobarese
that substantial nesting by Green turtles occurs on Meroe
island;‘which is uninhabited for about 10 months in a year.

7 _The acc:n.dental capture of an immature Leatherback-of an
?inter'meélatez’ é rarely encountered anywhere ~ in a shora
seine net at Hut'Bay on Match Ist is worth recording. This
_turtleﬁ was butchered and consumed by settlers.

Plansffotﬂfufther work in the area’

Tﬁe”éoaats on the northern half of Little Andaman and
the two (rumoured) beaches on Great Nicobar's north and north-
west ooast should be surveyed during the Leatherback's main
nestlng season, Dec.—Feb., and Meroe island for Green turtles
during the monsoons, June~August,
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