.

8. EXPLOITATION OF SEA T_URTLES ALONG THE SOUTHEAST COAST OF TAMIL NADU,
, : Gh INDIA ' : fed

(With one text-figure)

Five species of sea turtles, the leatherback
Dermochelys coriacea, hawksbill Eretmochelys

imbricata, olive ridley Lepidochelys qlivacea, :

loggerhead Carelta caretta and green turtle
Chelonia mydas occut in the Indian seas. All of
them are found along the southeast coast,
especially inthe Gulf of Mannar (Kar and Bhaskar
1995). Turtle fishing was practised in this region
for ages, and chelonians were exported to Sri
Lanka and other countries until a couple .of
decades ago (Agastheesapillai and Thiagarajan
1979, Frazier 1980). In the present paper, we report
the exploitation and some aspects of the
ethnozoology of sea turtles along the south-
east coast of Tamil Nadu, India. We surveyed

most of the coastal villages covering the entire
southeast coast (c. 250 km; Fig. 1),
from Cape Comorin (now Kanya Kumari;
89 4' 40" N, 77° 33' 4" E) to Dhanushkodi
(9°9'9" N, 79° 26' 46" E) during November 2001.
We interviewed the fishermen for information
on the occurrence of turtles, their common

‘names and exploitation by locals. Village markets

and garbage dumps were also checked for
live turtles or shells to quantify the exploita-
tion. :

Altogether, we surveyed 29 localities, and
obtained 48 cases of sea turtle exploitation in 13
localities. This includes all species except the
loggerhead. About 94% of the turtles exploited

628

JOURNAL, BOMBAY NATURAL HISTORY

SOCIETY, 100(2&3). AUG.-DEC. 2003



MISCELLANEOUS NOTES

Manappadu

Cape Comoiln INDIAN SJCEAN

s 8 &%
Kurusadal Island

GULF

MANNAR

Dhanushkodi

. S o

L
A
N
K
A

78°

79° 80°

Fig. 1: Map showiﬁg the southeastern coast of Tamil Nadu, India

were olive ridleys (47.9%) and green turtles
(45.8%). Agastheesapillai and Thiagarajan (1979)
reported that the green turtle formed c. 89% of all
turtles canght in the Gulf of Mannar and Palk
Bay during 1971-76. However, the present study
shows that the proportion of green turtles caught
declined from c. 90% to 46%, while on the other
hand, the olive ridley increased substantially from
<10% to 48%. The reduction in the green turtle
catch could be due to overexploitation in the past.
Before 1950, other species were seldom consumed
(Kuriyan 1950). This indicates that the green turtle
has been depleted beyond sustainable level, and
the locals are forced to utilise other species such
as the olive ridley. Local fishermen reported that
they would prefer the green turtle to other species
for food. The green turtle is known as “theen
aamai” (theen = honey, aamai = turtle) in this part
of the country, indicating a preference for this
species. Turtle meat price ranged fiom Rs. 75-150
per kg, and the eggs were priced at Rs. 0.75-2.00

per egg. It is believed that turtle egg, meat and
blood cure diseases such as tuberculosis and
piles. - :
Other species such as the leatherback turtle
were exploited on availability. According to Das
(1995), the leatherback becomes poisonous
during certain seasons along the southern coast
of Sri Lanka. However, the species most dreaded
by the locals on the southeastern coast of India
is the hawksbill turtle, and is not consumed due
to the poisonous nature of its meat (Das 1995).
As reported by Kar and Bhaskar (1995), the
villagers still remember the death of 9 persons in
1979 after consuming the hawksbill in Manapaddu
near Tuticorin. :
Various uses of the sea turtles are given in
Das (1995). Oil extracted from the leatherback is
used for boat maintenance. Hawksbill shell is
preserved for the tortoiseshell industry. In certain
villages, the carapace of the olive ridley and green
turtle is used as a container during dyeing of
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boat sails. The dye is obtained from crushed
tamarind husk and seeds. According to the elderly
fishermen, the fat remaining in the shell acts as a
fixative. Until a few years ago, this practice was
common along the coast. Now, plastic containers
and synthetic dyes have replaced the turtle
shell. ; "

It appears that the current exploitation
of sea turtles in southeastern Tamil Nadu is

for subsistence, and fishermen do not go

exclusively for hunting sea turtles. However,
turtles entangled in the net, and remaining alive,
are taken for consumption. Turtles usually get
caught in ray fish nets, locally known as ‘tirukku
valai’ (tirukkai = ray fish, valai = net). This is a
type of gillnet similar to the ‘pachu valai’ described
by Kuriyan (1950). The length and width of the
nets commonly used in the region are 54 m and
6 m respectively. The net is made up of
multifilament polymer, and the mesh size varies
from 15 to 22 cm. Fishermen reported that six
olive ridleys got entangled in a net (324 sq. m)
spread for about 10 hrs during mid-November
2000.

All species of turtle are known as ‘aamai’
in the local language, Tamil. The residents of this
area are aware of the occurrence of at least four
species of sea turtles, and identify them largely
by colour, size and general appearance. Each
species has more than one local name, as given
below.

Olive ridley sea turtle Lepidochelys olivacea

i. Yeth aamai: Yeth = that comes up; (lle
turtle that comes up, and is often found nesting.

ii. Panchal aamai: Panchal is a coastal
village near Kanya Kumari, where this species is
reportedly common.

iii. Vakkatta aamai: Vakkatta = poor; the
turtle yields little meat compared to other species,
and is the smallest marine turtle in the region.

Green turtle Chelonia mydas
i. Peruthalai/Perunthalai aamai: Peruthalai/

perunthalai = largeheaded; the turtle with a large
head. :

ii. Theen aamai: Theen = honey; locals
report that the meat of this species tastes good,
and they relish eating it. '

iii. Panguni aamai: Panguni is a Tamil
calendar month (March-April), when this turtle
is commonly seen.

iv. Per aamai: Per = big; large turtle.

Hawksbill turtle Eretmochelys imbricata

i. Yeli/Yelithalai aamai: Yeli = rat, yelithalai
= rat head; the turtle whose head resembles a
rodent’s head — the upper jaw of the turtle is
curved like that of a rodent.

ii. Alungu aamai: Alungu = pangolin; the
turtle with overlapping scutes like the pangolin
Manis crassicaudata.

iii. Kili mookku aamai: Kili = parakeet,
mookku = beak; the turtle with a curved upper
jaw like the beak of a parrot or parakeet.

Leatherback turtle Dermochelys coriacea

i. Panni aamai: Panni = pig; turtle that
resembles a pig, perhaps due to its size and colour.

ii. Oongal aamai: Oongal = dolphin; the
turtle that looks like a dolphin.

iii. Ezhuvari aamai: Ezhu = seven, vari = line
or keel; the turtle that has seven lines or keels on
the shell.

iv. Ooduvetti aamai: Oodu = run, vetti =
cut; according to the locals, when this species is
moving, its strong flippers can injure the person
disturbing or handling it.
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9, RECORD OF THE PAINTED KALOULA KALOULA TAPROBANICA IN ANDHRA PRADESH

The painted kaloula, Kaloula taprobanica
Parker, is a medium sized (5.0-8.0 cm) frog that
prefers urban areas and open forests (Daniels
1997). The species is reported from Assam, West
Bengal, Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Orissa, Karnataka
and Tamil Nadu (Dutta 1997). The species has not
been reported from Andhra Pradesh, though
reported from its four bordering states (Orissa
and Madhya Pradesh in the north, Karnataka to
the west and Tamil Nadu to the south) (Daniel
2002, Dutta 1997).

During our studies on the herpetofauna in
Sriharikota Island, Nellore district, Andhra
Pradesh, we found the species to be one of the
most common frogs on the Island. Sriharikota
borders Tamil Nadu, and records of the species in
this State are from its eastern areas (Daniels 1997).
Specimens have also. been collected from the
suburbs of Chennai (Tambaram) in 1966 (Giri et
al. 2001) c. 80 km south of Sriharikota. Though

close to Chennai, our record of the species. in
Sriharikota deserves attention, as the species has
not been recorded from Andhra Pradesh.
Additionally, the record is significant due to the
insular nature of the landmass, with the Bay of
Bengal to the east and Pulicat Lake on its northern, .
eastern and southern borders. There is also a
possibility of the species occurring in other
coastal areas to the north of Sriharikota in Andhra
Pradesh.
A voucher specimen has been deposited in
the BNHS Collection, Regn No. BNHS 4190.
May 14,2003 S. SIVAKUMAR
RANJIT MANAKADAN
VARAD GIRI
Bombay Natural History Society,
Hornbill House, S.B. Singh Road,
Mumbai 400 023, Maharashtra, India.
Email: bnhs@bom4.vsnl.net.in
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During the meeting several hours were spent in demonstrating
live crocodile handling and care techniques. Pat Aia from
Papua New Guinea carried a permanent souvenir home after a
bite from one of our plucky two year old mugger.

PARENTAL CanBE IN OSTuLOLAEMUS Hom €3 (2)

hay 1a7 %
Charles Beck, Curator of Reptiles at the Memphis Zoo and
Aquarium writes that a behavioural project was carried out
on the breeding group of QOsteolaemus this year. "We
incubate artificially. The morning pipping started, we
re-introduced three eggs into the nest. When the first
young emerged, it was promptly picked up by the mother and
held in the rear portion of her mouth, cross-wise, for
almost a minute, Then it was gently laid down onto the nest.
The other two hatched with no incident. The three shared
the quarters, with both parents, for two months. They
were removed to facilitate feeding".

VARANUS SALVATOR BREEDING AT MALURAS SNAKE PARK

Around middle May '77 mating was observed between a large
male and female V. salvator at the snake park on several
occasions. On June 19 the female laid 14 eggs which were
left in the ground and covered with strong wire mesh. For

‘'a few days she showed protective behaviour toward the nest
by chasing the other monitors and members of thé staff who
approached too close. On September 17,2 eggs were removed
for separate incubation. The average size of the eggs was
Tem x 4em and the weight 30 gms. On November 17 the pit

was flooded and the remaining 12 ezgs drowned. In January
'78 one of the two eggs was opened, revealing a fully formed
embryo. On March 7 the other egg hatched for a total
incubation period of 267 days. The hatchling is 25cm. long .

BITE OF CALLOPHIS MELANURUS:

4 27cm specimen of the Slender Coral Snake (Callophis
melanurus) was brought to the snake park from *he ’
adjoining Deer: Sanctuary on 11 November '77. M Mani, our
snake keeper untied the string around its necx (with
which it was caught) and was bitten on his right hand.
Intense local pain developed minutes after “he bite and
by evening the hand was considerably swollen. - The
swelling subsided the next morning.

CHELONIA MYDAS IN MADRAS WATSRS

On March 4 a green sea turtle (Chelonia mydas) was captured
- in a fishing net near the Madras Crocodile Bank in
Vadannemeli. This is the first record that we know of
green turtles in coastal waters off Madras. 4L few days
later while snorkelling off the rocks at Kovalam

(6 kms north) Allen Vaughan saw another green underwater,
These rocks support several specieg of sea grasses.

(4)
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