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Olive ridey sea turtles (Lepidochelys olivacea)
ae wdl known for thar huge neding
aggregetions.  During  the  bresding  sesson,
thoussnds of olive ridleys congregate in
favourable coastd waes and synchronised
neging involving thousands of individuds take
place in suitable nesting beaches. At present there
ae veay few dtes left in the world where olive
ridleys congregete in such large numbers for
neging. Of the gx known mgor mass nesting
gtes of dlive rideys three ae located in India
and dl these three mass negting beeches ae
located dong Orissa coast. The world's largest
known rookeries of olive rideys ae a
Gahirmatha dong the northen Orissa coat
(Bustard, 1976; Dash and Kar, 1990), the rookery
near the mouth of river Devi which is located 100
km south of Gahirmatha (Kar, 1982) and the
rookery near mouth of river Rushikulya located
320 km south of Gahirmatha (Pandav et d.,
1994a). Although nedting of dlive ridley has been
reported from the sea beach near mouth of river
Rushikulya (Panigrahy & d., 1990), the mass
nesing of rideys a this rookery came to the
knowledge of the conservaion community as
recently as 1994. A survey of sea turtle nesting
habitats adong Orissa coast caried out by the
Wildife Inditite of India in collaboration with
the Orissa Forest Depatment (wildlife wing) led
to the discovery of the Rushikulya rookery in
March 1994 (Pandav e d., 1994b). After its
discovery, the Wildlife Inditute of India initisted
a tagging and monitoring program a this rookery
in 1995.

Location of the nesting beach

The rookery is located on the mouth of river
Rushikuya and is only one km e of the
Madras-Cdcutta Nationd Highway No. 5 and the
South Eadern Ralway line ner Ganjam town

dong the southen Orissa coast. The nesting
beech a Rushikulya spreeds over sx km., from
the village Purundbandha (one km north of
Rushikulya River mouth) to Kantiagada village
The entire dretch between Purunabandha and
Kantiagada witnesses heavy sea turtle nedting
during January to May every year. The neding
beach dong this dretch is more or less fla with
scatered sand dunes of 1-2 m high. The average
beach width is 80 m above the high tide line
though & some places the extent of beach is more
than 100 m. Naurd beach vegeation include
Ipomea pescaprae and Spinifex littoreus. The
neting beach dong this dretch lacks the
extendve Casuaina plantation which is otherwise
a common festure dong mos pat of Orisa
coas. The backwater of river Rushikulya extends
2km northwards adong the negting beach. The
Pdur cand which connects the Chilka Lake with
Bay of Bengd through the esuay neaxr
Rushikulya river mouth runs padld to the
nesting beach for 8 km. There are two permanent
fishermen sdtlements on the neding beach -
Gokharkuda and Kantiagada.

Intensity of nesting at Rushikulyarookery

Sporadic neting of sea turtles a Rushikulya
begins by Jenuary and continues till end of April
evay year. The turtles a Rushkulya exhibit a
didinct tempord pattern of nesting with most of
the neding teking place during negp tidd nights.
Maximum nesting concentration at this rookery is
obsaved on a four km dreich between
Kantiagada and Gokharkuda villages and on a
one km dretch from Gokharkuda village to the
mouth of river Rushikulya Mass neding of dlive
rideys a this rookery was documented for the
firg time in Mach 1994. Although the
guedimate during March 1994 proected a
nesting figure to be around 200,000 (Pandav et 4.



1994), the actud number of neding femades could
have been much less than this proected figure
Mass neding of olive rideys have been
documented since 1995 and a detailed account of
nesting figureisgivenin Table 1.

Table 1. Details of olive ridley mass nesting at
Rushikulya rookery from 1995 to 1998.

Year | Dae of mass| Edimated
nesing number
1995 | 20- 21 March 50,000
1996 | 21- 25 February 55,000
1997 | 01- 03 February 35,000
1998 | 21- 24 March 25,000

Unlike previous years (1994 - 1998), no mass
nesting was obsarved a Rushikulya rookery in
1999. Nearly 2, 000 turtles were documented to
have nested a this rookery during March and
April 1999.

Incubation success at Rushikulya

Incubation success for the sea turtle eggs laid a
this rookery was caculted for four nesting seasons
(1995 to 1998). Normdly a week &fter the
haching of sea turtle eggs the nets were
excavated at this rookery every year and the nest
contents were examined to caculae incubdation
success @& Rushikuya Compared to the other
rookeries in Orissa (Gahirmatha and Devi),
Rushikulya showed an extrendy high incubation
success. A totd of 77,208 eggs were counted to
determine the incubation success The average
(Mean + Sandad Deviation) dutch dze a
Rushikulya was 127.9 + 19.2 (range = 66 to 199,
n = 600). The ovedl hatching success of turtle
egos a Rushikuly during 1995 to 1998 was 95.01
+ 7.03 (range = 39.7 to 100, n = 600 nests).
Compaed to the Gahirmatha rookery the
emagence success of the turtle hatchlings a
Rushikulya was dso congdeably higher. The
overdl emergence success during 1995 to 1998
was 92 = 109 (range = 18.2 to 100, n = 600
nests).

In comparison to Gahirmatha (Dash and Kar,
1990; Pandav, 2000), the incubation success a
Rushikulya is extremdy high. The beach a
Rushikulya is wide, turtle nests are soread out and
moreover its three-tier dructure (low, medium
and high beech) is free of tidd inundation. The
ided condition of egg devedopment a Rushikulya
is reflected in terms of low embryonic mortdlity.
Only 17% embryonic mortdity was recorded
from the 77,208 eggs counted during the study.
Although Rushikulya recaves smdler number of
nesing turtles in comparison to Gahirmatha, its
potentid in terms of a sable and more productive
beach can not be overdated.

Tagging study at Rushikulya

Taggng of odive rideys was intided at
Rushikulya in 1997. Over three breeding seasons
(1997 to 1999) 3,084 nedting olive rideys have
been double tagged a this rookery with mond
metd tags. Turtles recgptured a this rookery
during subsequent nesting seasons showed a
higher degree of negting gte fixity during the
present sudy. Forty four of the 519 turtles tagged
during February 1997 aribada a Rushikulya
rookery were recgptured in the March 1998
aribada a the same rookery. Ridleys genedly
re-lad their nests within 100 to 300 m of thar
previous nests with a range of 0 to 1,000 m.
However, turtles tagged a Rushikulya were
recorded to shift their nesting beaches during the
same breeding season. Two of the turtles tagged
during the aribada & Rushikulya rookery on 2
and 3 February 1997 (Tag No. WR25417,
WR25418 and WR25793, WR25794) were
recaptured while neding in another aribada a
Robet Idand ner Devi River mouth on 17
March 1997. Smilaly one of the turtles tagged
near Chilka mouth (WG20020 and WG20021) on
30 March 1997 hifted its nesing beach and was
recgptured while nesing & Rushikulya rookery
during the arribada on 23 March 1998.

Beddes these movement of nesting turtles
between Rushikulya and other nesting beeches
svead of the turtles tagged & Rushikulya were
found washed ashore the Devi, Paradegp and
Gahirmatha coadt. Till January 2000, 13 of the
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3084 neding femdes tagged a Rushikulya
rookery were found dead in Orissa Of the 13
tagged turtles, one was found washed ashore near
Sabhaya village dong the Gahirmatha coast and
the remaining 12 were found in the coadd dretch
between Paadeegp and Devi River mouth. The
digance between the place of tagging and the
place of recovery of deed turtles varied from 200
to 320 km. Recovery of dead turtles away from
ther place of tagging drengthens the view that
there exids certan degree of movement of sea
turtles in the coadd waters off the mass neding
beaches in Orissa. The same turtles that are usng
the Rushikulya rookey for neting ae dso
frequeting the coadd waers off Devi River
mouth, Paradegp and Gahirmatha This is agan
ubgtantiated by the fact that ridleys in Orissa are
usng more than one beech for neting (Pandav,
2000). Although mortdity of sea turtles near
Rushikulya is minimd, turtles tagged a the same
rookery have been recovered dead near Devi
River mouth, Paradesp and Gahirmatha The
coastd waters in these areas are subjected to
heavy commedd fishing adtivities and dendties
of dead turtles washed ashore in these aress are
extremdy high. Therefore providing adequate
protection to sea turtles in the coastd waters off
Gahirmatha and Devi is nat only crucd for the
turtles neding in these aeas but dso for the
turtles usng the Rushikulya rookery.

So fa, nine of the turtles tagged a Rushikulya
have been recaptured away from Orissa Of the
nine recaptures, one is from Kanyakumari, one is
from Gulif of Mannar and the remaning seven ae
from Si Lanka These recaptures show that the
rideys nesting a Rushikuya show a diginct
migation patern and ae mogt probably using
the coadtd weters of Si Lanka as well as the Gulf
of Mannar asforaging aress.

Conservation significance of Rushikulya
rookery

Gahirmatha undoubtedly supports huge negting
congregation of dlive rideys in Orissa However,
the impotance of gmdler rookeries like
Rushikulya can not be ignored. As the incubation
success data of this study indicates, eggs laid a

Rushikulya have a dgnificantly higher incubeation
success compared to that of Gahirmatha. Keeping
in view the rgpid fragmentation of neding habitat
a Gahirmatha and the resulting lower incubation
auccess, Rushikulya emerges as an important
rookery tha can hdp in sudaning a dadle
populetion of rideysin thelong run.

As the reault of this tagging Sudy indicates,
turtles usng Rushikulya rookery for neding ae
a0 frequenting the coadtd waters off Devi and
Gahirmatha. Therefore the posshility that the
turtles nesting & Devi and Gahirmatha are do
usng Rushikulya can not be rued out. The tag
recoveries indicate that turtles neding a
Rushikulya are not a didinct populatiion. Rather,
they are pat of a larger population that is vigting
Orissa coast every winter. Any ham to the
neting beach or to the neding tutles a
Rushikulya can have adverse impact on the turtles
vigting the Orissa coast tha could wdl be a
sngle population.

References

DASH, M.C., & C.S. KAR (1990). The Turtle
Paradise - Gahirmatha. Interprint, New Delhi. 295p.

KAR, C. S. (1982). Discovery of second mass nesting
gound of the Pecific olive ridey sea turtle
(Lepidochelysolivacea) in Orissa. Tiger Paper 9: 6-7.

PANIGRAHY, R. C., R. GOUDA, S. MISHRA & L.
NAYAK (1990). Availability of marine turtle eggs
near Rushikulya river mouth, East coast of India
Indian Forester 116: 515-516.

PANDAYV, B. (2000). Conservation and management
of olive ridley sea turtle (Lepidochelys olivacea)
population along the Orissa coast. Unpublished Ph.D.
thesis submitted to Utka University, Bhubaneswar.

PANDAYV, B., B. C. CHOUDHURY & C. S KAR
(19944Q). Discovery of a new sea turtle rookery adong
Orissa coast. Marine Turtle Newsletter 67:15-16.

PANDAYV, B., B.C. CHOUDHURY & C.S. KAR
(1994h). Olive Ridley Sea Turtle (Lepidochelys
olivacea) and its nesting habitats along the Orissa
coast, India - A status survey. Wildlife Inditute of
India, July 1994.



