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FREFACE

, The SSTCN's sea turbtle programmg Was established,
HEVEeNn YEAars  Agd. i Deceamber 1988, By sheer hard work and
unfailing support and pncowragement from various well-wishers
avery seascon has  had  1ts own rewards to offer. fhrough

advanced methods in the area of hatchery maragement and  with
the successful functioning of the beach managemant progranmne,
the SSTCN can look back upon T its Tgrowth as  a contributive

anvironmental organisation with Justifiable pride.

With its rapid industrialization, Madras city i@
unable to pay much heed to the natural habitat, which in
iteelt is rather insignificant. The nlive Ridley is but one of
the many speciss muiely pleading for their right to suwvive.
Man,in his insular attempts at promoting his  own selfish
interasts, sesms  bo have lost  sight of  the fact that
prreparable harm may e sustained in the loss af ever One

representative membev of our global family.

&




N

e

o

Recorded season
Mests collected
Total no. of eggs
Maan clutch size
No. of hatchlings

LH percentage

REVIEW OF SEASONEG

RN

198869 198990
b8 55
8625 &HE3D
126 .84 128, 60
BTG A3E
fods . 38 %G B 1

Recorded season
Nests collected
Total no. of egas
Mean clutch size
No. of hatchlings

LH percentage

19919 1 FYR~57
175 28
1958 B8
L03E . B 114.81
lebbls 1555
84 . B2 48 ., b

&

1999-91
2is
2abhibs
1R . @
12454
5 .63

197394
&b
76l
115.47
H437
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SEO TURTLE FROGRAMME.

FROGRAMME OBJECTIVES:

1o  ensure the conservation and continued presence of sea

turtles on the Madras coast.

T generabe srientific irformation On the L0 LlOogY .
managemnent and conservabion of the olive Ridley gea burtle.

To sate guard nesting twitles and  beaches against

environmentally detrimaental factors.

To deter poaching activities DY the maintenance of  a

hatohery for pranslocation of nests.

conservation education

ok environment and
student

To carTy
rasidents, Fisherfolk,

PO AMMEs among the coastal

communi bty and the genaral public.

aREA OF 3TUDY:

The dominant nesting saa pur tle speorlies on the east coast
@ olive Ridley (Lepidochelys Hlivacea). Madras .

of India is th
moveh labitude arel B

at apprmximately 13
in the coastal astate of

tocated degrees
degress east Latitude ., Tamil Nadu, 1=

considered a minov nesting ground today .
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During the 1994-93 season the area chosen for study and
patrolling included a five kilomneter sbtretech from Besant MNagar

to Neelankarai.

The beaches are sandy with no rocks. Domivant vegetation

P

ndanus and gpanifex, Human purden on  the

includes lpOMEas
tand, approximating a fishing village every 1.3 kmns 18 now
increasing with an encroaching wrban population. The olive
Ridley nesting season  on the Madras coast follows the north
east monsoon and falls between the winter months of november

anel mavrch.

HATCHERY MANAGEMENT 2

he hatchery For the concluded sgason was constructed at
a distance of 24 Mtrs from the water line adiacent to the
TNEDG prawn hatocheyy. 1t 1 relevant to note that there is a
marginal shift in the position of the hatchery @very season in

order to avoid excessive abuse of vegetation and soil.

Unlike the previous season this seasons hatochery was &
square (36 X 36 Ft) of area $E6 sn.tt. fenced by 7 feet tall
galvanized chain link fence supported by casuarina poles. A

accompanying  thatoh rootfed hut was erected to house workers

and eguipment.

The area selected for survey and collection was patrolled

&
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on foot every night from December &lst 1994 to May &th L1995,
Mests were located with the use of probes and the egus
callected. Care was taken to ensure that egg handling was
kept  bo a minimum. Necessary data was collected at the nest

sm1be whenever possible.

The egags weve transported 1n soft cloth bags to  the
hatchery. Each clutch was carried separately and sublected to
a miniman of stress or jolting duwring transport. Efforts were
made  to enswre  that nests were relocated within 2-3 hrs of

nesting.

The enclosuwe was divided into f o sectors each
comprising 1& nsst areas of 14 sg.ft. Nest pilits were dug
bamed on measuransnts taken at the nesting site. The eggs
were velocated with a woiniloum of harndl ing. Fach nest was
provided with a tag denobting pi1t  number. A chart was
maintained giving details on the ( 1) Date of collection, (11D
Number of eggs % (11i) Bypected date of hatching in order to
afficiently manage the hatchery. Nestes were kept wnder
observation  through out  the incubation period. After the
appearance of a cup shaped depression on the roof of a nest a
wickey bhasket was placed over the nest site. As &
precadtionary measuwre chicken mesh was erected along the
perimegter to ward off crabs and to prevent the odd hatchling

from escaping.

Emerging hatchlings were released at various points at a
distance of 2@ ft. from the waterline. The nests were allowed

to vemailn undisturbed for a period of 48 hrs after initial

9
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EMET GErITe . The nests were then excavated and  the remaining
hatehlings collected and released. The contents of the nest

ware evamined and the results recorded.

FACTORS RESPONSIBLE FOR DECLINING TURTLE FOPULATIONS:

vt e <esnt sar4s sen et sS4t S P SEmFR 4P1ER SEISS B 8 S B0 AR $4714 et S0 e ok P8 Sarin S TR S0 S A Ak e st Um0 e S e S n 1SATE G000 €1 4 0000 $0014 4 0 kS S s Sy e s

Sea twtle population have declined drastically over the
last few decades. as a divect or indirect result of human

activities, to such an extent that even factors like natural

predation have to be contvolled in ovrder to conserve and

restore viable sea turtle populations.

The olive Ridley though comparatively the most abundant
among  sea  bturbles, has succunbed to the pressures of varied

human activity.

The most @VidEﬂf‘thF@atﬁ that confront the sea tuwritle and

its mesting habitat on the Madras coast discussed below.

Ircidental Catoh

& major threat today is the direct result wail GBill net!
and  “Trawl fishing' operations. During such operations live
turtles entangled in the nests are removed with minimum damage
to the net and usually at the animals expenss. In  addition

when gill nets are used over ertended periods death as a

148
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result of drowning ocours. these mutilated carcasses are
often washed ashove. -

During  this  season, ten to twelve carcasses ware seen.
Much to ouwr amazemsnt we also found an adult Hawksbill carcass

i Thiruvanmiyuyr .

Exploitation

U the Madras coast, fortunately o unfortunately,
erploitation 1s vestricted to eggs. l.ocal beliefs including

Lthe veneration of the sea turtle as an incarnate of god seems

o
to have protected the adult population to a certain extent.

I the absernce of sea twitle workers most or all of the
gggs ars collected for consumption and sale by poachers.
These professional or full time egg collectors receilve a price
of 4 paisge  per egg  from  vegular fish markets and local
inhabatants., It 1s interesting to note that most traditional
fishivng comnunilties do not consume sea twile eggs at all.

Taday, open  movenant of sesa turtle eggs in the various
fish markets in Madras has reduced to a great extent due to

the efTforts of the Tamil Madu Forest Department.

11
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Mabitat Ferbturbation

In addition to the fishing villages on the coast an
encroaching whban population 1f not controlled and propevly
mariaged would prove extremely detrimental fto sea tuwtle

nesting habitats and the coastal envivonment in general.

four tem. associated resorts. population and sand mining
are increasingly evident on the Madras coast. Beach lighting
15 onn the increase with obvious effects on nesting and

hatohling sea turbles.

Novie-humar Fredation

Moy hiaman predabor [zl N33 have been axhaustively
classitied by Stancyk (1982). Or the Madras coast nabwal
predators  are decreasing in i eEr . Aas 1 the case 1m many

parts of the world, predation by hunans and domestic oF teral

animals seem to have exceeded that of natwral predators.

The most important natural predators of sea twitle egys

111 bhis area are the crabs and dogs. Un the Madras coast
incidental pradators could alsn  include the mONgooOse.

Hatchling predators inoclude gulls, common and Jungle orow.

Feral and semi-donestic dogs form  the Fishing villages
harass nesting sea turtles and  also  consuma or destroy a

substantial number of eggs and hatchlings over the course of

&
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the season.

Petarled gquantitative data on the esxtent of poaching,
predation  and adult mortality from the Madvas coast 18 not
avallable as vet. EBEven without such supporbive information 1t
15 evident that the olive Ridley populations nesting on the
Madras coast have drastically declined. Even the most
optimistic estimate btoday would leave us with less that 15—

nests/ hn/seasonm.
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RESULTS AMD ANALYSIS

1. Nesting pattern

The nesting frequency was Tound to be maximum

the fowth week of Januwary and the second week of

Y o It 18 necessary to observe that dus to the vagaries
weather nesting was almost nil during  the initial 3
wfer  graph i date vs no.  of nests). A significant

ot nests were found 1n vegetation (Ipomead.

2. Arsawise nesting fregquency

Area Number of nests
Besarnt Nagar -~ Thiruvanmiyur 1
Thiruvamniyvur — Eottivakkam 2%
Eottivakkam - Falavakkam &
Falavakkam — Neslankarai 7
Meelankaras -~ Hatchery 11
Habohary - 2

Se Bummary of nest collection data

Dates of collection 129 - 2005095
Total nests collescted &1
Total eggs a2
Mean clutch size L&
1e




4. Nest excavation and hatchling data

Eggs DFE + DIN LH
Total GG Liiaa 2836
Y B2l.as L3 L 6T
Average e 25.22 &7 .17

5. Wild nests

A significant number of nests were left in

Lk

717

14.57

17.4%

their

natural habitat in areas where dangers, both natuwral and man-

made were rvrelatively absent. fhese nests were monitored

through the season and & few were excavabed upon hatcohi

CY W it

wan found that, as in the case of the nests relocated,.

hatching rates 1n the earlier part of fthe season were

gignificantly higher than towards the end.

Areawise distribution of wild nests

A e Number of

Besant Nagar - Thiruvarnmniyur 4
Thiruvanmiyur - Kottivakbkam 14
Fattivakkan - Falavalklam e
Falavaklam — Neeslankaral ‘ 3
Neslankarali - Hatchery 3
Total 2é

L

nesths
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(1} Date V8 HNo. of nests - Maimum nesting was
recorded  betwesn  the fourth week of January and the second

week of Februavry.

(i) Clutch size VS DFEY ~ The DFEY4 was found to be

dirvectly propotional to the clutch sire.

(111 Cluteh size VS UHE - No apparent correlation

was Tound.

(iv) Clutch size V8 LIVEA ~ No definite corvelation
was found. However there seems to be a general downward shift

wWith increase 1n clutch size.

(v} Fire diagram giving sector wise nesting frequency .
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EDUCATION & FURLICITY

Une of the primary aims of the SETCN 18 to gernerate
and promote awareness of environmental concern  anong the
public. The sea turtle and the hatchery, in this regard., are
looked upon as resources used to "open the eyes” of the casual
onlooker. Fublicity 1tself 1s carvied out in a two-pronged
approach. firat, to gain  the financial support of
philanthrophists., and second. to educate the public about the

living coastline which lies right 1n their backyard.

In order to put ouw ideas into practice . we have been
following & dynamic approach in "sducation”, having avilvead
over Lthe vears. The mainstay of this program has  been  the
CEURLIC  WALESY  wheve many citizens from different walks of

lite witness the marvel of the olive Ridlev.

Many other activities ave constantly on  the cards. &
series of talks were given by eminent conservatiomsts and
academicians wnder ouwr "SPEAKERS FORUM® which were aimed at
general awarensss  and  education for  the public ard  our

meEnbhers .

the much talked about musical COLIVE"  was produced &
staged by “THE WAVEFRONMY WITNESSHES" and the SHTCON wasbed no
time 1n gaining mileage. About @@ T.8hirts were printed ard
sold at dirt cheap prices to ga:n publicity and also a handout

was made on rejected stationery For awareness.

17
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fhe SS5TON is also endeavouring to increase  1ts conmtacts
arnd  initiate coordinated efforts with other NGOs of Madras
city. Ivn this commection we participated in a workshop

conducted by The Madras Natuwralists Society in January.

The S5TON also participated 1n a seminar on March 7th
leld to commemorate PS vears of WWF. A paper “The Olive
Frdleyv-a Foocus of  Conservation on the Macras coast." co-
auvthored by Jobhn Mathew, Coharadwal, M. fnand, Ay Jun
Givasundar & Tharani Selvam was presented at the semivar which
will be appearing in a forthooming 15sue af  COBRA -~ A&
guarterly  Jownal published by the Madras Srnake Fark Trust. @
parformance of Olive was staged on this occasion for  the

delegates amnd interested public.
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THi: OLIVE RIDLEY - A FOCUS OF CONSERVATION ON THE MADRAS COAST
John Mathew, C.Bharadway & Tharani Selvam.
Students' Sea Turtle Conservation Network,
.0, Bux 8642,
Thiruvannuyur,
Midras - 600090.

rhe beaches of Madras ( 13 deg 0'N L 80 deqg 15' E) have long been a minor nesting site for the olive Ridley
tooprdochohy ohivee oo thie smallest of five species of sea turtle tound in Indian waters, all of which are

critically endanagered and hind melusion e Schedule 1 of the Wildlife Protection Act, 1972. Having been

subected 1o ancty of huinan depredations ranging from the poaching of eggs to disorientation by high
ntensity aity hahte the Ridley has been the tocus of local conservation for well over two decades. The
pregramme of crganiscd conscrvation hias perforce changed hands several times since Romulus Whittaker

frststarted the process in 1974, and the onus has fallen on the Students' Sea Turtle Conservation Network
(SSTCN) to dehver, from 1988 onwards.

V/hatjustifics such conservation activity in the first place? The answer resides in the fact that the marine world
Loundturtle incxpheably travels thousands of kilometres from their feeding grounds only to mate offshore and
neston the very sands on which they hatched. The nesting Ridley can be an impressive sight - 2.5 feet by
25 teat onan average (though males, which rarely, it ever, come ashore, tend to be smaller), and weighing
about 40 wgs. On an average, 125 egys (each of the dimension of a ping pong ball, and flexible to avoid
breakage aunng oviposition inmass ) may be found in a single nest. Incubation is normally in the region of
Gt 65 days, and the emergent hatehlings waste little ime in heading towards the sea. However, all three
- eggs. hatehlings and adults fall victim (either directly or otherwise) to humankind and their agents. Eggs
cftentind then woy iothe local market for consumption: hatchlings (which depend on light for navigation) can
bevastly diconented by high power beams from street and house alike, often with deleterious consequences;
and adults can face untimely ends through drowning via incidental catch in fiching nets. Be ‘des, with the
constraints of an ever expanding urban population, habitat destruction of once prime nesting areas is an
almostioregone conclusion. These stark revelations, coupled with a natural viability rate of one in a thousand
hatchlings, project a dismal future for the Ridley as a whole. -

Butthe queston iemains - 1s conscrvation in a minor nesting area worthwhile? With the recent furore over
tine possible environmental impact on the arribada (mass nesting) phenomenon exhibited near annually at
Gahinmatha, Onosi thrmagh the proposed construction of a fishing complex in the region, worldwide

ecision makers who can permanently banish turtles which nest by the
hundreds of thousands, within i mere two weeks. In the light of such awesome: statistics, it may be argued
thata nesting area which boasts of only a sub tour hundred or so adult females, rnay be disregarded as being
msignificant and that all possible resources be pumped into arribada locations. Such a point of view merits
refuting on three counts: 1) the clutches (nests) of solitaires have been demonstrated to yield substantially
nigher hatching percentages than turtles mass nesting, i) with burgeoning human populations, there is every
ikelihood of local governments being pressurised to make concessions e.g.. denotification of existing
sanctuaries. construction of fishing jetlies in sensitive areas etc. Except this time, there are no alternative
sites tor the turtle (in armbada or otherwise) to remove Lo, i) a critical human angle. Quite simply, there is no
substitute: for a hands-on experience. To take our own example, the SSTCN today relates greatly to the
problem faced at Gahirmatha. on account of the fact that its attention is also directed towards the olive Ridley.
Buteven in i larger perspective, any environmental issue becomes of direct relevance, simply because we
festhad a conservation tocus, here, with the opportunity and the framework to act upon it.

}
attention is now concentrated o d

disnteresting o observe that the protection of a species in a particuiar sct up is dependent upon the
}

sotacement of fawes which are themselves necessarily dependent upon locale specificity. Let us quality.
visn themselves are theoretical (often antiquated), and cultural practices can assume an important
ceponalbiote Today, the factof the Ridiey being a Schiedule 1 ammal, is aided, quite unconscicusly, by the

pattne of the adult bong weversd as oo god ameng local fishermen s opposed to other places on the
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Coromande! coast ike Tuticonn and Calcutls, wiicre a flounshing trade wxsts 11 sea turtle meat). This good
fonune, however cees nol extend 1o the cggs. several thousands of which reach the market to be sold at
approximidely 40 paise per. Yetthe poacheris, in all faimess, incapable ol blaine Eqggs do represent a viable
sourc ob meapensave ood proten and are hence a renuneralive resource. So what would a counter
conservation stiategy involve” The active mooting of a controlled harvest during the peak season ( late
Janaey tonud Pabruary)? Notinpactical, unless weighed against the realities of a restraining law coupled
with the factthat there ae neven anough clutches to count. What are the alternatives? One short term option
is e hatchory - an enclosed arca to which entire nests are translocated in order to ensure that they remain
unmolested untitthic tadehlings cmerge. The SSTCN has run a hatchery programme at Neelankarai village
for the past six years and the resultant statstics may appear flattering. But with growing opposition to the
concept of the hatehwry (s a conservation (ool (given its Inability to addre:ss the real problems of habitat
destiuction. beach hyhtng and coastal poliution) concomitant with the dismissing of the same as an aspect
of "haltway technology ' (Fraser. 1692), which seeks to deal with issues on a compensatory , rather than
remedial level, the emphasis of the SSTCN in recent seasons has been on more holistic beach management,
inclusive of the monitoring of wild nests in areas deemed relatively safe, and preliminary efforts to involve
localinhabitants in the conservation process. If the hatchery is persisted with at all today in our working model,
it s 1o provide a 1angible and consequently, significant, focus of conservation from an educational
perspective. rather than serve as a barricade against human and canine despoilers.

As indicated earlier, long term solutions obviously lie in co-operation with the local community. And in
practical terms. any conservation progr

amme undertaken here runs the risk of being an aesthetic irrelevance
unless a very serous cost benefit analysis is taken into account. Conservation cannot help the fishing
community unless there is an economic angle. And lest such an attitude appear commercial, it may be
worthwhile considering that the fisherperson is endangered too, from the point of view of a precariously
Palanced hestyle which is increasingly being threatened by the needs of a burgeoning urban population.
Tentative proposals are already on the anvil with reference to enhanced nteraction between coastal house
dwellers andthe fishing viliage in the immediate vicimty through the link services of the SSTCN, and itis hoped
that with o greater and more wensitive understanding of the cultural singularity that marks the fishing
community, conscrvation may yet be of social significance as well.

The SSTCN has another aim i view which also demands immediate attention. Having established that high

mtensity ights are a disonenting factor. it is felt that Government intervention is necessary in ensuring that

2
ghtng levels on the beach remain low during the nesting season (December - May). Pollution, too, remains
an attendant problem. as it s all along the Coromandel coast, and the SSTCN admits to a deep sense of
helplessness in addressing the issue of a f

sersistent and growing toxic effluent at Palavakkam, in the face
of admmustrative indifference,

in summing up, it would appear obvious that the only answer to coas
various ke minded orgamsations
can find expre

tal conservation lies in tie-ups among
along the Coromandel, irrespective of individual foci. Such co-operation
ss1on in the institution of a nerve centre representative of coastal concerns and issues, and
fed trom various substations all along the coast. It is hoped therefore that such an establishrment will serve
as a repository of coastal information in various social and scientific fields, in order that the plantkind,
animatkind and humaniand of a whole shorcline under threat, may yet look to a tomorrow.
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