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After an absence of three years, tens of
thousands of olive Ridley turtles
returned to the beaches of Orissa to nest.
The author suggests that this is on
account of a massive protection exercise
launched by government departments,
scientists and NG Os. However, the fact
that around 10,000 dead turtles have
still been washed. up on beaches d[ofzg_}
the coasts, 5erves as a_ wm'_ mg'thczt any\_

re[axatzon condd-once age
“the mass nest ng.9 the 'enddngered
ofzve de[ey




“Olive Ridleys are
Hﬂ:’.‘qﬁf ﬁ??}ﬂ?ﬁgff Sea
turtles in their mass
nesting bebaviour.

The process,
involving hundreds
of thousands of
turtles migrating en
masse to the breeding
grounds to mate and
then nest
simultaneously, is
called the arribada,
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‘The moonlight glistens on
their wer backs as they haul themselves
our of the water. Thousands of small
mounds spread across the beach like
2 bartalion of armoured ranks. On the
beach, the turtles crawl over each
other, their flailing fippers throwing
sand indiscriminarely over already
nesting turtles. Many are virtually
buried by sand with no more than the
neck and top of the carapace visible.
When the moon vanishes it becomes
difficult to walk on the beach. Even
with a torch, we must weave across the
beach to avoid curtles. Seill, sooner
ar |al’€1' someone l'rlps QVEer one (]f
the pre-historic reprtiles we are
here to observe.

Bivash, Dipani his research
assistant, Utsav a helpful visitor, and 1
are in Bhitarkanika, Orissa. We had
set off ar 5 p.m. on Maxch 25, 1999,
for Nasi 2, to count turtles through
the night. We were accompanied by
Bivash’s local assistants sorne of whomn,
like his boatman Suhash, had been
working with him for years.
Immediately upon our arrival, we saw
a large number of turtles on the beach,
though not many had started nesting,

Tuertles mate i the off thare warers The male munents the female, holding ber with the claws
o0 Jiis fore flippers, and the large clawws on his frind flipper, the female may receive bites to the
weck and fippers dhiring chis tinie He then curls bix long 1ail po bring their tlpaca fure
contacr and evects Bis pevis inee her closia

The counting procedure we followed
was specially developed for the turtle
arribada and has been adapted by
Bivash for
Gahirmarha. There are wooden posts

the conditions at

every 100 meues, which divide the
beach into sectors. During the
arribada, smaller poles, ren metres
away on either side, flank each of these
poles. From 6 p.m. to 6 a.m. the
following morning, hour after hour we
counted turtles chat laid cheir eggs
within the 20 metre strip marked by
the poles over the entire beach, There
were 20 such poles on the two
kilometie long beach, and we divided
the beach equally amongst us. Even
so, it was exhausting work and when
we met between sampling sessions we
would sit leaning against a pole, or curl
up in the sand to catch some shuc eve. .
ous backs to the sharp wind. Such
sleep was inevitably fitful. Sooner or
later, a turtle would crawl by, throwing
sand into our faces. Dipani was once
rudely awakened when a turtle
scratched her eye, fortunately without
doing too much damage.

By midnight, we were able to
witness the full impact of the arribada.
In some sectors, more than 100 turtles
crawled around the 20 metre strip
from the high tide mark rowards the
riverine side of the island, a distance
of 60 or 70 metres. By and large there
were 20 to 30 wrtes nesting at any
given time during peak nesting. This
translated to 10,000 curtles/hour/km.
at peak nesting. A truly astonishing
nesting density. We spent the entire
night trying to keep a count of wave
after wave of turtles.

By the time morning came,
our exhaustion was complete and we
met up with the other group of
Bivash’s assistants who had speny all
night tagging thousands of turtles. A
very specialised technique, tags are
only purt on tw turtles by experts, The
manel tags, which are clipped to the
flipper, help in identifying the rurtles
if they return to nest on these or other
beaches in Orissa. Tag returns from
other areas provide invaluable
information on turtle migration
routes. We were in more ways than
one a small part of a global network
warking to save marine turtles.

The arribada phenomenon

Olive Ridleys are uniqy
amongst sea tureles i their mas.,i-_,;,."
nesting behaviour. The progegf =

5
involving hundreds of thousands

rookeries, with Gahirmacha being thd
largest in the world. However, therd
was no mass nesting at this sice in 199
and 1998, Something abour thy
nesting beach was obviously ng
suitable and on top of this, the turtled-
had to contend with the masd -
mortaliry caused by trawlets.

Conservationists, researcherd.
and everyone following the turtlesg
fortunes were extremely pessimistidig
about the piospects of mass nesting af
this site in 1999, Bivash Pandav, 3
researcher fram the Wildlife Institue
of India (W), who has been working]
on the sea curtles of the Orissa coas
for the past five years, was responsibl
for monitoring the nesting beach with i
his assistants. To their lot fell the task
of counting the large number of deac
turtles washed ashore and the smaller
number of solitary nesting females.
On March 22, 1999, while they wer
parrolling the nesting island off the
coast of Gahirmatha, to their delight
the turtles began to swarm ashore in
tens, then hundreds, then thausands.
Suddenly weeks of efforr was wortl:
it. Fach acean wave brought in dozens
of females, who then began crawling
around the beach looking for a nesting
site. Some would pick a spot straight
away and the nesting process would
start. Others would crawl around
searching in vain for a suitable site
only to be forced to return dissatisfied
They would probably try again wher
they came ashore latct.

The nesting contin ucd
through the night and much of the
next day and by the end of a weck
something in the vicinity of a quarter
of a million turtles had nested on the
two small islands, The strecch of heach
that supported this phenomenal
spectacle was a mete 2.5 kms. long and
less than 100 metres wide.
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pesch s 1 Gaphirmatha. This is 4 fragpaen qf‘:br ich originally bro  frims the mnaindand dieving 4

The bigth cseld be further fuagpmented }. seut 1 an :'u.’erjam’-..-x small water body dithin the sland

[N

Adosi e wntnderers

Olive Ridleys are one of eight

s i of seaturdes worldwade, of

whn e are Jound i Indian warers

£ Moees by ranee Fram the
r badrerbadks which grows we over iwo
! meees bt length and weighs over halt
1o greens (globally hunted for
! neattoand loggerheads whidl are
§ abont 2 ke.. 1o hawlsbills {hunved
! fer thetr beauibul seutes for making
: toronbseshell souvenins) and Ridleys
[ WOl Erow Lo JUsT over one mette in
] Lk and weigh abour S0 100 ke
l All these turdes live our dhed
Lo enriredy in dhe seas except when
thev came ashore 1o nest The
: ]‘-'a-g-ding and feeding grounds e
cooallv dar apare and the tuedes have
tooundertake migrations involving
dntances of Quwusinds of kilometres
sisturries do ot breed annuailv,
trough toowas belioved thar Ridlevs
St an execprion to this rule After
S migrawe w the breading ground.
e omales and females mace afoe
il mades retnrn o che feading
siounds The females ther come
S !
e

ashore soliaeily in all other species.
arrd mostly solitandy in the olive
Ridley) at night, and crawl above the
high tide line, After elearing oft the
swrface sand. they die a Hask-shaped
hode abowe 45 cots, deep and lay B
150 sate white ping-pong lrall sired
cges. Tlis done, they cover the nest
and 1etunn tohe sea Tuetles iy nest
several times during ascason following,
which they wo weruen to the feeding,
crounds Thev do nocexihibit parental
cate, [he vggs bach afrer aboud 7-8

weeks {the sex in tundle harehlings iy

deterntined by the incubation
tempuratnee) and the hatchlings
emerge from the nest amualancously,
usually at night. They mmediately
crawl 1owards the sea, locating it by
the brighrer hotizon {moon and
starlight reflecring on the water) and
swiny our into the open sea Ar this

tinmw, they are also magneically
oriented 1o the cardvs magnetic freld,
which coables them o find the
breeding grounds when chey are
adults. As juvenifes, they then float i
seaweed rafts and are caried by
curtents over the nest fow yvears, until
as sub-adules, they find their feeding
graunds amd jonm the other adults
W do not know where the
alive Ridlevs that nest in Orissa come
from Visual sightings along the coast
and tag retuens front Sri Lanke and
Eeciailin siiggest that ey v ditforens
prilts af th' \':)Lllht’ll‘; ]ndi;m [EINSN I3
upre the tip of the peninsuala,
swimming along the coast 1o then
nesong g]mmdh Onlv olive Ridlows
nost o the cast coast of India In

Ohtissa. the three known mass nesting

eyclonic itorii in 1989 The beack is Lum-ncb e kilomerres fong and about 1Y)




natural conditions,
it is believed that

only one in a

thousand hatchlings

adulthood. To these

odds must be added

the exploitation of
turtles for meat,
scutes and eggs.”

KAATIK SHANKER

“Even under

survives to

Same turtles starve laying before they can dig their nesys properly, Layrng theiv epgy in very

sites ate Gahirmarha in the North, the
Devi River Mouch near Puri, and
Rushikulya in Ganjam district in the
south, where nesting has ranged from
8,000 to 60,000 turtles since 1994,
This yeat, mass nesting also occurred
at wo sites near the Barunei mouth,
30 kms. south of Gahirmatha, wich
about 8,000 turtles nesting in March
and 20,000 turtles nesting in April.

When I reached Gahirmatha,
mass nesting had already been going
on for a couple of days. We took the
boat to Nasi 1 at 3 p.m. and could see
the sand flying over the top of the
dunes. As we crested the dune, an
amazing sight greeted us - 3,000 or
s0 turtles had occupied the beach. This
was unusual Decause, with the
exception of the Kemp's Ridley, all
other turtles nest almost exclusively at
night. Though an exceptionally large
number of eggs are laid on the beach,
less than 20 per cent may be viable,
Many are destroyed by turtles thar dig
up existing nests. A large number of
turtles dig very shallow nests or lay very

shatlore nests whieh are easily exposed ov preated

close to the high tide line causing nests
to be inundated with sea warer, or
exposed when the sea erodes the beach.

It is still not clear how or why
this particular mass nesting behaviour
evolved, or even how it works. Do che
turtles all respond to the same climaric
conditions? In other words is there an
external stimulus or stimuli that causes
them all to nest at the same time? In
Orrissa, experts usually observe mass
nesting during the half-moon and
when there is a very strong south wind.
On the other hand, turtles may be
signaling each other, a hypothesis
which is supported by the presence
of infra marginal pores found only
in Ridleys. This is, of course, all
conjecture. There is no conclusive
proof af any form of communication
between the turtles prior to
mass nesting,.

Mass mortality in Orissa

When Bivash started surveying
the coast of Orissa in 1994, he walked
and later cycled along the entire coast,
walking up m 50 kms. on asingle day
and sleeping on the beach at nighr.
The first year was exhilarating with the
discavery of the Rushikulya rookery,
though the death of about 500 turdles
due to drowning in trawl ncts was
disturbing. The situation worsened
over the next few years and in 1998
nearly 14,000 dead rurtles were
washed ashore along the coast of
Orissa. In all, over 40,000 turcles have
been found washed ashore over the
past five years, all diowned in trawl
nets. Since not all the curtles that do
die in trawl ners are washed ashore,
the total mareality off the Orissa coast
is likely tu be even higher.

Turtles face many natural
predators in their life cycle. Jackals and
crabs predate eggs, and young
hatchlings are picked off by birds
before they can reach the sea where a
hnst of marine predators await them.
They take their toll on the turtles bur
have a significantly lower impace
during the arvibada, because of what
is called predator satiation {they can
ear that many eggs in a given time
period and no more!). Even under
natural conditions, it is believed chat
only one in a thousand harchlings
survives to adulthood. To these odds

must be added the exploitation of
turtles for mear, scutes and cggs. I
Orissa and West Bengal, thousands of
olive Ridleys were captured in the
1970s to be sold in the meat markets
of Calcutta. When the Ridley began
to be protected under the Wildiifz
(Protection} Act, 1972, Schedule [,
turtle killing was reduced drastically,

Turtles along the Indian coast,
however, are still threatened by egg
poachers, particularly un unprotecied
beaches. Sand mining adds to their
woes, as does the usurpation of nesting
beaches by communitics building
homes. Beach lighting is another
problem. The harchlings and adults
tend to head towards a lighe source
(starlight reflecting over the open sea).
Even a glow from towns and cities in
the distance can disorient hatchlings
which head the wrong way, only to be
eaten or to dic of desiccation by
morning. Developmental activities
along the coast such as che
construction of new ports, aquaculture
farms and other industries result
in a tremendous loss of habirat
and they dramarically increase
the amount of land-light on beaches.
Evenwell-intentioned ‘environmental
programmes’ like the planting
of Casuarina along much of the coast
has been detrimental to sea turtle
nesting habirat.

Withour a doubt the single
largest cause of adult mortality is
shrimp trawling. There are more than
500 crawlers and nearly 3,000
mechanised boats of various sorts
cperating along the coast of Orissa.
The trawl nets cause the greatest
damage, since turtles thac get caught
in these are unable to escape, Olive
Ridley sea turtles usually dive for
about an hour, and though longer
voluntary dives take place, the stress
of being trapped in nets (along with
energy expended uying to escapel
causes them to drown. Frequently,
eurtles removed from trawl nees are in
an anoxic state and comatose. Even if
ne sign of life is visible, many of these
wrtles may revive if they are not
thrown back into the water. They
should thercfore be placed in the shade
and closely observed for several hours.

A few years ago, the USA
imposed a ban on Indian shrimp
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because the trawlers were not using
Turtle Excluder Devices {TEDs).
" These arc essentially trap doors
artached to the trawl net chat enable
only wirtles 10 escape. However, when
];ﬂian ‘experts’ testified at the WTO
meeting in 1997, that Indian shrimp
crawlers were not causing turdle
mortaliy the ban was lifted. Even
woday, trawlers do not want to install
TEDs because they believe that there
is a foss of shrimp cacch. In fact, even
in countries where the use of TED is
mandatory, it has recently been found
that many tawl fishermen tie the door
of the TED to avoid the loss of catch.

In Orissa, the trawlers are
Jatgely owned by rich individuals from
inland areas, sometimes as far away as
Delhi. They care neither for the turtles
they kill. nor the fish and prawn stocks
they deplete. As for the traditional
fisherfolk whose livelihoods are being
destroyed, and who are often forced
to work as manual labour for the
exploiters, they are perhaps on the
lowest rung, of priority for the get-rich-
quick brigade,

This is not to deny that there
is, t0 a lesser degree, some problem
with the impact of craditional
fisherfolk along the coast. Turtles get
caught in small gill nets and prawn
seedling fishing nets, which are spread
along the entire coast. These prevent
the turtles from coming ashore to nest,
Small scale fisherfolk find themselves
caught berween conservationists and
trawlers. Both seem to come in the
way of their earning a secure
livelihood. 1f we want to save the
marine cnvironment in the long run,
the pnint of view of local fisherfolk
will have to be taken on board.
Alternate sources of income dusing the
turtle breeding season must, for
instance, be found. Additionally, one
must ensure thar the near-shore warers
{five kilometres from the coast) are
feserved only for small fishing craft.
We must also share our sea turtle
conservation objectives wich them and
enlist their support in the monitoring
and Management programmes.

Operation Kachhapa

The Orissa Forest Department
and the Wildlife Institute of India,
Dehradun, have had monitoring and

| Birth & Deqth

A trersly basls i wway back 10 0a affer bryiag her eg

research programmes on the Orissa
coast for the past several years.
However, the sudden increase in
mortality by trawling demanded a
drastic response. In 1999, Operation
Kachhapa was launched hy the
Wildlife Protection Sociery of India,
Delhi, in collaboration with the
Wildlife Society of India, the Orissa
Forest and Fisheries Deparrments and
the Wildlife Institute of India. The
project involves the monitoring of the
coast, patrolling of affshore waters,
research on the nestng behaviour of
the wrtlesand widespread information
and awareness programmes for the
coastal tesidents of Orissa. 'This is a
good collaborative programme but
will take some time for results to show.

What could yield immediate
results is che implementation of
existing laws for the protection of the
turtles, ‘Yhe Orisse Marine Fisheries
Regulation Act (OMFR), 1982 and
Riules, 1983, already prohibit fishing
within a distance of five kilometres
from the shore by tnechanised boats

nf any kind. We need to declare
Gahirmatha a marine sanctuary, with
the coastal waters off the Devi River
mouth and Rushikulya as no-fishing
zones duting the turtle hreeding
season. Since nesting has now been
found to occur ac several other sites,
these areas roo need to be accorded
some legal status and protection.

The arribada has failed twice
in the last 25 years in Gahirinatha, but
last year was the first time it failed two
years in succession, The main cause for
the failure of the arribada is probably
the poor beach conditions, mainly on
account of inundation by sea water.
The mass nesting beach has been
frapmented and has becorne narrower
over the past few years. The rurtles may
eventually be forced to nest elsewhere.
The nesting of 25,000 turtles ar a new
site in Barunei indicates that this might
happen. There is 2 mistaken notion that
the occurrence of the arribada this year
means that turtles in Orissa are now
safe. This is far fromn true. Turtles
continue to die in trawl ners and the
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KARTIK SHANKER

“Turtles along the
Indian coast are still
threatened by eqg
poachers, particularly
on unprotected
beaches. Sand mining
adds to their woes, as
does the usurpation of
nesting beaches by
communities building
homes. Beach lighting
is another problem.”
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nesting population needs to be  Kalam has always expressed his  Wildlife Institute of India, and T have
protected regardless of where they  support for the wurtle conservation  been shouting ourselves hoarse that
choose 1o nest. programme and his commitment o the long-term solution to turde

S K. Patnaik. the Chief Delping in the protection of the  conservation in Orissa lies in
breeding ground at Gahirmatha. The  empowering traditional fisherman
Forest Department also repotrs thar  and helping them regain their fishing
there has been some dialogue with the  waters. Many others also believe, as
Fisheries Department this year and  we do, thar enabling them to live in
chat the lacter has agreed o monitor  securiry and dignity will ensure cheir

Conservator of Forests, and other
forest officers from Bhubaneshwar,
arrived in time to see the arribada.
Everyonc was thrilled char the turiles
had rewurned. But it was necessary to

s . certain coastal belts, This cooperation  living in harmony with the turtles,
strike a note of caudon. After all, more : .
_ . must grow and be exrended roinclude  Trawling has harmed turtles and has
than 10,000 dead rurdes have seill ! . .
the Coast Guard. adversely affected the lives of

been counted on the coast this year.
Bivash in particular has been stressing

the need to enforce the OMFR laws ~ government stand may be in
international fora, all conservationists We all recognise that a ban on

know that TEDDs will have to be used  trawling near the shore is imperarive. But
by trawlers if turtles are to be saved.  Bivash, who has slepe, thought and lived

traditional fisherfolk who pose

Irrespective of what the official
relatively litcle danger to turtdes.

more strongly, but che Forest
Depatument labours under a lack of
funds and resources. They have been
using a tawler ¢(hited by Operation
Kachbapa) 1o monitor the oflshore
waters, bur there is 2 limir to whar 2

Chitta Behera of Project Swarajya has  wrtles for the past five years, is willing
been working to design indigenous o press any programnme, try any strategy,
TEDs ac affordable prices. and o work with any group, as long as the
single patrolling vessel can do. Even educate trawler operators in their usc. future of.the‘turtles is assured. The rest

1f the TEDs are used properly thereis  of us are inclined to agree. M

so, several rrawlers have been ol |  fich ) and
a minimal loss of fish catch and a
apprehended and fined and cases have . ) - L —
substantial drop in curtle mortality.

Belinda Wrighe, the coordinatar of G'fiH!RMATHA, off the‘coast.of
Operation Kachbhapa, is gloomy aboutr Orissa, is a part of the Bhitarkanika
Gahirmatha and other nesting ateas e efficacy of TEDs, hecause, she | canctuary and lies at the mouth of

: : ) the river Maipura near Dhamra. The
must immediately be declared as no- ints ven in the West, traw !
points our, even in the West, rawler original nesting beach was a wide

been booked againse some.

The offshore warers of

ﬁsh.mg zones during the turtle season,  qwners tie the trap-door of the TED sandy stretch about ten kiometres
which extends from October o May.  with wire to prevent the loss of fish  * long, which was a part of the
In this context, the role of the DRDO carch, and given the difficuliy of mainiand. in 1988, during a cyclonic
becomes importane; officially, a six monitoring here, it is hard to sec TEDs storm, the tip of the beach broke
kilometres radius around the missile a5 the magic solution. Biswajit away from the mainland to form an

island four kilometres long and about
500 metres wide.

testing range at Wheeler island is off-  Mohanry, of the Wildlife Society of
limits without the permission of the  Orissa, has initiated an excellent
DRDO. It this rule alone is  educarion and awareness programme

unplemented the turdes automatically  along the coast. as a part of Operarion
receive protection. Dr. A P]. Abdul  Kachhapa. B.C. Choudhury, of the

Over the next few years, the island,
called Ekakulanasi, moved further
and further away from the mainiand ‘
; towards the Outer Wheeler Isiand, |
. where the Defence Research and ;

Development Organisation (DRDO)Y |
has its missile testing range. This is |
part of a group of three isiands off
the coast, including Coconut Wheeler
and Long Wheeler, where the Wi has
its research camp. In 1887, the |
islend, which had become much
narrower, split into two, now called !
Nasi 1 and Nasi 2. in 18389, Nasi 2 |
! had moved to the point where it !
i touched Outer Wheeler istand! Affer -
the formation of this island, mass
nesting was restricted and when it
was further fragmented, nesting
largely took place in the northern half
only. Since the discovery of this
raokery in 1974 by Dr. Bustard as a
parl of an FAO project, researchers i
have documented the nesting of '
100,000 to 500,000 oiive Ridley sea
turtles each year.
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