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MARINE TURTLE CONSERVATION
IN THE ASIA PACIFIC REGION
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ACHIEVING GOALS THROUGH
PARTNERSHIPS - HOW CAN YOU
HELP?

The continued survival of marine turtles is indicative of our willingness to engage and mobilise
as a modern world toward sustainable development. The scale of marine turtle conservation in
the Asia Pacific region is a challenge for governments, local communities, non-government
organisations and scientists alike. WWF cannot do this alone. WE ASK YOU TO GET
INVOLVED.

Strong partnerships are, and will continue to be essential to achieving shared goals. WWF has
partnerships with many key government agencies, local partners, international NGOs and local
communities. WWF will be seeking to strengthen these and initiate new relationships and secure
significant resources, in order to achieve an ambitious and rewarding marine turtle conservation
programme for the benefit of communities and marine turtles globally.

The actions we take today will determine whether or not marine turtles will survive into the next
century. Those same actions will also determine whether or not local communities who live
with turtles will succeed in building secure livelihoods based on sustainable marine
management.

WE HAVE A PLAN

CAN YOU HELP US MAKE IT REALITY?

To get involved in this exciting initiative, please TAGE E n T u HTL E

email species@wwfint.org
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Billboard on Sandpit Beach, Karachi, Pakistan.
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Researchers swimming with a loggerhead turtle (Caretta Caretta).




217 CENTURY VOYAGERS

Just two centuries ago, marine turtles roamed the
oceans in their millions, gracing thousands of beaches
each year as they laid their eggs.

Yet over the last 100 years numbers have dropped
dramatically, and some populations have simply
disappeared.

Today, six out of the seven species are either Critically
Endangered or Endangered (IUCN Red List 2003),
whilst the status of the seventh species remains
unknown due to insufficient information.

They may have outlived the dinosaurs - but the future
of marine turtles looks bleak unless we take action
Now.

Six of the world’s seven marine turtle species are
found in the Asia Pacific Region — making this region
a critical set of habitats for the survival of these

ancient mariners.
@ ‘WWE-Canon/Guy Marcovaldi

Hawksbill turtle (Eretmochelys imbricata).

Marine turtle species found in Asia-Pacific:
Leatherback turtle (Dermochelys coriacea)
Hawksbill turtle (Eretmochelys imbricata)

* Olive ridley turtle (Lepidochelys olivacea)

Loggerhead turtle (Caretta caretta)

Green turtle (Chelonia mydas)

Flatback turtle (Natator depressus)

CR = Critically Endangered
E = Endangered
DD = Data Deficient

The seventh species, Kemp’s ridley turtle (Lepidochelys kempii), nests only in the
Gulf of Mexico and forages in the Western Atlantic Ocean.

Modern marine
turtles arose in the
oceans over 100
million years ago,
when dinosaurs still
roamed the earth.



BIOLOGICAL, CULTURAL AND
ECONOMIC SIGNIFICANCE

Throughout their life-cycle, marine turtles play an important role in the ecology and well-being of coastal and open
ocean environments. Though marine turtles maintain their air of ancient mystery, we know more today than ever
before about how marine turtles help maintain healthy oceans.

Scientists believe that hawksbill turtles may maintain the health of coral reef systems by grazing on sponges, which
if left to grow unchecked, outgrow the corals, cover them up and kill the reef. Because of this, researchers believe
that declining numbers of hawksbill turtles may be a factor in the inability of reefs to resist increasing pressures
from pollution, algal overgrowth, overfishing and climate change.

Green turtles are largely herbivorous, and their constant grazing on sea grasses increases the healthiness and growth
rate of seagrass beds. Leatherback turtles, which forage in the open ocean throughout their life, are the top predators
of oceanic jellyfish. These jellyfish, in turn, eat larval fish. As the numbers of leatherbacks in the ocean decrease,
jellyfish numbers may increase locally and eat more larval fish, leaving fewer fish to grow into adults. A wide
variety of marine ecosystems dependent on these fish, and indeed commercial fisheries, may end up suffering from
this cascading effect.

Marine turtles return to inshore areas for the nesting season and lay hundreds of eggs each season. In doing so, they
provide a source of nutrients that plays a vital role in coastal dune ecosystems. The eggs and hatchlings provide
food for many predators, and the empty shells and eggs that don’t hatch provide nutrients that can be recycled by
invertebrates and micro-organisms. In turn, these nutrients are used by plants, which help stabilise dune structure. In
this way, turtles transport nutrients from productive far-away feeding grounds to nutrient-poor coastal ecosystems,
and play a vital part in their stability.

Male turtles stay at sea for all of their lives, and only females ever come ashore to lay their eggs on sandy

beaches — usually the exact same beach where they were born. Unlike many animals, a marine turtle’s gender is not
genetically determined, but is dependent on the temperature of the sand where the egg develops. Female hatchlings
result from higher temperatures, while males are produced by cooler temperatures. Different beaches and different
positions in the nest can both affect the eventual gender of the hatchling.
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Loggerhead (Caretta caretta) hatchling.



WWF will continue to advocate and demonstrate the links between marine turtle conservation, sustainable
development of coastal communities and the broader marine management agenda in relevant international

conventions and agreements.
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Villagers in Karachi,
Pakistan, returning a lost
and disoriented green
turtle (Chelonia mydas)
back to the sea.
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GOVERNMENT COOPERATION:
Regional Marine Turtle
Agreements and Marine
Management
Frameworks

W e % W

Multilateral marine management frameworks and agreements are an essential means of protecting migratory species
such as marine turtles.

Sea Ranger.

For example, regional marine turtle conservation agreements now cover many areas of the globe, including the
Americas, the West coast of Africa, the Indian Ocean and South East Asia. The Indian Ocean and South East Asia
Memorandum of Understanding on Marine Turtle Conservation and their Habitats (IOSEA) is a voluntary
agreement between range state countries within the region, to protect and manage their turtle populations.

This coordinated management across migratory pathways is critical to providing adequate protection to turtles, and
the communities that depend upon them, throughout their life-cycles.

Together with other agreements and conventions such as the Partnership for Ecosystem Management of East Asian
Seas (PEMSEA), and the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), IOSEA encourages and supports cooperative
broader marine management at the regional scale among all parties to the agreement.

WWEF is a key partner to many of the governments in the range state countries, and will continue to work with these
governments, local communities, and regional environmental agreements, to encourage full participation and
effective implementation of the agreements.

WWEF will also promote the adoption of the most appropriate form of regional marine turtle agreement to cover the
South Pacific region, a part of the ocean which currently has no regional marine turtle conservation arrangement.

The Indonesian Ambassador
to Thailand, Mr Ibrahim
Yusuf, signing the [OSEA
MOU in 2005, on behalf of
the Indonesian Government.
Signatory States of this
MOU commit to protect,
conserve, replenish and
recover marine turtles and
their habitats throughout the
range of the Agreement.



Like humans, marine turtles take many years to become reproductively mature - it may take up to 30 years for some
species before a female is able to lay eggs. In between hatching and returning to their nesting beach to lay eggs,
most marine turtles migrate vast distances. Leatherback and loggerhead turtles for example, travel across the entire
Pacific Ocean between feeding and nesting grounds — a journey of over 12,000 kilometres one way, or more than
one third of the way around the world. Other species stay much closer to home - for example the flatback turtle
does not move outside the waters of the northern Australian continental shelf.

The long time to reach maturity and the many natural dangers faced by hatchlings and juveniles through their
incredible migrations mean that as few as 1 in 1,000 eggs may survive to adulthood.

Marine turtles play an important
role in Australian Aboriginal
culture, and are reflected in both
historical and contemporary art.
This contemporary design is drawn
@ Karen Puruntatameri e, i by Karen Puruntatameri - Munupi
J Arts and Crafts, Melville Island.

Turtles have been of major cultural, traditional, social and economic significance to many coastal communities in
the Asia Pacific region for centuries. For example, according to Hindu mythology, the Indian deity Vishnu was
reincarnated as "Kachhapa" — a turtle, holding the burden of the world on its back.

Turtle meat and eggs have provided valuable sources of sustenance, while shells were sought after for ceremonial
and ornamental purposes. Hawksbill turtle shells made into jewellery, ornaments, and utensils have been a part of
trade in the Asia Pacific region for centuries.

Large amounts of turtle eggs are consumed in the South East Asian sub-region. The exploitation of eggs initially
started as a traditional source of food within local communities. Customary beliefs about the aphrodisiac and
medicinal properties of turtle eggs have also encouraged a huge commercial market for the eggs within South East
Asia.

The expansion of European civilisation across the globe in the 1600s and 1700s depended in part upon adequate
food supply for ships’ crews. Marine turtles were a ready and seemingly inexhaustible source of food. The northern
hemisphere’s subsequent fondness for turtle soup in the Victorian era led to large-scale commercial turtle
harvesting, putting many turtle populations under even more severe strain. Turtle harvesting and canning factories
were still operational in places like Western Australia as late as the 1970s.
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WHY ARE MARINE TURTLES ON
THE EDGE OF EXTINCTION?

Marine turtles travel freely across the maritime borders of many nations, and face a wide range of threats. Mortality
from these threats, at all stages of marine turtles’ life-cycles, means that many populations cannot recover from the
sustained pressure on their numbers.

Threats include over-consumption of turtle meat and eggs, illegal trade in turtles and turtle products, destruction of
nesting beaches and nearshore habitats through inappropriate coastal development, and perhaps most importantly,
frighteningly high levels of capture in modern industrial fishing gears.

Climate change and its likely consequences is also a growing threat. Warmer temperatures shift the gender ratio of
hatchlings, and rising sea levels will inundate nesting beaches.

Monitoring has revealed dramatic declines in marine turtle populations over the last 20 years across much of South
East Asia and the Pacific. For example, nesting populations of Eastern P cific leatherback turtles have dropped by
90% in the last 20 years. Today, there are estimated to be as few as 2,300 igh{t nesting leatherback females across

the entire Pacific Ocean. Close to 2,000 nesting leatherback females were taggé‘s{ in Terengganu, Malaysia, in 1970,
while only nine returned to nest in 1999, and this number is now down to only ori¢ or two a year.
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Dramatic decline: leatherback turtle nesting trends in
Terengganu, Malaysia. This population is almost
extinct after years of rapidly decreasing numbers.
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OLIVE RIDLEY MASS NESTING
PROTECTION AT ORISSA, INDIA

= Orissa State, in the north east of India, hosts one
of the world’s major annual mass-nesting events
of marine turtles. Hundreds of thousands of
olive ridley turtles come ashore to nest each
year in a spectacular "arribada" (mass arrival).
About 150,000 —200,000 turtles arrive at the
main nesting beach each year. There have been
some years where as many as 600,000 turtles
were reported to come ashore. This population is
considered to be globally significant. It is
genetically distinct from other populations, and
may even be the ancestral stock of other olive
ridley turtle populations in other oceans.

This incredible nesting event is threatened by a
multitude of dangers, including: bycatch in
mechanised shrimp trawlers off the coast in the
nesting season; unregulated development of the
coast; beach erosion; and predation of the eggs
by dogs and foxes.

In the 1990s the impacts of the trawling alone led
to tens of thousands of turtles becoming stranded
and dying each year. An estimated 90,000 turtles
have been counted as stranded since 1994, and this
probably represents a small fraction of the actual
numbers dying as a result of this bycatch. In
addition, these turtles are known to travel through
the coastal waters of India and Sri Lanka to nearby
¥ foraging grounds, where they may encounter

(©) WWE-Cinon / Michel GUNTHER coastal gill and trawl nets — usually with fatal
consequences.

Olive ridley turtle hatchlings (Lepidochelys olivacea) on their way to the sea.

This alarmingly high level of mortality means
that this population will probably suffer a severe crash in numbers in the near future, when the hatchlings of the
adults killed would have been reaching their reproductive maturity. It is essential to act now, while we can still
influence the severity of such a crash.

WWEF is implementing conservation strategies with local communities and the state government at the mouth of the
Rushikulya River - the location of one of the three beaches where most of the nesting is concentrated. WWF will
work with other key partners to develop and support an integrated conservation and management programme of
work across the range states of this population. This will include:

* beach protection and monitoring through community based reserves;

* bycatch mitigation measures, and improved fishing practices in collaboration with the shrimp trawling
industry off the Orissa coastline;

* advocacy for improved integrated coastal zone planning and management, including strategies to
counteract inappropriate beach lighting;

* investigating bycatch mitigation measures with partners in Sri Lanka; and

* investigating opportunities for local people to benefit from turtle conservation through improved fishing
practices, and involvement in turtle-based tourism.
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CHALLENGES TO CONSERVATION

Saving marine turtles poses a range of challenges, mainly a function of their unique biology
and life cycle characteristics:

W, -~ ° Marine turtles are long-lived and require

e ! several decades to mature sexually,
which means that conservation efforts
have to be sustained for decades to
make a difference.

A single marine turtle will make
seasonal migrations over vast areas
through the waters of several countries
and the open ocean - in some cases over
12,000 km - making conservation and
management a shared responsibility
between many countries.

Marine turtles need a wide range of
habitats to complete different life-cycle
stages — including beaches, tropical and
. subtropical coastal waters, sea grass
e | e meadows, coral reefs, and open ocean
hirfurrug ww w.dBf Jrﬁ [ 2 » ° ° o o
o LN pelagic waters. This requires coordinated
Olive ridley turtle (Lepidochelys olivacea) entangled in discarded net. management aCtiOIlS between land and sea.

Marine turtle conservation activities will benefit not only turtles, but will also help to make
fisheries sustainable, ensure good governance of marine resources, and secure access to and
benefits from, marine resources for local communities.

By taking concrete and cooperative action through the regional initiatives outlined in
this booklet, WWF’s Asia-Pacific Marine Turtle Programme will assist governments,
communities and industries to better manage one of their major economic assets: the
ocean and its valuable natural resources.
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Hawksbill turtle (Eretmochelys imbricata) foraging on a coral reef for this species’

favourite food - sponges.

Mortality from human-induced
threats at all stages of marine
turtles’ life cycles, means that many
populations cannot recover from the
sustained pressure on their numbers










































WWHF’s mission is to stop the degradation of the planet’s natural environment
and to build a future in which humans live in harmony with nature, by:

e conserving the world’s biological diversity
¢ ensuring that the use of renewable natural resources is sustainable
e promoting the reduction of pollution and wasteful consumption

for a living planet®
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