TURTLES, PEOPLE, TEMPLES AND GODS: CULTURAL ADVENTURES AT XIAO
LIUQIU ISLAND BUILDING CONNECTIONS FOR CONSERVATION BETWEEN
TAIWAN, HONG KONG AND

HAWAII.
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Successful sea turtle conservation programs that endure are best built with local
communities as their foundation. National legislation and international conventions
based on sound research findings clearly have importance. However, strategies for
conservation are made robust and equitable when they integrate cultural and traditional
components forged at the local level by the very people closest to the turtles and their
environment. During 2011-2013, we (GB and KN) made five leisure visits to Xiao Liugiu,
a 6.8 km? island located at 22° 20'N, 120° 22'E, just 15 km off the southwest coast of
Taiwan. The island is rich with numerous Tao and Buddhist temples serving as
exquisite dwellings for an array of venerable Chinese Gods. Xiao Liugiu's economy is
substantially based on distant-water fishing and, increasingly, on ecotourism involving
visitors from nearby Taiwan. The main purpose of our explorations has been to learn
about and experience Taiwanese culture through the daily lives of Xiao Liugiu's 12,000
residents. Paramount to these visits has been the nurturing of friendships with local
families, based on a strong mutual interest in the conservation of green turtles
(Chelonia mydas) occurring prominently year-round in the island's 12 kms of coastal
waters. Seasonal nesting at low levels also takes place on several small sand beaches.
Numerous turtles can often be seen foraging while snorkeling and from shoreline cliffs,
perhaps rivaling such sightings in Hawaii. As guests at Xiao Liugiu, our principal activity
has been to listen and learn from our hosts, and to freely share biological knowledge
about sea turtles linked to our own personal experiences with turtles and people in the
greater China region, Japan and Hawaii. The key to lasting partnerships for balanced
and sustainable conservation action is to build genuine trust and respect, with patience,
at the person-to-person level. This presentation explores and photographically
illustrates unique aspects of the Xiao Liugiu culture relevant to current conservation
challenges and opportunities. The following web sites provide background and insights
into two of our visits: <http://akepa.hpa.edu/~mrice/turtle/liugiu.pdf>;
<http://akepa.hpa.edu/~mrice/st.ntm>. China and all of East Asia have vigorous and
growing sea turtle conservation programs that deserve praise and partnership to
improve the status of regional stocks. We thank Professor I-Jiunn Cheng for kindly
introducing us to Xiao Liuqui during our initial visit in October 2011.
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