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Non-nesting emergence by Green
Turtles Chelonia mydas at the Cu-
nene River mouth, South West
Africa/Namibia.
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The green turtle is the only marine turtle known to
emerge from water for reasons other than nesting
(Garnett et al. 1985). These authors report that be-
haviour of this type has been observed along the
northern Australian coast and in the Pacific, while
detailed observations of non-nesting emergence have
been made on the north western Hawaiian Islands, the
Galapagos Islands and the Wellesley Islands.

Two unsexed green turtles (Carapace length one metre
along the curve) were found basking on the beach at
the Cunene river mouth (17°15°S; 11°45’ E) at noon on
the 13/7/1984. No signs of nesting were evident and
both turtles were absent when the site was revisited the
following day. Both turtles were found lying below the
high water mark and tracks suggesting active emer-
gence were absent. Visits to this remote area are infre-
quent and although green turtles are often observed in
the river mouth and the surrounding surf area (pers.
obs.), records of emergence have not previously been
published. Unpublished reports of turtles nesting on
the South West Afircan coast have been received from
Sandwich Harbour, approximately 830 km south of
the Cunene river mouth (W.D. Haacke pers. comm.).

Garnett er al. (1985) report that most non-nesting
emergence observations have been made during the

PLATE [: Adult green turile basking below the high water mark at the Cunene mouth.
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day, while nocturnal non-nesting emergence has been
reported from Hawaii. The above authors point out
that, although non-nesting emergence may be an ac-
tive or a passive event, it is usually considered to be
voluntary. Various authors quoted by Garnett et al.
(1985) propose possible reasons for non-nesting emer-
gence by green turtles. These reasons include the need
to synthesize Vitamin D, acceleration of digestion, egg
maturation, avoidance of courting males by females,
avoidance of predation by sharks in deep water, ab-
sence of suitable deep water resting sites, and inter-
nesting energy conservation.

Since the turtles at the Cunene river mouth were ob-
served basking during daylight, and because of the
relatively cool ocean current along the South West
African coastline, the first three reasons are possible
explanations for their behaviour. Emergence to avoid
predators is also possible since sharks are regularly
sighted by fishermen in South West African waters,
and areas close to the Cunene river mouth are known
to support large specimens (M.J. Penrith pers.comm.).
Garnett ef al. (1985) regard the optimisation of energy
use to be the most likely explanation for non-nesting
emergence by green turtles on Rocky Island in the
Gulf of Carpentaria. They suggest that during the in-
ternesting period a female turtle tends towards inac-

tivity, thereby saving up to 40% of her energy reserves.
They argue that the conservation of energy reserves,
which may take years to accumulate, would be essen-
tial for a nesting turtle.

Early travellers to the Cunene river mouth report that
turtles have often been seen in this area and egg laying
was observed on one occasion during 1958 (C.J. Fourie
pers. comm.).
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