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By V. T. Hinds

HEN next you have the opportunity
Wur travelling along the beaches outside

Aden, keep a sharp eye for signs of the
green tuctles (Chelore mvdlas) that are moving
along the South Arahian coastling throngh the
vear, Broad trocks on the sand-dones show
where the female tortle has left the sea at the
period of full moon when the tides are high, in
search of o suifable site to lay her egms.
Oecagionally a dark head may be seen bobbing
among the waves off-shore as a turtle comes up
to breathe and take its bearings. An estimated
guarter of a million turtles zre spread along the
coastline from Perim Island to the farthest
extent of the Mahea coast,

A prass eaber

An air-breathing reptile, living in the sea, the
green turtle is, however, tied to the land because
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the young turtles are hatched from eggs which
must be laid ashore in the warm sand. A mature
animal may weigh 3001b. depending on its age,
and the overall Tength of the top shell may reach
Four feet, The male s characterized by a long
prehensile tail and a hornelike hook on the
leading edpe of each of the front flippers. The
male very rarelv lands on the beaches, but some
are occasionally stranded in shallow water
during the breeding season. The female has o
relatively short fail and after mating emerges
from the water to lay her cggs.

The turiles pother on the turtle pasiures where
thers is & good growth of the grass
gp., the main component of the animal's diet. [n
some arcas turfles are found 1n assceiation with
the see-cow (Dugong dugong), an air-breathing
mammzal which also feeds in shallow water, I( is
on these pastures that the turtles feed and sleep
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in fair numbers during their continual travels
along the coust in search of suitable beaches to
lay their cpgs.

Breeding

In the breeding season the male turtles congre-
gate within 100 vards of the beaches and mate
with the females in the wuter. The female turtle
presents an unstable platform in the water, bur
nature has provided the male with two hook-
like appendages on the fore-flippers with which
he grips the front edge of the top shell of the
female turtle, The long prehensile tail is hooked
under the female turtle, providing u third point
of attachment, thus preventing the male from
falling off during the mating process, which takes
aboul twenty minutes, A characieristic of old
female turtles is the déep proove 1o be found on
each side of the head where the male hooks
have cut into the plates of the top shell,

Egz laying in nest of sand

As the sun sets the female turlle leaves the
water fnd procesds o crawl across the beach
and up into the sand-dunes. A soitable sile fs
chosen and the animal proceeds 1o seoop out g
wide hollow in the sond, wsing her broad
flippers. When this hollow has reached o depih
sulficient 1o hide the snimal, and lirm sand lias
been found, the rear flippers only are used (o
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excavate a,pit about elghteen inches deep und a
foot in diameter. It is in this hole that the female
turtle lays her clutch of approximately 100 soft-
shelled eggs. After the eggs have been deposited
the turtle fills the hole with moist sand, which
she packs down tightly and further covers with
loose dry sand to camouflage the nest. Female
green turtles may lay up to 600 eggs in o season
with intervals of three to lour weeks between

nesks.

Emergence of young turtles

Towards the end of the incubation period,
which may extend from fifty to seventy days,
the young turlles emerge from their shelter and
by concerted movement form o chamber at the
bottom of the pit. The continual movement of
the small turtles on the top of the pile breaks
the roof of the chamber and the sand Glters
down between the bodies of the young animals
and is again packed by the young turtles a1 the
bottem of the pile, increasing the height of the
floor. Tn this way the chamber containing the
¢lutch of turtles moves towards the surface until
finally the young animals emerge.

The race to the seq

Mature has ordained that these young turtles
should orientate themselves towards the area
of greatest light and least obstacles, ie. the
horizon between the sea and the sky, Now the
newly hatched group move mapidly down the
beach to the sea, running the gavntlet of pre-
dutory birds and ghost crabs (Ocypoda corarop-
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turtles, 135 during the breeding scason that the
sl of turgles anrpcts sharks in the shallow
witer and large numbers of small sharks again
cul down the runks of the survivors, Perhaps
three per cent of the kochhngs are kel (o meach
rmasturily, However, even 1he Birge mature urtles
are lable ty attack by the vger shark (Galeocerio
eoviery and frequently turtle heads, fippers and
picees of shell are found 1n the stomachs of these
sharks, Female turibes have been obacrved with
stumps of flippers presumably amputated by
these fiorce predotors.

Sucker fish and tortles

Aovommon traveller with the preeen turtle is
ihe sucker-fish { Bevewra retora), which grows to
cighteen inches and has on the back of s head
a Mat sucker which is in Tect a modified fin enah-
ling this fsh to adhere to the under shell of the
turtle. In this wuy it obtuins free trunsport and
alsa free food, since when the wrtle feeds it is
ahle to pick up fragments left lying about; a
large proportion of the food of the sucker-fish
consists of the facces of the turtle, The swcker-
fish does mot harm the turtle in any way, and
conseguently i cannol be colled a parasite,

Set a fish to catch a turtle

Fishermen of the Bajun Islands, off the Kenva
coast, make wse of the sucker-fish to catch
turtles. First they catch the fish by using a baited
hook and keep them alive in a section of the
canoe where Tresh sea water is contained between
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fish* are repolarly fed and frequently exercised
by making them stick to the side of the boat and
genlly, bul with increasing effort ws the days go
by, pulling the tail, aml consegquently strenpthen-
ing the back muscles of the fish. In this way the
fish are strengihbened and hondbed and trested
s viluahle pets. When the fisherman considers
that his protége i= sulficiently strong a small
iron ring 4 ftted over the narrow parl of the
tail amd 1o this a ling is attached.

The fish is then released into the water over
turtle pasture. The natural instinct of the sucker-
lish drives him to lnd @ turile and this he does.
in due course fixing himsell to the large animal
by means of the secker on the back of his head,
thus making contact between the fisherman in
the canoe and 1he turtle on the sea floor.

Al this stage the fishermon clips on to the line
holding the sucker-fish another small iron ring
conlaining o miniature grapnel iron. This ring.
attached to a secend ling, is allowed to shide
down the first line leading to the turtle, As the
grupnel swings beneath the turtle the fisherman
strikes with a strong pull, driving the hooks into
the under shell of the turtle, and in this way
ensures the carch, This 15 a skilled operation
peculiar to the Bajun Islands and was shown
in detal i the film * West of Lanzibar.”

(Mher methods of captore

Other methods of catching turtles include the
use of flowting walls of lurge-mesh nets in which
the creatures become entongled, but because
these nets have no weights attached to the
bottom  the turtles can surface in order to
breathe and consequently can be collected alive.

The more common method used to capture
furfles in South Arabia is the beach seine net.
One end of the net is anchored to the beach, the
main portion being shot around & section of the
turtle pasture, and the other end s then brought
back to the beach again, The fishermen then haul
both ends of the net, pulling it ashore with the
trapped furtles, An advance on the besch soine
is the encircling net which is shot around groups
of turiles swimming off-shore and hawled aboard
the motor fishing boat, In the Seychelle Islands
u specialized harpoon is used to capture turtles,
the head being designed to lock between the
plates of the top shell of the turile without
penetrating the fleshy parts, which would casse
pain to the animal and possible serious damage.
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The turning of fentale wories on the beaches
during the breeding scason is not popular along
the coast of South Arabis due to the fact that
the animals come ashore in solated areas where
it is difficult to obtain transport to carry the
unimals to processing stations, This 15 10 itselfl an
ecoiomical control limiting  this deplorable
method. Capture by nets is fur more efficient
und seleciive.

Live storpge

The care of turiles after capture and prior to
processing is an operation developed from long
eiperience in this industry. As the rib cage of
turtles is not designed to support the weight of
the body for long pericds and the danger of
sulfocation would arise, the animals must be
stored on their backs. The head must be sup-
ported by a wooden pillow at the correct level
to allow for free respiration when the amimal is
stored in this manner. Since turiles are prone
Lo priewmonia and sun-burn they must be stored
in the shade, sheltered from draughts, and must
not have water theown on them. When correctly
handied in this way the snimals are sl quite
fit after Pourteen days, Alternatively, o turile
kraal may be built for holding the turtles, sur-
rounding an area of clean waler and covered
by a roof of matling for shade.

Turile products of commerce

The commercial products obtained lrom the
greens turtbe are channelled 1o o lusury retail
trade. Turtle soup, made basically rom  beel
bones and stock, contains o cerlain amount of
turtle meat, similar to the picce of pork in a
can of beans. The plutinous consistency  of
turtle soup is assured by the use of a dried
resinous substance extrocted from beiween the
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plates and bones of the shell and skeleton: this
it called calipash, and calipee, the dried fesh of
the flippers and neck. is reconstituted and added
to the basic soup.

The gpreen turtle fut, from which the animal
obtains i3 name, is rendered down and the oil
obtained is used in the preparation of unguent
Iotions, turtle creams, and shaving and foilet
soaps. The oil is also used medicinally.

Turile epes can be processed {o obtain a very
fine quality oil which is reguired for cerain
iniricate machinery, The shell of the green turtle
has o commercial value as the plates are
reputed to be too thin,

Comservidion measires

The conservation aspect of the green turtle
industry is always uppermost in the minds of
those concerned. The annual epioke of (he
market for turtle produce in Europe is not Jarge
and can be easily fooded. Since the market s
supplied by several producing areas, each in
competition with the others, excessive produc-
tion is not feasible: the economic control is
therefore quite effective,

Aszistance is being sought from overseas by
the Department of Fisheries of the Federal
Government 1o carry out research into the life
history. and migration of the green turile, and
also advice on the establishment of turtle farms
and hatcheries where the young turtles can
be protected [rom their natural cnemics until
such time as they are able to fend for themselves,
These methods of husbandey within the indusirs
are just as essential as reafforestation in the
timber industry of other countries,

* * k

With these points in mind the traveller along
the beaches newr Aden may keep a watch for
young turtles, or mature turtles stmanded in
shallow waler and helpless on the beach, snd
puide them back fo iheir patural clement. The
purchase of baby turtles and turtle eggs offered
for sale should ke aveided, Yery lew of the
people living on the coast of South Arubin et
turtle meat for religous reasons; poor fishing
communities, however, carn badly  needed
money by the copture of mosture tuctbes. fn
processing. This increased prosperity can be
reasonably ensurcd i mensunes are taken
profect the eggs amd the voung



