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A tag in ten thousand

Errorge Fleplies

“1 womder where 1t comes Froan 27 .

This guestion s asked on every oeeasion that a dead or dying animal bearing a metal or plastic
L s founel. Often the curiosity created by the tag is purssed by these who find i and they return
the tag and the appropriate information o the addres inscribed thereon. By so doing they are
amswering the seldom heard prayers of many hard working and enthusiastic amateur and e
frwsiomal hiologists and their [normally) exhausted studest helpers.

Fur some the cusiosity extends no further than the initial question stated above and the Ly dx
cither thrown away or taken home with the intention of writing but that is as far as the tag fets
and 3t finds a final resting place on the rubbish hesp, Whilst the tag, being insnimate, ean cope
with this unchivalrous treatment, the person who put the tag on the animal can’t and i efien to be
feund weeping quietly as news of a discarded 12y romes 1o hand without the slightest serap of
valid infurmation o help him.

An example of this situation was a verbal report received from two South Africans recently
returned from Hong Keng, This famous city was apparently astir as a result of the finding of a
sed qurtle bearing a tag which indicated that it had been tageed in South Africa: g ono miles
(14 gookm) away. So far no official confirmation of this sarting find bas made ks way 1o Durban
from the Far East but mental apprals have been sent to Buddha,

As is obvious feom the above paragraph coe of the many animal groups that has received atlen-
tion during recent years is the sea turtle family, 1wo species of which nest on the Tongalam] coast
of Natal (see phota). Thess two species are the loggerhead turtle Cereita rareite and the leatherback
turtle Permochedys coriacen. the latter being the second lergest reptile still extant in the workd. Sinee
1l mearly 2 ooo adult wirtles and some 10 ooo hatehlings have been tageed in Tongaland.
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Few people vealise the enorinous oflord ihag RO D0 an1 il stibly progreasnnne of this naiie
il detailed amml validl resiilis aee g e obstained, The Matal Parks B has manile what eun crtly b
described fe a0 nagor contribution 1o the stucy of sen qurtles wend each vear the Board empliys
thiwe or four university students 1o witlk the heschis every might, Fuerther, aling the Lvvedding
beaches there i a curopeEn ranger and his atall of teelee g goanrgds whe togetles spursed 2 togal
asl live meanihis on the beach. The Board purchased o heaeh hu;_m with which o impml.'p the pulml
methods and it ean sruthfully be said that Tongaland now hosts one of the bt protected bearhes
in the world not actually in a BHIME FrseTve,

Each sindent ix eauipped with a Agging 1o0l, Lugs, InEsuring tapes, calipers. notebooks and &
pencil. When a turtle is encountered it s imspected for a tag or signs that it bad been B pre-
viously and has lost the tag. IF the turtle has not been encounisred beefore during the current seasan
it is measured scross the carapace and the head, its site of emergence recorded to the nesrest e
ter mile (gooin) and whether it has laid TS CEES OF [OL Fimally ii is taggred with a mowkel metal tag
which, in the ease of the logrgerhead s placed on the foreflipper only, and in the case of the leather-
bick om the foreflipper and rear flipper becawse of the posibility that the forellipper tug gets dis-
placed, an insurance that has paid ofl o1 oocasions,

All this activity must be carried out in such a Way a3 1o create minimal disturbance 10 the
turtle and ai the same time the worker must endeavour 1o aveid flailing flippers and the oreasional
nip directed at the ankles by & peeved turtle, Whibst & *bele’ from the relatively small loggerhead
turtle {weight ryokg) is painful, a swat fram the foreflipper of 4 leatherback {ponksg) can be
disastrous, and many 'turtle trotters’ {sluckent walkers) have notched shins bearing throbbing 1esti-
many 10 this hazard. The author was once laid oot cold by an uppercut from an aduli green turthe
teooky} which had been turned over, so a lentherback is quite capable of draling a fatal blow,

We are ofien asked why we tag turtles and the most obvieus reason is that we wish it ap the
distribaation of the population and  try and ascevtain jis rigration routes. Resuhs from the
Tongaland work have provided a reasana bly clear picture of loggerhead movements, So far,
from our very modest population of leatherback turtles, we have had only one tag TLLTVETY BAYVEY
from the nesting arca. This was a slecping female gaffed on the surface of the sea Just ouside
Buira harbour during December LG,

Tag recoveries have shown that the glikm of protected beach in Tongabind is a nesting landmark
for logecerheads distributed over 8 zookm af the East African coast, Tagged loggerheads have heen
found 2 Bookm narth of the spot they were tagged and gookm south, Within the W extreme
peints of recovery loggerheads have been recorded at virtually every major fishing town or village
and this suggests that the vast majosity of the population spends much of its nen-nesting fife in the
warm tropical waters of Mozambique and Tanzania,

From these recoveries information is also gained on the specd and determination of o migrating
turtle, For example, do they drifi aimlesly or casually with the ocean currents or do they have a
goal fowards which they swim . at speed ? One Inpperhend, baving completed her nesting season
during which time she could have Inei 2ot of hep berdy weighi in producing and laving her son o
egEs, Iefi Tongaland some time after the 5th December 1070 and sixty-six days buter was killed
in Kilwa Masoka, Tanzpnia, Baving travelled 2 fignkm in that time. Thus her minimum travelling
distanee per day was gokm, Such a lengthy and swift migration would suggest that there iz an
clement of deliberate movement rather than an atmless drift in the carrent svstemis. It 15 also warth
pointing out that the prevailing current along the Ease African roast is southward maving. bt the
animal could have taken advantage of 1he erddy and counter current systems.,

Of equal importance but not generally obvious is the data provided by wrtles returning 10
Tongaland 1o lay in seasens subscquent 1o the one in which they were originally tagwed. Do they
Pelurn with accuracy ta the same spot where they laid during their previous visit? Are they comn-
sistently accurate? Resulis in Tongaland bave shown that boggerheads can return with grrend
precision 1o renest in later years. It s thought that each loggerhead female has 2 3.2km nesting
zome wherein she nests consistently even afier alsences of two vears or more. Some turiles are
far more accurate than that and can heme in on = qoom stretch, This may not appear spectacular
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art first glance bat comsatler a tuele in e wa hisving swim. sav 1 Gookm, aloang o1 coanst which 1o s
hurnan eye diflers liile in appoatance and structure between 810 Tusa aod Bieeciiin
Islaned, being able to seloct the same goom stretch that it nested on 2 or 3 vears befure,

Tags alss tell s how many times a terte muse ermerge ohle the beaches in order 10 fay fts full
reanplement of eges for the scason, and how bung it takes for cach Baich of egis tooripen within ihe
turtde. As mentivmed above cach female boggechassd lavs upwards of poos eprs during ihe seanon
and she will emerge four or five times during the teee-month seeson o achieve this, Farch hteh
of eggs numbers about 120 and the time interval between chutches varies from 20 days 1o 12 days
depuricling on the sea emperature. 1t is 2 very sitnple relationship which means that the warmes
the sea the fster each cuich of eggs will ripen within the female, One should expect this as turles
are rephiles and therefore dependant, 1o 2 Jarge degree. on the ambien temperature which dic-
tates the efficiency of their bady functions.

Some guestions will, of caurse, take many years of sustained tagging 1o answer, One is often asked
how ald a turtle is, or what is the greatest age ever achicved by a sca wirtle. At the moment e
ATNSWETE are quite simple . . . we don®t know!

From captive specimens in aquaria it has been sugmgrested that ot takes Between ten o and twielve,

Jears for a loggethesd o reach maturity although this has siill to he proven with wild tartles,
Once a trtle has reached maturity, started 1o nest, and, we hope has been tagged. i i simply o

Lagpeshead turibe baichlings are mgged by natehiig a margisal senbe, I vou Gid e of ihe 00000 rebeased,
ihease keep the specimen and eontact this Tistjtuie immedinichy,
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matter of patience pned cach e 1he animal retarns o By, thewe exien ey years are addided 1o her
knowm lifetime, The bmgrewiny pevond Tor the lisgrmerhad wirile in Souil Adries b5 heled by o caplive
animal in the East London Aquarium that sirvived cantentedly fur b years birfore surcombing
to ity depeneration brovght on, as in humns, By the good Life, Mo fesulis T Tomgalamd can
match this as yet but two fnales have been recorded over nine year pesiods which, it e add this
to an asumed age of 11 years at first arrival makes thern at feast twenty, OF eourse, lr'“I'}' Ty e
been very much olider than eleven years when they were first tageed. All that can be said ak presenl
is that ligmrerhead femabes (we niever get our hands on miales) live @t least twenty years in the
wild state but we may vel find that they live. to five times tase figuire:,

"This brings us 1o the hatchlings, How does one try 1o trace their movements in the sea ? A loguer-
head hatchling is only gom and an extremely difficult ohject o attach a tg o without causing it
to #wim in circles or sink like a sione, One eould try, as we did, to implant 2 small picce af Elainless
steed wire ingide the animal and then trace jt by x-ravs, the only drawback being that it might prove
awhward trying 1o persuade the adult terthe 1o sit sl in the x-ray machine, The ideal would he
o implant a radio-active tag which would be casily fraced by means of 5 griger counter. There ia.
however, a frequently heard protest againat thie method because of the pusihility of some gourmes
imbibing a suceulent picee of turtde meat and by 5o doing irradiate his intestines in a speclacilar
fashion. A more serious drawback ie the possible 3l effeets on the werdbe jtself, .

The anly alternative left was 1w eut a picce out of the wurtle. Dir, Bob Bostard off the Australian
National University, showed that one of the marginal scales (the scales around the edge of the cara-
proe) could be excised with no apparent effect on the activity of the hatchling aml. further, that
after four vears the notch was cleardy visible (see phota). Tt appeared that the notch would last
throughout the lifetime of the wrle,

During the 197:-72 season in Tongaland all hands were brought to bear on the problem ‘and
guards and students marched out at 1y minute intervals to search and colleet hatchlings. This
sounds casy but these linle animals have but one jdes in mind a5 they break through the surface
of the beach and that is o get 1o the sea as quickly as possible, In Tongaland an emerging cloich
15 aften safelyv in the surl within ten minuies or less thus reducing the chances ol Being encountered
by the siaff. Despite the odds, however, by the end of the season § ocd hatchlings had been caught,
notched using an ordinary leather punch, and released safely into the sea, OF these 5 000 only
nie was recovered, at Port Eliznbeth, This liiile Fellow had travelled some 1 sookm im less tham two
mmonths,

Il these notehes do persist throughout the turde's lilfetme there is a hope, albeit slim. that some
al these notched specimens will tum up in Tongaland seain, this tme as laying females, This will
answer the guestion as to whether hatchlings from one nesting area return to the BAITIE ATER A%
achults. A returning female will also inform s of the length of time required to reach maturity in
the wild state.

Amswers o these questions are vital 1o any sound ronservation programme and by this ix ot
inplied preservation programme. Although it would be naive to suggest that the Tongaland popu-
lations will reach an exploitable level in the s future, it is expected that one day the persibility
must be considersd. A full scientific understanding of the biology of sea turtles is msential hefore
any exploitation of & population should take plare,

The help of all members of the public & nerded 1o sscertain distributions, speed of travel, ete.,
but above all we need help with the recovery of hatchlings, If one considers their morlality rage
the: chances of us ever secing one again are remarkaldy small bast not impeossible a3 has been shown
hy the hatchling from Port Elizabeth. All we can do is pray that the person finding a turtle hatch-
ling, notched or net, will retusa it fo the Aquarium in Durban, or a AMusesm or simtlar Institution
which will forward the specimens to Durban

Flease don't give the hatehling to baly to play with, don’t take it back e De Aar Tor the school
collection, and above all please don't throw it awiy. Send it to those who pray for the odd 1ag in
ten thousand.

That's us,
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LOGGERHEAD TURTLE NOTCHING EVALUATIO

The Natal Parks Board has marked
thousands of day-old loggerhead
turtle (Caralta caretta) halchlings in
the St Lucia Marine Reserve since
1971, This is done each season

notehing marginal scales in tha
hope that future recaptures will
raveal growth, mi ration patiems
and homing behaviour. The
notching practise has been studied
in mora detail at ORI to determine

long-term etfects on the turtles.
The objectives of the study weara 1o
evaluate hatchling survival and
notch-induced mortality, and to
assess persistence of the notcheas
with growth of the hatehlings.

Sixty loggerhead hatchlings were
transferred from Bhanga MNek
g-ﬂalputaland to the aguarium at
Rl on 16 March 1990. Forl
hatchlings were double-notched,
ten were single-notched and ten
wara kept as controls and not
notchad at all. The survival rate of
the hatchlings was 72% and no
moralities were recorded after they
had reached 9 months in age.
Preliminary results indicate that
hatchling mortality was nol
Influe by notehing.

The success rate of the double
notches at an age of 2 years was

A foggarhead futle
with notches af L3
and AZ incfeabing
that the furtle was
marked i 1880
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requirad 1o sort the fish larvae from

calculated o be at least B3%. Six
turtles ara to remain at the
aguarium so that the notches can
be monitored until adulthood, while
the remainder are 1o be released,

L. Guastella

A loggerhead turtle nesting al Sodwana Bay.

AGULHAS GURRENT
ICHTHYOPLANKTON

Most-maring animals produce plankionic
egqgs and larvae to enable dispersal of
their young.
In tha case of fish, the early life histni
stages are termed ichthyoplankton.
roject has been underway since 1990 o
Investigate whether the Agulhas Current
is implicated in the southward dispersal
aof the larvae of several species of fish
along the eastern seaboard of South
Africa as is commanly believed,

Larvae ware collected using plankton
nets from the research ship "Sardinops”
during three cruises which covered the
area from Algoa Bay to Tugela and
extandad some 100 km offshore.
Hundreds of hours of microscope waork
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the other plankion. ldentification of the
larvae proved difficult as the larval
stages of many of the nearly 2 000
gpecies of fishes ucmrring;jﬂ the sast
coas! have not been describad.

A visit to ORI in September, 1832 by Dr
Joff Leis, a world authority on the larvae
of Indo-Pacific fishes, provided a major
boost to this project. Thousands of
larvas ware examined and identifications
were confirmed or corrected, Larvae of
several tropical species were identified
which rapresented new records for South
Airican walars. At present, rasults of this
w]aut are being analysed and written up
sclentific jounals.

L.E. Beckley
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Bongo nefs heimg depioyed i
the Aguitias Current fo colect
ichthvoplamkian,

i



