Conservation of Turtle Populations on Seychelles Developed Islands

Introduction

The Marine Conservation Society, Seychelles (MCSS) is a local Non-Governmental Organisation that was registered in 1997 and incorporates the Shark Research Institute, Seychelles (SRIS). The MCSS was formed by a group of local marine experts to meet the lack of capacity in Seychelles and to address matters of marine biodiversity conservation and sustainable use. MCSS remains to this day the only Seychelles based Non-Governmental Organisation dedicated exclusively to the conservation and sustainable use of marine biodiversity. 

In 2000 the MCSS successfully obtained funding from the Global Environment Facility for a three year project focused primarily on the management of coral reefs whale sharks and marine turtles following the severe bleaching event of 1998.   

The MCSS/SRIS has pioneered work in Seychelles in a number of highly successful projects including monitoring the whale shark (Rhincodon typus), management of the Crown-of-thorns-starfish (Acanthaster planci), the installation and maintenance of environmentally friendly moorings systems, a strategic approach to marine turtle management, the development of marine eco-tourism activities and the sustainable use of marine biodiversity in general.

MCSS bases its work on a policy of open engagement of actors in the domain of marine conservation, sustainable use and development; and works closely with local partners such as the Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources, the Seychelles Fishing Authority (SFA), the Marine Parks Authority (MPA) and the Seychelles Centre for Marine Research and Technology (SCMRT) without compromising its role as an independent NGO.

The turtle rookeries on the islands of Mahe, Praslin and La Digue are in critical decline. Urgent action is required if viable nesting populations are to be maintained on these islands. There are various historical reasons for this decline but most predominant today is the disturbance of turtles on the nesting beaches, loss of nesting habitat and continuing illegal poaching.

The Marine Conservation Society, Seychelles believes that the conservation and rehabilitation of the few remaining viable nesting colonies is an obligation as:

· A contribution to the maintenance of Seychelles natural heritage.

· A responsibility to future generations of Seychellois such that they too may have the chance to marvel at a turtle nesting on their beaches

· An indication of sound sustainable development

· As a potential source of future tourism revenue.

Turtles have played an important role in the social and cultural development of the Seychellois nation in addition to a significant input to the country’s economic development through the export of shell, meat, oil and bones. Totally protected under the law since 1994 turtles still offer the potential to make a significant economic input through ecotourism if nesting populations can be maintained on some beaches and feeding populations in the reefs around the islands.

Initiatives on certain small islands have shown that rookeries can be effectively managed the challenge now is to attempt to adapt such management regimes to the developed islands. It is true that to maintain nesting populations on the islands of Mahe, Praslin and La Digue will be much more difficult and complicated but in turn the potential benefits are also much greater.

How many Seychellois get the chance to visit the smaller islands with recovering turtle populations? Can sustainable development in the central Seychelles be considered to be the maintenance of turtle populations on small isolated islands whilst the formerly much more significant rookeries on the main islands are allowed to disappear? If populations could be managed and ultimately rehabilitated to a degree on the main islands would this not offer a much greater potential for the average tourist to see them and for local communities to benefit from there management?

Rationale and Objectives

For turtle conservation to be effective in the long term to the broadest benefit of the Seychelles population through economic, educational, scientific and aesthetic benefits it is necessary to maintain turtle rookeries on the main three islands of Mahe, Praslin and La Digue. The rehabilitation and maintenance of healthy nesting colonies on certain key beaches on these islands would allow for the best scope of interaction for tourist activities, science and education in addition to being one of the strongest testimonies to sustainable development in our islands. In other parts of the world effective and lucrative ecotourism activities have been established around turtle rookeries. In Seychelles however this has so far not proven possible as the resource is not sufficiently accessible and/or reliable to allow for the development of targeted activities. 

Some small islands have effectively managed their turtle populations but this is only accessible to a small number of tourists who have the means to stay for extended periods such (i.e. a week or more on during the nesting season) other islands in the central Seychelles with larger populations only offer day visits and this means that encountering a turtle becomes a matter of chance; and neither of these options result in benefits circulating into the local communities in general.. Healthy nesting populations on selected beaches coupled with reasonable feeding populations around the main developed islands offer scope for targeted marketing of turtle-related activities to the broader tourist population in a way that can have direct benefits to local communities.

For such a project to have any chance of success it must have good support from the populace in general and this in terms of goodwill, volunteerism and the donation of funds and facilities. It is proposed to launch a National appeal that will be tailored to appeal to different groups of stakeholder – the general public, key local communities,

the private sector etc… In this time of economic difficulty the appeal will be launched to attract contributions at varying scales and emphasis wherever appropriate will be targeted at in-kind contributions.

The project will be entirely priority focused that is means and capacity will be focused where it is considered they offer the greatest potential returns i.e the best ratio of “turtle benefit” per rupee invested..

Expected outcomes 

· Increased nesting success on of turtles at identified priority rookeries through:

· The reduction of mortality in, and disturbance of, nesting turtles.

· The enhancement of hatchling success through nest monitoring and management; and the mitigation of other factors such as deleterious lighting regimes amongst other human impacts.

· Local monitoring and management projects established on certain key beaches.

· New partners identified and new and additional funds identified and invested in turtle rookery management.

· The more focused and effective use of resources directed to turtle management.

· Assessment of year-round tourism potential of offshore populations. (If identified as being viable the development of guidelines for such activities for submission to Government)

· Enhanced public awareness of:

·  The plight of turtle rookeries on the developed islands.

· The management protocols required to enhance turtle nesting and maintain turtle rookeries.

· The potential benefits offered by the maintenance and rehabilitation of key remnant populations in the form of:

· Education and science.

· Preservation of natural heritage.

· Potential future ecotourism activities.

Activities

· Establishment of agreement with Government regarding role of MCSS and MoE staff with regard to turtle monitoring and management at specified turtle rookeries.

· Identification of key remaining rookeries on Mahe, Praslin and La Digue.

· Launching of national appeal and awareness campaign.

· Seeking of partnerships in local communities near identified key rookery sites.

· Establishment of monitoring and management mechanisms, in liaison with the appropriate authorities and landowners etc…, on key rookery beaches.

· Monitoring of offshore turtle populations and assessment of utility for eco-tourism activities.

Synergies and Benefits
This project offers considerable potential to reap synergies from existing activities and yield benefits to agencies active in the environmental field.

MCSS currently has two turtle projects ongoing the “Strategic Management of Turtle Populations in Seychelles Project” funded by the British Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) and “The Integrated Turtle and Beach Management Project” at Anse Intendance which is being undertaken in partnership with the Banyan Tree Resorts Seychelles. There are clear compatibilities with these projects and that proposed including bringing new partners into the FCO project along with additional datasets for the database being developed therein; whilst the Banyan project provides a model for extrapolation to other rookery beaches.

The Ministry of Environment has the mandate to address the issue of turtle rookeries on the developed islands. This however is highly demanding on the limited budget and capacity of the Conservation Section as it has an obligation to respond to any turtle incident no matter where it may occur. This obligation means that the Section is unable to devote its resources, as it would perhaps wish, on certain priority beaches where there would be the greatest return on the investment – in this regard the same would equally be true for the MPA in the context of the St Anne Marine Park, were the project to identify priority rookery beaches in that area.

As such the project offers considerable scope for work sharing and the better allocation of resources to priority areas whilst enabling these agencies to fulfil there broader public roles and obligations. 

The Marine Conservation Society Seychelles offers opportunities for foreign nationals to gain experience in conservation and monitoring programmes by becoming a volunteer with the MCSS, for details please contact us at info@mcss.sc or visit our web site www.mcss.sc .










