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PREFACE

: Turtles have always been important animals in Indian folklore and
mythology. The most famous of all is the “ Kurma Avatara * or * Turtle
incarnation * of Lord Vishnu. According to this story, in the continuing
struggle between the Gods and the Demons to rule the earth, there was
an agreement to churn the ocean inorder to obtain the “ mectar " fot
immortality, Whichever group obtained the nectar would become immor-
ttal and invincible and would rule the earth. The " Mandara Mountain
“was the churning stone, the king Of snakes * Basuki ” was the rope for
| churning, The Gods held the tail and the Demons the head of Basuki.
- As the churning started, “Mandara Mountain *' began to sink. To save
the situation, Lord Visnnu assumed the form of a giant sea turtle, the
- Kurma and supported the mountain on his back and thus prevented it

from sinking, Eventually the nectar emerged and became the property
- of Gods who eventually ruled on the earth, -

. Thus, as one of the incarnations of Vishnu, turtles have been
- revered in Indian culture. In Oricsa, people do not eat turtle meat and
therefore, they are well protected, But, sea turtles and their eggs used to be
exploited for Calcutta market until the earlv 1970’s until they we declared
as protected spzcies. Gahirmatha, Orisca has now become famous as the
largest rookery of olive ridley turtles. We had the opportunity to work
in this area and this volume is a compilation of our work,

The Late Prime Minister Shrimati Indira Gandhi was very much
concerned about our environment and took a personal interest in the
protection of turtles in Orissa. When she learnt about our work she had
sent instructions that all possible help should be provided to us. We are
indebted to her for her encouragement. The then Chief Minister of
Orissa, Shri J. B, Patnaik also took a personal interest in our work and
provided us with all possible help, called several high level meetings and

provided funds to us to ensure continued protection of the turtles. We
‘ express our gratitude to him,
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My colleagues Dr.S. P. Bhunya and Dr. B. C. Guru have bee,
associated in this work. The research team included Dr. S. K Dutta,
Dr. Jyotsnabala Kanungo, Dr. Maheswar Behera and Mr. Dola g?blhda Dey,
It was due to their team effofts that.we could obtain valuable informatiop

on different aspects of this important population.

d, Professor Emeritus, Trinty College,

necessity of this work for the
She has genetously provided
I express my sincere

' Professor Marie T. Dimon
Washington first drew my attention to the
conservation of this endangered species.

expertise during her trips to this department.

gratitude to her,

. I would like to thank the Ministry of Environment, Government
of India, New Delhi for the grant ( No. 14011/ 5[84-EG-7-ER ) and Depart.
ment of Forests, Govt. of Orissa ( WL (A)’7189-6238. dated 18.11.1989 ) for

the grant which made this study possible.

I would like to extend my thanks to officials'of the Forest Depart-

ment for their interest and help in this studys During the course of this

work many people have provided help directly and indirectly, I thank
themall. WA i e

I hope this volume will be ufeful to the turtle lovers of this world.

(P. Mohan}:y-Hejmadi )



INTRODUCTION

Sea turtles have drawn considerable attention in recent years for
their vulnerability and the fact that all the five species, namely the
leatherback Dermochelys coriacea, the hawksbill Eretmochelys imbricata, the
green turtle Chelonia mydas, the olive ridley Lepidochelys olivacea and
loggerhead Caretta caretta were given protection in September 1977 as an

amendment to the schedules to the Indian Wildlife (Protection) Act
(1972), :

Sea turtle populations have decreased all over the world due to

human consumption of eggs in large numbers, predation on eggs and
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hatchlings by non-human predators, poaching of adults for meat and other
products, and disruption and alteration of nesting beaches.

Out of the five species of sea turtles, in recent years considerable
attention has been paid to the olive ridley which used to be the most
numerous of the turtles and used to be widely distributed in the tropical
coastal waters of Pacific, South Atlantic and Indian Oceans. In India,
they nest in the east as well as along the west coast. The large mass nesting
beaches in the Cuttack district of Orissa, especially the rookery at
Gahirmatha, hest the largest aggregation of olive ridlevs in the world.
Traditionally, adult olive ridleys were caught throughout the coastal
belt in Orissa for commercial purposes. A major portion was taken to
Calcutta market as Oriyas do not eat turtle meat due to the high respect
given to * Kurm avatara” one of the incarnations of Vishnu in the form
of a tortnise in Hindu mythologv: but in Bengal it is quite popular.
During the nesting season in the past, the forest department of Orissa
was issuing licences for the collection of eggs at the rate of Rs..15/-per
boat load of eggs containg roughly between 35,000 to 1,00,000 eggs upto
1975 when the sorrounding area of Bhitar Kanika was declared a wildlife

sanctuary. Thereafter, complete protection has been given to the nesting
females and their eggs.



o at o modest scale has been started |, the

of Orisen tince 1975 and & reqp
Forfst g n: g?((’“:’;:;‘r:‘:n'::m(. Under a grant from the ‘I"D"?tr::r,:
mtmnlhn been 'ctd':e‘r the Eastern Gthat Project; the current wopj Ny
of Enxrat:nnment ‘;’:r 1085 to study the ecology, breeding patterns, develo,
g “:\N::::typc rmtrrrns of the olive ridley, l:emdnrhf'lyc "“"‘C‘a;
;::: i: :he first such comprehensive study at G’-‘h"m"s}"ﬂ. the largsy,
rookery of olive ridleys. I addition, laboratory studies th been
undertﬁken to hatch the egis under controlled conditions, to ma'nfpu]m
sex differentiation and raise the hatchlings under controlled conditiong ¢,

develop husbandty methods for “turtle farming '’

A recovery programm

The data collected from 1985 to 1989 are presented here wip},
the hope that it will be a source of information for the workers on tyrg|e,
as well as for the public.

1, IDENTITY

1.1. Nomenclature :

Valid name—Lepidochelys olivaceé (Eschscholtz, 1829)
Common names :—

Olive Ridley (Preferred English)
Tortuga golfina (Spanish)

Pacific Ridley :

Warana (Surinam)

Tortue Olivatra (French Guiana)
Xibirro (Brazil)

Samudrik Katha (Bengali)

Gadha Kachua (Hindi)

Pul amai/Sith amai| Kadal amai(Tamil)
Samudram thabelu (Telugu)

Samudra Kachhima|Chilakainchaa (Oriya)

L.2. Taxonomy :

Phylum—Chordata
Subphylum—Vertebrata
Super class—Tetrapoda



Class=—Reptilia
Sub-class=Anapsida
Order—Chelonia

Sub-order==Cryptodira

Super family==Chelonioidea
Family=—Cheloniidae

Sub-famil y=Carettini
Genus=—Lepidochelys

Synonymy of Genus
Lapidochelys—L. Fitzinger, 1843

Cephalochelys—]. E. Gray, 1873
Colopchelys=—S. W, Garman, 1881.

1.3. External Morphology and- Coioration
Adult ‘

1) Five to nine lateral scutes (usually 6-8)

2) Four inframarginal pores

3) Color—Carapace : dark olive green
Plastron : yellow

4) Two pairs of prefrontal scales on head

5) One claw in each flipper (adults)

Hatchlings \
Color—Dark grey or black both above and below.

[ 1.4, Size
Adults

1, Carapace length (straight) upto 80 cm
2, Head upto 13 cm wide
3. Weight—upto 60 kg -

Hatchlings

1. Carapace length up to 4 cms.
2. Weight upto 17 gms.
1.5. Cytomorphology :

Chromosome analysis from the spleen cells of a sea turtle
Lepidoch-lys- olivacza (0 ) has been done for the first time (Bhunya and







