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Conservation of sea turtles in the
waters of Cape Verde

by Alison Ashworth
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Conservation of the green turtle.

Biosferais alocalnon-governmental organisation (NGO) that works to conserve local coastal and marine
species, whilst also bringing together the local community to deal with the issues faced by climate
change. Thisis done through strategies such as promoting artisanal fishing, protecting marine habitats,
reducing pollution, and motivating the public to take a proactive role in protecting the environment. In
doing this they aid in the conservation of many different species of reptiles, mammals, and birds.

In order to protect the turtle species that visit the Cape Verde archipelago, Biosfera has been looking
at solutions to mitigate the threats to the species that remain of concern. The main objective of their
work is to protect the juveniles, and the adults, whilst also contributing to the ecological studies on the
species.

For example, to help the most common turtle population on the island, the Caretta caretta, Biosfera
have set up hatcheries. They were built as a scientific experiment to 1) reduce the risk of poaching,
mostly from the stray dogs on the island and 2) carry out studies to see the effects of global warming
on the turtles’ sex. The nests in the hatcheries are moved from high-risk areas. By moving the nests,
Biosfera believes the number of hatchlings and eggs that are poached will decrease. Once a hatching
event has taken place, the scientists wait two days before carrying out a success report on the nest
(knowing how many eggs were placed in the nest, and how many empty shells were discovered, a
success rate can be calculated).

The conservation project to monitor the green turtles in Cape Verde is a new project. Furthermore, due
to the infrequency of Chelonia mydas nesting, Biosfera is focussing more on collecting information on
their ecology and population. They plan on doing this through three main activities: DNA sampling, geo-
tagging, and the formation of the first database.

Data collection for these three activities was all done in Sao Pedro Bay. We arrived at the bay around
nine o’clock, to ensure we could get all the data we needed before the tourists arrived. After a brief,
and pushing off with the help of the locals, a local fisherman, working with Biosfera, drove us out into
the bay. Once in the right area, the fisherman cut up bait (local fish) and tossed them into the water,
while also revving the engine of the boat (a noise the turtles have learned to associate with food). As
we jumped off the boat, into the underwater world below, we were greeted by all sorts of marine life:
schools of fish, rays, and of course, the Chelonia mydas.

info@darwin200.com | www.darwin200.com




DARWIN200 45

In order to create a usable and reliable database, we had to capture both sides of the face. The best
photograph would be one that was perpendicular to the face and with the turtle’s neck fully stretched
out. Being one of my first times snorkeling, this was something that the specialists were much better
at than mel!

To make the data collection more efficient, we used a one-by-one process, focusing and photographing
one turtle at a time. After we succeeded in gaining these images, their hind flipper was marked, allowing
us to focus on the unphotographed turtles.

DNA sampling and geo-tagging of the Chelonia mydas were assessments carried out on the boat. Two
members of the Biosfera team entered the water and lifted a turtle into the boat. Once in the boat, my
job was to cover the head in a damp towel (a technique used to calm the turtle down) and also carefully
hold down the flippers.

We carried out four activities on each turtle we brought into the boat. The first was inserting a geo-tag
into the front-right flipper of each turtle (once geo-tagged the turtle could be named!). This geo-tag
will allow not only Biosfera to identify the turtle, but also other scientists who may scan the turtle as it
arrives in mainland West Africa to lay its eggs. This will allow the researchers to track where the turtles
go on their migration. The next task was to take a DNA sample of the green turtle. This was done by
taking a cutting of a small section of the flipper.

We also took measurements of the turtle shell, repeating each recording three times. This will allow the
scientists to see how much and how fast the turtles change in size. Finally, we uncovered the face and
quickly took photos of both sides, so that we could add them to the database. We managed to carry
out these activities on three turtles, two juveniles (named Ally and Alberto) and one adult (Annie). After
this, Annie (my camera operator) went with one of the Biosfera specialists diving down to the bottom
of the bay in order to collect coral samples.

Although my project was focused on the database and the image collection, it was fascinating to be
involved in the other data collection Biosfera is carrying out.
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