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INTRODUCTION

The beaches on the east coast of Middle Andaman have 
long been known as important nesting sites for olive 
ridley turtles in the Andaman and Nicobar Islands. Of 
particular importance are the beaches in the Cuthbert 
Bay Wildlife Sanctuary, Middle Andaman, where olive 
ridley turtles have been reported to nest in fairly large 
numbers from November to April, with a peak be-
tween January and March (Fatima, 2011).  In 1994, Sat-
ish Bhaskar, one of the pioneering sea turtle research-
ers of India, reported an “arribada-type” phenomenon 
of olive ridley nesting on the beaches of Cuthbert 
Bay with 100-200 nests laid on some nights (Bhaskar, 
1994). Data collected by the local forest department in-
dicated that more than 50% of the nests for the 1990-91 
and 1991-92 seasons were laid in short spurts of 2-3 
days (see Table 1; Namboothri et al., 2012). Fatima et 
al. (2011) collated information on sea turtle nesting in 
Cuthbert Bay prior to and immediately after the De-
cember 2004 earthquake and tsunami, and determined 
there was a sharp decline in nesting in the two years 
following the tsunami. During this period, there is no 
indication of synchronized nesting.

A new olive ridley mass-nesting site for the Indian 
Ocean?

Recently, more than 5,000 olive ridley nests were laid 
on 18th and 19th of January 2014 on Harguna Beach, 
a short stretch of beach about 6 km north of the Beta-
pur (Dhani) Nallah Beach (see Figure 1) (EOIC, 2014). 
Forest Department personnel stated that mass-nesting 
has been observed at the beach since 2012, with more 
than 1,000 turtle nests recorded on the beaches of 
Cuthbert Bay from January 15-19, 2013. Though the 
intensity of nesting is not comparable to the nesting 
abundance observed at mass-nesting beaches in Odi-
sha (> 100,000/year), there is clearly a pattern of syn-
chronised nesting emergence. 

Following reports in the media, the authors visited 

Cuthbert Bay Wildlife Sanctuary on 7-8th Febru-
ary 2014 to conduct a rapid survey of the nesting 
sites, examine the hatcheries, and to offer a training 
programme for field staff of the forest department, 
Mayabunder Division. The department monitors olive 
ridley nesting along the east coast of the Middle and 
North Andaman Islands (at Cuthbert Bay, Karmatang, 
Ramnagar, Kalipur, Lamiya Bay and Ross and Smith Is-
land) and at Harguna Beach. Interactions with the for-
est department indicates high nest depredation due to 
feral dogs and pigs. Hence, sporadic nests on the main 
Cuthbert Bay Sanctuary nesting beach are shifted to 
permanent hatcheries set up at regular intervals on the 
beach. The mass-nesting site at Harguna Beach is a rel-
atively remote and narrow beach and the entire beach 
is fenced off to reduce nest predation by feral dogs and 
human poaching of turtles and eggs. Many of the nests 
are laid below the high-tide level and are relocated into 
a temporary in-situ hatchery on the beach.

A workshop and training programme was conducted 
for about 30 frontline staff of the Middle and North 
Andaman ranges on sea turtle biology and hatchery 
management practices. This was followed by an inter-
active session where many of the staff discussed and 
clarified issues pertaining to sea turtle monitoring and 
hatchery management. Prospects of initiating a tag-
ging programme were discussed along with protocols 
for monitoring mass-nesting. 

Recommendations and suggestions for the sea turtle 
monitoring programme and hatchery management

Following the training programme, we provided a brief 
list of recommendations for the sea turtle monitoring 
programme at Cuthbert Bay. We plan to initiate col-
laborative monitoring of the mass-nesting site with the 
Forest Department of Andaman and Nicobar Islands 
in the upcoming season. We also plan to provide train-
ing for monitoring and management, and posters and 
manuals are being developed towards this end. The 
recommendations were as follows:
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Sea turtle monitoring programme 

• A tagging programme needs to be initiated at this 
site, which will generate crucial information on 
the inter- and re-nesting intervals of these turtles.

• The standardised strip transect approach to census 
mass-nesting events (Valverde and Gates, 1999) 
could be used to enumerate mass-nesting in the 
Middle Andamans. 

• Long-term monitoring will provide more informa-
tion on the temporal and spatial patterns of nest-
ing at this site. 

• Genetic studies will elucidate whether the Anda-
man olive ridley populations are distinct from the 
arribada population in Odisha.

• Satellite telemetry studies can provide informa-
tion on their post-nesting movements as well as in 
identifying foraging grounds.

• Additional information on beach profiles (Berlie 
et al. 2008), nest predation (visual approxima-
tion based on footprints) and mortality of tur-
tles through interactions with fisheries and other 
causes (examining dead carcasses on the beach) 
would be valuable to understand the threats these 
turtles face.

Nest protection and hatchery management 

• In-situ protection of nests from feral dogs, pigs 
and monitor lizards can be achieved by building 

fences around existing nests to cause minimal dis-
turbance. 

• If there is a need to relocate eggs (as in the case 
of sporadic nests that are vulnerable to flooding 
or predation), they could be moved to temporary 
hatcheries situated on the nesting beach. A poster 
on ‘Best Practices for Sea Turtle Hatcheries’ is be-
ing developed for distribution and manuals on 
sea turtle conservation and hatchery management 
practices (Sea Turtles of India, 2011) have been 
provided to the forest department staff.

• In the case of existing permanent hatcheries, the 
sand needs to be replaced at the end of every sea-
son and not at the beginning of the season (as is the 
case currently). This ensures that the fresh sand 
added is exposed to wind and rain and resembles 
the natural beach sand as much as possible.
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Nesting season
Total nesting 
duration

Total no. of 
nests

Peak nesting 
nights

Number of nests 
laid on the peak 
nesting nights

% of nests laid 
on the peak 
nesting nights*

1990-91
16/11/1990-

30/04/1991
706

04/02/1991 70

58%
06/02/1991 37

11/02/1991 147

12/02/1991 156

1991-92
01/12/1991 - 

26/02/1992
711

14/01/1992 52

73%
29/01/1992 170

30/01/1992 93

26/02/1992 205

Table 1: Data from Satish Bhaskar’s surveys of olive ridley nesting at Cuthbert Bay, Middle Andaman Island, indicating  

an arribada-type event, with peak nights during the nesting season (Namboothri et al. 2012)
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Figure 1. Map of the Cuthbert Bay Wildlife Sanctuary indicating the locations of the hatcheries and staff camps along the 

beach and the mass-nesting site at (Harguna Beach). Source: Forest Department, Middle Andaman.


