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The islands located in the Mozambique Channel,
including the French Eparses (Scattered) islands, are
major nesting and feeding sites for green (Chelonia
mydas) and hawksbill (Eretmochelys imbricata)
turtles (Bourjea, 2005; Taquet, 2007; Bourjea et
al., 2008; Bourjea & Benhamou, 2008). Green
turtles are present in tropical and subtropical waters
worldwide, generally in coastal areas and near
islands. In the South-West Indian Ocean (SWIO)
around 50% of the turtles present are estimated to
be green turtles – compared to 20% on a worldwide
scale (Servan, 1977). Unlike many other regions
where green turtle populations are increasing thanks
to efﬁcient protection measures, the populations in
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the SWIO are in decline (Taquet, 2007).
Genetic studies on green turtles have revealed the
existence of two meta-populations in the world, one
Atlantic, the other Indo-Paciﬁc (Bourjea, 2005; Taquet,
2007). Samples taken from adult females in the French
Eparses islands of Tromelin, Glorieuses, Juan de Nova
and Europa have showed that turtles from the Atlantic
population reproduce and nest in the South of the
Mozambique Channel (Europa and Juan de Nova),
whereas the Indo-Paciﬁc turtles do so in the North (Juan
de Nova, Glorieuses, Tromelin) (Bourjea, 2005; Bourjea
et al., 2007a; Taquet, 2007) (Table 1). Juan de Nova is
the only island where both meta-populations breed.
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Table 1: Summary of Eparses islands characteristics concerning nesting and feeding of green and
hawksbill turtles
The French territory of the Terres australes et
antarctiques françaises (Taaf) is composed of ﬁve
districts: Terre Adélie, in the Antarctic continent, the
sub-antarctic archipelagos of Crozet and Kerguelen
as well as the Saint-Paul and Amsterdam islands,
and the tropical Eparses islands (îles Eparses)
composed of Tromelin, Glorieuses, Juan de Nova,
Bassas da India and Europa (Figure 1). The Eparses
islands have been under the authority of the minister
of France’s overseas territories and departments
since 1960. Their administration was ﬁrst handled
by the prefect of Reunion Island, until it was handed
down to the prefect of the Taaf in 2005. In February
2007, these islands ofﬁcially became the Taaf’s ﬁfth

January 2010

district. Although French, they do not belong to the
European Union.
The sovereignty over Europa, Juan de Nova and
Glorieuses is entrusted to military detachments of
the Forces armées de la zone sud de l’océan Indien
(FAZSOI). On Tromelin, it is carried out by the chief
meteorologist and for Bassas da India by the presence
of the French Navy in its waters. This permanent
presence plays a key role in the conservation of sea
turtles, as it dissuades poachers from taking turtle
eggs or killing turtles for their meat.
The Eparses islands are scarce remainders of
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Juan de Nova is located in the narrowest part of the
Mozambique Channel, between Madagascar and
Mozambique, and south of Mayotte (Figure 4). It is
the only one of the Eparses islands to host nesting
hawksbill females as well as nesting females from
both green turtle meta-populations (Bourjea et al.,
2007a; Bourjea et al., 2007b). Furthermore, its
lagoon is an important feeding site for green turtles
who ﬁnd not only food but protection from predators
(Bourjea et al., 2007b). Conservation stakes for
marine turtles are therefore high in Juan de Nova.

Figure 1: Location of the Eparses islands in the
SWIO. (Source: Taaf, 2007)
practically virgin biodiversity sanctuaries. Their
amazing marine diversity has earned them the name
of “oceanic sanctuaries of primitive Nature”. These
islands have been protected over the centuries by
their isolated locations and a very limited human
occupation, thus giving them an elevated scientiﬁc
value. They are privileged sites for studying marine
ﬂora and fauna, including turtles, and can be used as
world wide scientiﬁc references.
Geographically isolated from the rest of the Eparses
islands, Tromelin is the only island not to be located
in the Mozambique Channel. It is located to the
east of Madagascar and the north-west of Reunion
Island. This small remote island is an important
site for reproduction and nesting of green turtles
(Bourjea, 2005) (Figure 2). Due to its small size and
preserved ecosystems, it is also a valuable area for
scientiﬁc research.
The archipelago of Glorieuses, whose two main
madreporic islands are Grande Glorieuse and
l’île du Lys, stands sentry over the north-east of
the Mozambique Channel (Figure 3). Both green
and hawksbill turtles can be found in Glorieuses
(Ciccione et al., 2005; Bourjea et al., 2008).
Whereas the lagoon is a feeding site for both
species, only green turtles nest on the island’s white
beaches (Roos, 2000; Ciccione et al., 2005; Bourjea
& Benhamou, 2008).
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Bassas da India, in the south of the Mozambique
Channel, is a recent atoll. It is completely submerged
at high tide, thus preventing turtles from nesting
(Figure 5). Scientiﬁc studies concerning Bassas da
India are very scarce, and no seagrass beds favorable
to nourishing immature turtles have been reported
(R. van der Elst, pers. comm.).
Europa, located near Bassas da India, is the most
southern of the Scattered islands (Figure 6). It is
home to both hawksbill and green immature turtles
(Bourjea, 2005; Bourjea et al., 2006; Bourjea et al.,
2007b; Bourjea et al., 2008). It is also a regional
and world-wide major nesting site for green turtles
belonging to the Atlantic meta-population (Hughes,
1970; Quod et Garnier, 2004). These facts make
Europa a great asset to sea turtle protection.
The presence of both hawksbill turtles (critically
endangered on the IUCN Red List) and Atlantic and
Indo-Paciﬁc green turtles (listed as endangered by
the IUCN) give the Eparses islands a high natural
value. This, and the existence of both feeding and
nesting sites, confers particular conservation values
to this region. Nevertheless, the Eparses islands are
also subjected to certain pressures. Marine turtles are
exposed to several threats, mostly anthropogenic.
Pollution by oil and gas, which occurred on Juan de
Nova in 2006, threatens not only immature turtles
living in the lagoons but all turtles swimming in the
area as well as nesting beaches.
Purse seine tuna ﬁsheries use Fish Aggregating
Devices (FADs). These cause the by-catch of
immature green and hawksbill turtles, which
eventually drown if they aren’t taken out of the
nets fast enough. Furthermore, it takes centuries for
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abandoned FADs and nets to deteriorate, creating
a widespread problem of ghost nets, or ghost
‘ﬁshing’, which is thus far impossible to quantify.
In addition to the impacts of legal and ghost ﬁshing,
illegal ﬁshing also takes its toll on marine turtles.
Although remote, the Eparses islands are visited
by small-scale ﬁshermen who are attracted by the
abundance of reef ﬁsh. These ﬁshermen sometimes
eat turtles or their eggs.
Last but not least, climate change doubly pressures
marine turtles. On the one hand, the current sea
level rise is reducing the surface of available nesting
beaches (Taquet, 2007; Hawkes et al., 2009). On
the other hand, rising temperatures favor female
production, which could lead to a strong sex bias and
ultimately the extinction of these animals (Taquet,
2007; Hawkes et al., 2009).
It is very important that we preserve the opportunity
and the privilege of working in natural labs such
as the Eparses islands. This is the very reason why
the Taaf has been supporting scientiﬁc programs
in these isolated territories, especially those led by
organizations such as Kélonia1 and IFREMER2
for quite some time now. These studies deal with
global warming, nesting characteristics, population
genetics, tagging and photo-identiﬁcation of
immature and nesting turtles, etc3.

Figure 2: One of Tromelin’s nesting beaches
(Source: Taaf, 2009)

Figure 3: Grande Glorieuse (Source: NASA, 2005)

Figure 4: Juan de Nova’s lagoon hosts green and
hawksbill turtles (Source: Taaf, 2009)

Besides supporting research, the Taaf also lead
concrete actions to mitigate turtle by-catch under
FADs. For instance, the ﬁshery observers placed
by the Taaf on tuna purse seiners receive speciﬁc
training by Kélonia and IFREMER to identify and
revive entangled turtles.

1

Kélonia : Marine turtle observatory of la Réunion
island. Not only does Kélonia lead scientiﬁc studies on
turtles, but it also plays an important role in education
and awareness.
2
IFREMER : Institut Français de Recherche pour
l’Exploitation de la Mer. IFREMER collects data and
knowledge about marine environments, constitutes data
bases and contributes to developing sustainable marine
activities.
3
For further information, please contact Stéphane Ciccione
: stephaneciccione@kelonia.org (Kélonia) or Jérôme
Bourjea : Jerome.Bourjea@ifremer.fr (IFREMER).
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Figure 5: Bassas da India atoll (Source: Marine
Nationale, 2007)

Figure 6: The entrance to Europa’s mangroves, where
hawksbill turtles may be found (Source: Taaf, 2009)
34

Indian Ocean Turtle Newsletter No. 11

Scientiﬁc research contributes greatly to better
knowledge of species and habitats. Furthermore
it is essential to orienting management measures
and ecosystem preservation. To this end, the Terres
australes et antarctiques françaises and the Agence
des aires marines protégées4 (AAMP) have signed an
agreement to carry out an eco-regional analysis of the
Eparses islands. The aim of this document is to create
a strategy to establish Marine Protected Areas (MPAs)
in the Eparses islands by 2011. Two complementary
steps are planned: (1) a summary of all scientiﬁc data
available, and (2) the realization of new research
campaigns. The ﬂexibility of the Taaf’s administration
as well as its know-how in ecological management
will likely amount to quick concrete results, thanks to
a close co-operation with the AAMP.
Furthermore, the Taaf have made two commitments
within France’s Grenelle de la Mer5. The ﬁrst one is to
classify the island of Europa and its territorial waters

as a National Natural Reserve (NNR) by the end of
2010. This action should be complemented by the
establishment of MPAs in the Eparses islands, which
will be done with all relevant administrations. The
Taaf’s second commitment is to become a reference
for scientiﬁc research and sustainable marine
activities.
Based on their experience in the southern islands and
thanks to the management of the NNR of the Terres
australes françaises6, the Taaf wish to reach the same
type of sustainable management and preservation of
the Scattered islands’ natural resources.
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Introduction
The Seychelles inner islands are home to one of the
world’s largest hawksbill turtle nesting populations.
Since 2004, 10,000s of volunteer hours have
been donated by people from all nationalities and
walks of life in contribution to the Global Vision
International (GVI) Seychelles Marine Expedition.
Data has been collected on E. imbricata population
dynamics, nest site monitoring, and behavioural
ecology from multiple locations. Thirty-two
hawksbill turtles were tagged for identiﬁcation
from June 2006 to July 2008 as part of a well
established mark/recapture program within the
Curieuse Island Marine Park; in addition, 45
turtles were recaptured and nine tags replaced for
long-term integrity. The results from beach patrol
surveys between 2004 and 2008 indicate that
marine reserves on Silhouette and Curieuse Island
retain higher nesting populations when compared
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to unprotected areas monitored across North West
Mahé Island. GVI has also developed a new focal
behavioural study on the foraging ecology of E.
imbricata with the guidance and advice of regional
experts. By collaborating with resource managers
and local stakeholders, research conducted by
international conservation organisations such
as GVI effectively addresses critical gaps in the
scientiﬁc literature while providing a number of
tangible beneﬁts to the wider community.
Marine turtles in the Seychelles
The Republic of Seychelles contains 115
islands and covers one of the largest Exclusive
Economic Zones (EEZ) relative to landmass of all
countries. This West Indian Ocean archipelago is
geographically isolated from other continents and
world renowned for its high biodiversity, rich coral
reefs, and lucrative ﬁshing industry. Marine turtles
have signiﬁcant cultural and economic importance
in the Seychelles and presently images of sea turtles
can be found on the logo of the Central Bank of
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