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seasonal Factors

The L99o/9! season work was notabLe on three counts;
maintenance and expansion of the volunteer invol-vement in
beach work, continuj-ng additional support fron North West
shelf  o i f f ie]d operators (west Austral ian Petrol-eum Pty Ltd
{WAPET} and Hadson Energry Ltd) and their  staf f ,  and the
l-o$/est seasonal nesting intensity so far observed for
Western Austral ian green turtLe populat ions.

CALM operat ions div is j -on staf f  assisted with maintenance of
the Exmouth District voLunteer progran, expansj-on of
investigations focussed on the coastal- Pilbara, and further
visits to the cape Domett flatback rookery in the north
Kirnber ley.

Aborj.ginal cornrnunity participation in the west Kinberl-ey
work continued, with ongoing support received frorn the
contract Enplolnlent Program for Aborigines in Natural and
cultural- Resource Management ( CEPANCRM) adrninistered by the
Austral- ian Nat ional  Parks & I^I i ldLi fe service.

Taggirg Work - L99O | 9L

Green turtle

Work at rookery beaches of the Lacepede Islands, Barrow
Island, and in the Exmouth Gul-f area was planned during the
main sunmer nesting period, as in previous years, but
results obtained were affected by the substantia]Ly reduced
nest ing at tendances at each rookery.  Pract ical- l -y no green
turtles visited the Barro!, Island and Exnouth cul-f area
beaches. Nest ing intensi ty at  the Lacepede Is lands was c,
10-15? of the peak observed dur ing the L989/90 season.

To date, the nunbers of green turtles tagged at these najor
studv rookeries have been:

D  E P A R T M E  N T  O F  C O N S E R V A T I O N  A N D  L A N D  M A N A G E M E N T W E S T E R N  A U S T R A L I A



Lacepede Islands

Barrow f sl,and

Exmouth Gulf area
Mui.ron Islands
Ningaloo Marine Park

TOTAL

Progress
e o / e r

2 2 2

8

z J 6

Previous

3 2r3

2 01L

1 8 8
1  0 1 3

0  . t z a

Progress
TotaI

J  4 T J 3

2 016

1 9 1

o  o o J

In addition, 180 green turtl,es have been tagged at a number
of other locat ions.

Other Species

With the reduction in nurnbers of green turtles nesting
during the 1990/91 season and the expansion of  the volunteer
support program it was possible to improve our kno!,/ledge of
f  ]atback, hawksbi l l  and loggerhead turt ]es.

Srnall numbers of loggerheads were again found nestj_ng on the
Exrnouth GuIf area beaches. Another 22 turtles were tigged on
beaches of the Ningaloo Marine park over the sumrner. Two
short  durat ion vis i ts to the Muiron Is lands resul- ted in
taqging of another 28- proqress totals = 44 at  Ningaloo and
46 at l,Iuirons. It is now conf inned that the tquiron Islands
are the most irnportant loggerhead site in this area. An
additional vol-unteer observer report, supported by video-
tape documentation made overnight on 31 Decenber 19-90, also
conf i rmed the relat ive importance of Turt l_e Bay, Dirk i tar tog
Isl"and, as a Shark Bay Loggerhead turtl_e rookeiy.

Flatback turtles were tagged at five different locations
during 7990/9Li  45 at  the pi lbara nainland study, 26 at
Barrow Isl-and, 13 at each of Rosemary Island and the
Lacepede fs lands, and 8 at  Varanus Is land;-  Season total_ =
105  -  P rog ress  to ta l  =  286 ,  a l l  s i t es .

The ongoing hat/ksbi11 work focussed on Varanus Island in the
Lowendal group was continued. The more extensive effort
focussed on Ningaloo Marine park beaches in 19g9/90 l i ras also
maintained, and the rookery at Rosemary fsLand in the
Danpier Archipelago was subject to furthEr investiqation.
This lat ter work conf i rrned the major status of  R5semary
IsLand as a hahrksbill rookery - 5G turtles $/ere tagged ovei
4 nights.  Season totals for Varanus Is land and the f l inqaLoo_
Muirons rooker ies v/ere 29 and 9 respect ively.  season 
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al l  s i tes = 94, and Progress total  = 3l-2 (218 of these on
Varanus Is land over 5 seasons to date).

occasional s i te v is i ts to the Monte Bel]o Is lands group over
the past few years have confirned use by hawksbilLs of a
number of  beaches on several  is lands. These observat ions,
plus observations made during the tagging studies noted,
clearl-y suggest that is]ands on the North West shelf are the
rnajor focus of nesting by western Austral-ian region
hawksbill turtle populations .

Dispersal of Tagged Turtles

A further 7 reports were received from around the northern
Austraf ian coast over the past year,  but fu l l -  detai l -  for the
fatest report  has not yet been completed.

A11 6 cornpleted recovery reports were for green turtLes - 5
or iginal ly tagged at the Lacepede Is lands rookery,  and l -
f rom the Ninga]oo Marine Park area ( tagged January 1990).
This l-atter is only the second report of a recovery of a
green turtLe from the Pi l -bara-Emouth region rooker ies.  Like
the f i rst  report ,  for a Barrow fs land turt l -e,  th is second
was al-so from a west Kj-mberley locat ion.

The f ive addit ional  recover ies of  Lacepede fs lands turt ]es
incl-uded the second report received from a Gu]f of
Carpentar ia l -ocat ion. Like the f i rst ,  th is turt le was aLso
tagqed in the 7987 /88 season. The renaining 4 turt les
included t ! /o 1988/89 season and one 1987 /8A season nesters
taken inside Kingr Sound, WA. The last  r4ras a 1989/90 season
nester taken at Ka]umburu, wA.

of the 30 Lacepede nest ing turt les novJ reported as recovered
rr/e have two from the culf of Carpentaria, another 10
scattered al-ong the northern coast of the Northern
Terr i tory,  including rnul t ip le recover ies from Croker Is l -and
(4),  South coulburn Is land (2) and the Mel-vi11e Is l -and area
(2),  and l -8 f rom KinberLey coastal-  areas of  Western
Austral ia.  To date, al l -  of  the qreen turt l -es reported
recovered outside of  western Austral- ian coastal  waters have
been from the groups tagged at the Lacepede Islands in the
L986 /87  and  1987 /88  seasons  on l y  -  l - a tes t  repo r t s ,  Ap r i l

The multiple recovery reports sunmarized suggest that
nesting groups attending the Lacepede Islands rookery fron
year to year may include di f ferent proport ions of  anj . rnal_s
fron di f ferent feeding ground aggregatJ-ons. However,  the
inportant feeding grounds for at least some of the green
turt les nest ing at  the Lacepede Is lands are apparent ly



located in coastal waters around the Western Australian
Kinberley coast, around the Northern Territory coast, and
wi.thin the culf of carpentaria.

Dedicated searches for tagqed turtles further offshore, and
also alongT the poorly visi.ted parts of the Kirnberley coast
in the western Australian region, ained at correctj-ng
apparent bias in the reported recovery data have not yet
been done. Further attention to stinulate better reporting
of recover ies is st i1 l  needed.

Renigrants (turtles returDing to nest at klrown lookery)

creen Turt1e

Despite the low nurnbers of nesting turtLes this season,
further renigrant green turtles were seen at our Barrow
Island and Lacepede Is]ands study rooker ies.

At Barrorr  Is land, one turt le f rom 300+ tagged whi le nest ing
at John Wayne Beach dur ing the 1987/88 season was resighted
this year,  naking a total  of  three 3-year remigrants onLy
seen to date. The low return rate observed so far must be
judged against the low intensity of nesting at Barrow during
the 1989/90 season, and the scarci ty of  turt les at tending to
nest in ] -990 /  9I .

Another twelve remj-grants were sighted at the Lacepede
IsLands this year -  another 5 from the l -9S6/7 nesters,  and
another 7 from the 1987/88 nesters- Progress totals = 25
f ron  the  L986 /7  season ,  and '10  f rom the  L987  /8  season .  We
have nor,r observed 3 turtles returning after a two-year
absence, 27 af | .er a 3-year absence, and 5 af ter a 4-year
absence (the latter being the rnaxirnurn avail.able to date). We
have not observed any returns in consecutj-ve years,

Apart fron notingr the facts above, these observations are
not yet further interpretable. Any possibl,e cornparison
between 1989 /90 and L99O/9L is aLso obscured bv the
substantial- differences in nesting intensity between the two
initial tagrqing seasons and during the tv/o years over which
remj-grants have now been observed.

other sDecies

Observations of remj-grant flatbacks and hawksbills improved
duri .ng L99o /  9:- .

Flatback Turt]e
Three of onLy si-x flatbacks taqged at the Lacepede Islands
in the 1987 /8 and 1988/9 seasons were resighted this year.



At Varanus Island one flatback, first tagged in the !986/7
season, has now been resighted three out of the past four
seasons, being nissed only in 1988/9. Three other turt les
from the 1986/7 group of 11 tagged have also been seen as
remigrants, the last one after a four year absence in
L99O/9L. Two of ten tagged in L9e7 /8 have al-so been
resighted, but there have not yet been any resightings of
tu r t l es  taqged  in  1988 /9  o r  1989 /90 .

Two renigrant flatbacks have been seen at Barrow Island-
both two years after tagging, At the coastal- rookery near
Cape Thouin five remigrants have been observed - these
incl-ude one of s ix tagged in the L986/7 season seen dur ingr
f99O/L, and two each frorn the much Larger groups tagged in
the 1988/9 and 1989/90 seasons. Three of the lat ter four
were seen in the next season after being tagged; the last
after a tero year absence. No tagging work was done at this
rookery in t987 /  8.

Hawksbi lL TurtLe
AIt  the hawksbi l l  records reLate to Varanus Is1and. Another
seven individual-s were recorded as rerni-gTrants this season -
Progress total = 8. The new records j,nclude resighting of
the f i rst  turt le tagged in our project af ter a f ive year
absence, another af ter a four year absence, four at  3 years,
bringing that group total to f j-ve, and one at two years.

Summarv

We are a long way short of being abl-e to properly interpret
the rernj.grant observations noted above. Ho$/ever, the
hawksbill and green turtle data appear quite sirnilar to each
other,  and are general- l -y in accord with pr ior expectat ions.
The flatback data to hand appear to differ in comparison,
with a high proport ion of  consecut ive season sight ings,
coupl-ed with some relativel-y high accunulated resighting
rates for smaLl groups of turtl,es tagged at several
l -ocat ions. Perhaps these f latbacks are nest ing more
frequently than the hawksbj-LL and green turtles while still-
having good survival  prospects.

Seasonal Var iat ion in Nest ing InteDsity,  etc

Nest inq Act iv i tv

The relat ively 1ow nest ing at tendance of green turtLes at
the Barrow fsLand and Exnouth cul,f area rookeries observed
in 1989/90 was foLlof ied this year by a pract ical  absence of
nesting green turtLes at those rookeries. At the Lacepede
Islands there was al-so a substant ial-  decl ine in nest inq



intensi ty this season, in contrast wi th the 1989/90 resul t ,
but there were sti11 substantially more nesting green
turtles attending there than was the case for the 

-more

southerly locations.

The general-ly 1ow nestj.ng intensity observed for green
turtles at western Australian rookeries this year r{as
consistent with seasonal observations at nortl-eastern
Australian rookeries, but the apparent separati,on of our
results for Kinberley and pilbara-cascoynJ rookeries last
season requires further explanation.

The only extensive data we have for other species is for the
hawksbi l ls at  Varanus IsLand. The best season observed so
far was 1988/89, r,\rhen apparentl-y sorne hund.reds of hawksbil-ls
nested. The other three seasons to date have seen much
smal ler nunbers at tending -  perhaps onty Z5-3OZ or less of
the numbers seen in 1989/89 in each year.  Nest ing this
season was particularly patchy prior to the new year, and
had ceased by nid-February l -991.

Several  t ropical  cyclones again af fected beaches in the
f i rst  quarter of  1991, but we do not know how these events
relate to the changes in nesting intensity that preceded
them. Fewer egg clutches l_aid at the various rookeries would
have been vulnerable to destruction than in previous years
when cyclones affected the same places.

Following our prelirninary atternpt to exanine the
deveLopnental- envj-ronnent within naturally selected green
turtle nests and the sex ratio of hatchlings produced a€ on"
of the Ningaloo Marine park beaches in f -SeslSo, which was
aborted due to destruction of the instrumented nests rnid-
_term by cyclone induced beach erosion, r^re decided to refocus
our at tent ion on hawksbi l ls at  varanus Is]and for fgg}/g:- .
This choice was based on the fact  that there was a pauci ty
of th is sort  of  inforrnat ion for hawksbi l ls,  and that-we hai
part icul-ar knornr ledge of nest ing patterns, cLutch size anci
hatching success already avai l -abls for that rookery.

The decision to shi f t  our focus was fortunate, in l ight of
the subsequent scarcity of nest.inq turtles at llingalo6, but
s/e sti.lI had limited success in our endeavour because oi tne
errat ic hawksbi l l  nest ing that occurred at Varanus Is l -and.
Despite our elaborate plans for the invest igat ion to be
nounted, the turt les did not fu l , ly cooperate.  we were only
able . to set up ti/o nests la j.d in reasonably safe l-ocation's
at times which then turned out to be late in tfre season that
unfolded, and the turtles that provided these lirnited



opportunities then laid quite small clutches relative to the
accumulated rookery data (85 and 60 eggs only cf. previous
averages >110).  The f i rst  nest produced 758 females; the
second 1008; but hatching success was aLso relat ively 1ow,
particularly for the second nest. This latter observation
s/as consistent with resuLts of excavations of other non-
instrurnented nests l-aid this season. The results obtained
suggest that the beaches $/ere rel-atively \hot,. This
investigation will- be continued in ]-99'J,/92, and results
reported 1n detail later as appropriate.

Genetic gtudlies

As reported previously, the ntDNA signature of the Western
Austral ian rookery source green turt les is qui te dist inct
fron that of  eastern AustraLj .an nest ing animals.

Further col lect ion and analysis of  adul t  and hatchl ing
materia] to expand our knowl-edge of genetic structure of the
marine turtl-e populations f6und in the western Austral-ian
region is in progress in col laborat ion with col leagues at
the Un j.versity of Queensl-and.

Recovery of Tagged Turtles from otber Rookeries in WA

No new reports have come to notice in the past year. we have
st i l l -  not had success with extensive enquir ies re a green
turtLe bearing a tag with an Indonesian return address that
was taken in the west Kinber l-ey i -n Septenber 1989.

Leathelback Turtl.es in IVA Waters

Leatherback turtLes have not yet been recorded nest ing on
any western Austral ian beaches, and those recorded nest ing
elsewhere in Austral ia may properly be considered .waifs, .
Not ing this,  the scarci ty of  nest ing green turt les at
western Australian rookeries this past season pernitted
several-  observat ions suggest ing that .waif ,  Leatherbacks
probably do occasional-l-y rnake cralrl-s on beaches in this
region, as in other AustraLian locat j .ons.

Ef,forts to irnprove reportage of sightings and salvage of
leatherback turtLe carcasses that nay become avaiLable are
cont j-nulng. We have had some reasonabLe success j-n recent
tirnes in this endeavour, but have not yet been fortunate
enough to secure, tag and sample any l ive entangled turt les,
with a vj .ew to \stock ident i f icat j -on, and later report ing of
sightings on rookery visits that rnight subsequentLy occur
a f te r  reLease .



ExteDsion Work

Efforts to establish hrorking contacts with Indonesian
colleagues have continued. Liaison with fisheries manaqers
and fisherrnen is being pursued with a view to tur€frer
consideration of potential by-catch problerns that may
adversely affect rnarine turtle populations in the westeri.r
Australian region. Working liaison with other groups
involved in rnarine turtle nanagement and research is 
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naintained.

Fultber Developnent of tbe ploject

Beach work focussed on taggingr and rnonitoring of nesting
fenale turtl,es at selected rookeries provides the foundatioi
for .our project.  Volunteer part ic ipat ion in this work
continues to provide essential_ support, and needs continuinq
act ive encouragenent .  The Lacepede Is l .ands work rests oiL
continuj.ng Aboriglnal involvement on a nore formal- basis.
Identifiable interests of northern Australian AboriqinaL
people in resource nanagement issues relevant to i .h"=e
narine turt le populat ions are of  part icular inportance, and
need to be pursued further.

Secure funding plus our integrative management support will
ensure adequate progress and enable further investigation of
feeding ground and recruitnent rnatters. opportunities for
student research project involvement are alJo opened up by
maintenance of core project work at the more access-ibl-"
s  i t es  .

The ident i f icat ion of  pressing conservat ion problems for
loggerhead turt le populat ions in the Austral ian reqion has
coincided with our recent location of the i-rnportant
rookeries in the Exnouth culf and Shark Bav ar"a's. New
project work focussed on these populat ions is t t  Ue started.

GeneraL work ained at obtaining further information on
distr ibut ion of  populat ions and nest ing si tes wi l l  be
continued. Observer network participatioi is also a vj_tal
conponent in this regard. We look forward to your continued
interest and support.
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