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           A loggerhead turtle seen recently on the north coast of KwaZulu Natal. 

Sightings of turtles nesting on North Coast beaches recently brought back memories of the 

fascinating Tongaland experimental study conducted under the auspices of KwaZulu Natal 

Wildlife. A lot of work has since been done to protect and grow turtle populations. 

The study conducted in 2003 formed part of the longer-standing Tongaland turtle monitoring 

project. It involved tracking the movements of a female leatherback turtle with the help of a 

satellite transponder which transmitted data every time the turtle broke the surface. 

The animal was first tagged at the end of January 2003 at Bhanga Nek in Maputaland, about 20km 

south of the Mozambican border. At the end of March that year, the turtle recorded one of the 

deepest dives for a leatherback – a depth of 940 metres off the continental shelf in Algoa Bay, Port 

Elizabeth.  

After another month it had travelled 800km south of Cape Point, then found the Benguela current 

at the end of May, just west of Luderitz. She then turned south but stayed in the Benguela current. 

Scientists attributed this movement to the upwelling on the west coast, the high level of nutrients 

and the availability of food – i.e. fish. They said the clear water on the east coast is indicative of a 

https://www.fishingindustrynewssa.com/author/finsa-reporter/
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=Flashback%21+Turtle+Sightings+and+Monitoring+Project&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.fishingindustrynewssa.com%2F2021%2F01%2F08%2Fturtle-sightings-and-monitoring-project%2F&via=Fishing+Industry+News+SA
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=Flashback%21+Turtle+Sightings+and+Monitoring+Project&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.fishingindustrynewssa.com%2F2021%2F01%2F08%2Fturtle-sightings-and-monitoring-project%2F&via=Fishing+Industry+News+SA
https://plus.google.com/share?url=https://www.fishingindustrynewssa.com/2021/01/08/turtle-sightings-and-monitoring-project/
https://plus.google.com/share?url=https://www.fishingindustrynewssa.com/2021/01/08/turtle-sightings-and-monitoring-project/
https://pinterest.com/pin/create/button/?url=https://www.fishingindustrynewssa.com/2021/01/08/turtle-sightings-and-monitoring-project/&media=https://www.fishingindustrynewssa.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Loggerhead-turtle.jpg&description=Sightings%20of%20turtles%20nesting%20on%20North%20Coast%20beaches%20recently%20brought%20back%20memories%20of%20the%20fascinating%20Tongaland%20experimental%20study%20conducted%20under%20the%20auspices%20of%20KwaZulu%20Natal%20Wildlife.%20A%20lot%20of%20work%20has%20since%20been%20done%20to%20protect%20and%20grow%20turtle%20populations.
https://pinterest.com/pin/create/button/?url=https://www.fishingindustrynewssa.com/2021/01/08/turtle-sightings-and-monitoring-project/&media=https://www.fishingindustrynewssa.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Loggerhead-turtle.jpg&description=Sightings%20of%20turtles%20nesting%20on%20North%20Coast%20beaches%20recently%20brought%20back%20memories%20of%20the%20fascinating%20Tongaland%20experimental%20study%20conducted%20under%20the%20auspices%20of%20KwaZulu%20Natal%20Wildlife.%20A%20lot%20of%20work%20has%20since%20been%20done%20to%20protect%20and%20grow%20turtle%20populations.
https://www.fishingindustrynewssa.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Loggerhead-turtle.jpg


2 
 

low nutrient content. It is a diverse area in respect of species and habitats and fishing activity has 

increased substantially. 

They also believed that a large number of both the loggerhead and leatherback turtles migrate this 

distance although loggerheads are more likely to frequent the Agulhas bank. 

Protected species 

All marine turtles are on the IUCN Red data list and they are protected by CITES and other 

international conventions such as the Convention on Migratory Species and the Biodiversity 

Convention. 

Five marine turtle species frequent South African waters, but only two of the species nest along 

the shores of northern Maputaland. These are the loggerhead (Caretta caretta) and the leatherback 

turtles (Dermochelys coriacea).  

The other three are the green, hawksbill and olive ridley turtles which are prevalent in the south-

west Indian Ocean and in South East Asia. 

Nesting biology and populations 

The Tongaland turtle monitoring programme was initiated originally by a local man, Dr George 

Hughes, in 1963. Even after his official retirement from the programme in 2006, he remained a 

dedicated and interested participant. The programme formed the basis of his PhD thesis in 1974. 

As one of the longest running programmes in the world, its main objective was to gain information 

on the nesting biology and population dynamics of leatherback and loggerhead turtles that breed 

on the shores of Maputaland. 

Another objective was to patrol and protect the females during this vulnerable stage on the shore. 

The work done locally was twofold. Monitoring turtle behaviour took place after sunset and just 

after sunrise, along a 56km stretch of beach that stretches between Mabibi, north of St Lucia and 

Ponte de Oura on the Mozambican border. This stretch of beach is known to be the predominant 

nesting area for the turtles. 

It now falls within the iSimangaliso Wetland Park which spans 220 km of pristine coastline and is 

South Africa’s first UNESCO World Heritage Site. 

Monitoring during the breeding season 

Monitoring is labour-intensive and expensive, and members of local communities are employed 

during the breeding season from October to March each year to patrol the beach. This is still the 

case.  
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They collect data including the counting of nests and identify, measure and tag individual turtle 

females as and when encountered.  

Monitoring of the female turtles involves attaching titanium tags to the front flipper (loggerheads) 

and hind flipper (leatherbacks). By the close of the 2002/3 monitoring season, 149 tagged 

loggerheads and 12 tagged leatherbacks were encountered. 

The research component of the project was focused on establishing and expanding a database to 

determine and analyze, amongst other things, trends and patterns of behaviour. 

Leatherback turtles 

Research confirmed that leatherback marine turtles have the healthiest population in the south-

west Indian Ocean. This supported scientists’ claims that marine turtles provide an important 

ecosystem service, and their presence is a good indicator of ocean health. 

Contrary to other marine turtle populations, the leatherback species in particular was reported to 

be stable. A population of about 200 nesting females per annum each lays between 100 to 120 eggs 

per clutch and each has  an average of five clutches per season. 

Loggerheads nest every three seasons. The reason for this is that it takes long to build up fat 

reserves and increase egg production. El Nino events also influence nesting but generally they 

have a strong home fidelity and will return to the same place to nest again.  

The longest nesting marine turtle has been noted to return for 10 seasons (since 1976). 

Hatching and juveniles 

The hatching rate for the two species is considered to be good at about 80%. This however depends 

on various factors such as sand temperature, erosion on beaches and unnatural predators but 

unfortunately the mortality rate from hatching to adulthood is very high. 

Hatchings and juveniles are lost to fish, sharks and birds (generally one in 1000 survive to 

adulthood). They also face human threats such being caught in fishing and shark nets and in long 

lines. 

While a lot of turtles are released alive, scientists do not know what the traumatic effect is on 

mortality. They do urge that a turtle should not be released with a hook in its mouth. 

The Tongaland turtle monitoring project proves that protection of the nesting beach, the turtles, 

their eggs and nestlings, allows for the rebuilding of depleted leatherback and loggerhead turtle 

populations. 

This was confirmed by observations that there is a decline in the shell size for both species which 

indicates that a larger proportion of the population is younger. 
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Population Recovery in protected areas 

Following years of research, in 2013 an academic paper titled: Are Coastal Protected Areas Always 

Effective in Achieving Population Recovery for Nesting Sea Turtles? was published. 

It explains that population responses were assessed by modeling the number of nests over time in 

an index area (13 km) and an expanded monitoring area (53 km) with varying survey effort. 

Loggerhead abundance increased dramatically from∼250 to>1700 nests pa (index area) especially 

over the last decade, while leatherback abundance increased initially∼10 to 70 nests pa (index 

area), but then stabilized. 

Although leatherbacks have higher reproductive output per female and comparable remigration 

periods and hatching success to loggerheads, the leatherback population failed to expand. 

“Our results suggest that coastal MPAs can work but do not guarantee the recovery of sea turtle 

populations as pressures change over time,” say the researchers.. 

“Causes considered for the lack of population growth include factors in the MPA (expansion into 

unmonitored areas or incubation environment) of outside of the MPA (including carrying capacity 

and fishing mortality). 

“Conservation areas for migratory species thus require careful design to account for species-

specific need s and need to be monitored to keep track of changing pressures.” 

Current information 

No doubt the authors of the paper will be pleased that in recent months, numerous turtles have 

been seen nesting on North Coast beaches, as close as Ballito but also further north at Nonoti and 

Zinkwazi. 

Unfortunately turtle populations have been impacted in recent years by the poaching of eggs by 

local coastal communities. The upshot was to initiate the Ezemvelo Turtle Monitoring Programme 

for the much-needed protection of the nesting turtles. 

The aim of the programme was, and still is, to turn the poachers into custodians. According to 

WILDTRUST in 2018 there were about 80 nesting leatherback and 935 loggerhead turtles visiting 

annually.  

The exact locations of the nests are therefore privileged information. 

The public is asked not to dig in the sand during the nesting season for fear of disturbing a nest 

which are documented and monitored. 

The turtles always return to, or near, the beach where they hatched. 

http://wildtrust.co.za/
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