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I PROTECTION OF SEA TURTLE 
I 
I (Caretta caretta) 

1 For some time our Society has been concerned with the necessity for tho protection 

I 
of the sea turtle found in the Greek seas, and for that reason it is with especial 
pleasure that we publish the observations made hy a member of onr Society, Mr 
D. Margaritoulis, on the turtles which are reproducing on the coasts of Zakynthos. 

As far as we know, until today there has been no publication on this species of 
fauna of the Greek seas, and even abroad the behaviour of Caretla caretta in the  
Greek seas was not known. 

Five years ago we requested the I.U.C.N. to inform us on what was known on t.his 
turtle. The I.U.C.N. referred us to  the Professor to  the University of Smyrna, Mr 
Celdiay, from whom we received a brief study. 

This year in Zakynthos the laying and hatching of the eggs occured under the  
best possible conditions. The National Council for Physical Planning and the Envi- 
ronment by its Decision of 13th March 1980, recognizes the urgent need for the 
protection of the shores of Zakynthos where the turtle Caretla earetta lays its eggs. 

Attached to  this note we publish a summary of an article by Mr. D. Margaritoulis 
on his observations of the turtles of Zakynthos. Mr Margaritoulis followed thebe- 
haviour of these turtles for four years, and his study is valuable for the knowledge 
of this rare kind of fauna of the Mediterranean. 
B.A. + 
NESTING OF THE SEA TURTLES CARETTA CARETTA 
ON ZAKYNTHOS ISLAND 

! D. Margan'toulis 

It was known long ago that  sea turtles were nesting on Zakynthos island beaches. 
Old local people still remember large herds of turtles waiting in the shallows for 
nightfall t o  come ashore and lay their eggs. Most of these beaches were opened up 
for tourism in recent years which had a bad effect on the  breeding habitat of the 
turtles. I t  seems that turtle numbers have been greatly reduced. Data is not avail- 
able as t o  the extent of the reduction. 
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The existing population consists of the species Caretta caretta. No other species 
have been observed on the nesting beaches during the last three years 1977 - 79. 

The female turtles that come ashore have a carapace length of 70- 90cm. They 
come ashore during the night and move up the beach 15 - 20 metres. There, with 
sweeping movements of the flippers the turtle pushes away the dry sand around 
her. This results in the turtle sinking in to the sand 15cm. After that, the rear 
flippers start excavating the egg chamber. The digging movements are so well 
programmed that no sand falls into the chamber. 

After an hour or so the nest is completed and the turtle starts laying. She lays 
about 100 eggs, one by one, or in pairs. The eggs have parchment-like shells and a 
diameter of about 4cm. As soon as the turtle finishes laying, she covers the nest 
with sand, very gently at first and gradually increases the pressure until the sand 
above the nest become very thick. Then she throws around sand to conceal the lo- 
cation of the nest and slowly returns into the sea. 

The nesting on Zakynthos takes place every summer from June till August. During 
this period an average of 15 - 20 turtles come out every night. Every landing does 
not necessarily result in laying. In many cases the turtles are unable to continue 
excavating due to big stones which they find in the sand. Also some turtles, for no 
apparent reason return to the sea without making any effort to  nest. In one case a 
turtle excavated an egg chamber, stayed above it a long time without laying. 
Then covered the empty nest completely and return into the sea. 

I t  is certain that  Zakynthos turtles lay more than once in the same nesting period. 
I t  is not known though how many times they nest, and how frequently. Also it is 
not known where and when mating takes place. Female turtles have been observed 
in Zakynthos followed in the shallows by 2 - 3 male turtles. 

The first young turtles appear in Zakynthos during the first week of August. They 
emerge from the sand during the night and enter the sea immediately. Once in the 
water they swim vigorously towards the open sea. 

Some of the nests open during daytime, early in the morning or late in the afternoon 
when the temperature of the sand is not very high. Young turtles that leave the 
nest during daytime suffer heavy losses mainly from the herring gulls that  patrol 
the coast. A few shags that live on the small island of Pelouzo do not seem to prep 
on young turtles. 

Many nests do not evacuate completely during the same night, but little turtles 
continue to  emerge from them on the second and even the third nights. In this 
case the tracks of the first night's young point out the exact location of the nest 
and this attracts the tourists who visit the beaches to dig there and cause prema- 
ture emergence of the remaining turtles which either die of overheating or fall 
prey to  the seagulls. Local people do not harm the turtles or the eggs either for 
food or for other reasons. 

The present threat to the Zakynthos population is the disturbance 01 the turtles by 
man's activities. Every year more and more tourists visit the beaches by car or on 
motor boats and stay there during the day and sometimes during the night. Their 
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campfires and lights greatly disturb the turtles, which then do not come ashore to  
lay. Also, speedboats close to  the nesting beaches seem to  scare female turtles while 
they are waiting in the swallows during the afternoon hours. It is obvious that  
buildings and roads on those beaches, and on the surrounding hills which are visible 
from the sea, should not permited. 

The Greek Ministry of Coordination has recently declared Zakynthos nesting beaches 
as protected areas. The protection measures though should be carefully planned 
and take into account the biological needs of the species. First, a detailed study 
should be carried out to determine whether the nesting population is capable of 
supporting the species there. If this is the case, a habitat protection during the 
nesting period will suffice, otherwise more drastic measures should be taken such 
as egg transplantation to  suitable hatcheries etc. 




