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ABSTRACT. A tagging and nesting study on the hawksbill turtles of Pulau Gulisaan,
Sabah Turtle Islands, was conducted from April 26 to July 1, 1996. Morphometric
and meristic measurements were collected from 52 nesting turtles over 67 nights of
beach patrols A total of 64 egg clutches were deposited and nests were (r ansplanted
to a beach hatchery located on the island. Curved carapace length and width of
female turtles averaged 76.26 and 65.74 cm, respectively. The turtles layed one to
four clutches of eggs (mean of 1.36) during the study period , with clutch sizes
ranging from 22 to 188 eggs (mean of 120.43). Eggs had an average diameter of 3.41
cm and weight of 19.87g while average straight carapace length and width and body
weight of hatchlings were 3.99 c¢cm and 3.13 c¢m, and 10.23 g, respectively.
Internesting interval was 14 to 20 days (mean of 17.22 days) while incubation
~ duration ranged from 49 to 57 days. The study has affirmed the importance of Pulau
Gulisaan as a premier nesting site for hawksbill turtles. Recommendations are made
for the intensification of monitoring activities on the turtles, and to consider the
effects of population feminization attributed to the practice of incubating eggs in
centralised hatcheries. Protection of turtles from deleterious fishing gear in marine
habitats is also highlighted.

INTRODUCTION

The Turtle Islands Park (TIP) comprising Pulau Selingan, Pulau Bakkungan
Kechil and Pulau Gulisaan (Fig. 1), provide nesting habitat to the largest
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remaining hawksbill turtle population in the entire Southeast Asian region
(Chan & Liew, 1996; Limpus, 1994). An analysis of nesting density of
hawksbills in the TIP from 1979 to 1994 by Chan & Liew (1996) showed a
general declining trend in the initial eight years (1979-1986), followed by a
reversal in trend from 1986 to 1994. Current annual nestings of over 600 egg
clutches per year almost double levels recorded in the mid-1980s. This
recovery is attributed to bold conservation measures undertaken by the Sabah
Government in the 1970s when the TIP were compulsorily acquired from
private ownership and established as a Game and Bird Sanctuary. With that,
commercial egg collection ceased, and all eggs deposited were collected and
incubated in hatcheries located on the three islands. The Turtle Islands Park
was gazetted as a State Park in 1984,

Hawksbill nesting is not uniformly distributed over the three islands of the
TIP. Pulau Gulisaan, the smallest of the three islands and nearest to mainland
Sabah, accounts for about 87% of the total hawksbill nestings, with Pulau
Selingan and Pulau Bakkungan Kechil accounting for only 8 and 5%
respectively (Chan & Liew, 1996). Therefore it is critical that Pulau Gulisaan
be fully protected from human perturbations to maintain its suitability as a
nesting habitat for hawksbill turtles.

The hawksbill turtles of the TIP have been subjected to a longterm tagging
programme which was initiated in 1970 (de Silva, 1986). Monel cow ear tags
(style 49 and 56) were used, with tags applied mid-way on the trailing edge
of either flipper. The tagging position, type of tag used and tagging
procedures have not changed since 1970. Workers from the TIP have
reported heavy tag loss and were apprehensive about double tagging because
they felt that this created stress and would cause turtles to abandon
subsequent nestings. The TIP are under-staffed, and monitoring of nesting
beaches is incomplete, resulting in many of the nesting turtles being missed.

In view of the problems outlined above, an intensive tagging and nesting
study was conducted on the hawksbill turtles of Pulau Gulisaan from 26 April
to 1 July 1996. This study sought to address the problem of tag loss by
introducing double tagging, using the inconel (style 681) tag on one flipper,
and the STI monel tags on the other. The study also determined nesting
frequency, internesting interval, size of nesting turtles, clutch size, egg
diameter and size of hatchlings. These parameters have not been described
for the important hawksbill nesting population of the TIP before and would
serve to contribute to the pool of information currently available on the
endangered species.

































