Eng-Heng Chan

Professor

Seu Turtle Research Unit

Faculty of Science and Technology
University College of Science

and Technology Malaysia

Kuala Terengganu, Malaysia

and

Chris R. Shepherd
Programme Officer
TRAFFIC Southeast Asin
Selongor, Malaysia

Introduction

Marine turiles have been utilized by people in
Southeast Asia in many different ways. The eggs,
which are of high nutritive value and said fo possess
special qualities have been harvested commercially
for decades, while the animals are hunted for their
shell, meat, oil, skin and bones. Products are used
for both domestic purposes and international
export, often violating national and international
legislations.

Egg collection for consumption is one of the major
forms of exploitation of marine turtles in the
Southeast Asian region, with the Philippines,
Indonesia and Malaysia known to be source and
consumer countries. Inthe Philippines, although
national laws now prohibit turtle egg collection, it is
common knowledge that at the local level in the
Tawi-Tawi Islands, up to 70 percent of the eggs are
harvested and smuggled through an effedtive
network which supplies neighboring countries. The
turtle egg industry of the Berau District of East
Kalimantan, Indonesia, which supports the largest
aggregations of green turtles in the country has
been estimated to generate an income of over
UUS$200,000 a year. In Malaysia, commercial egg
collection takes place only in Terengganu where the
local government issues licenses to the local
villagers by tender. The value of this activity is
estimated at no more than US$50,000 per year.

38

Marine Turtles:
The Scenario in
Southeast Asia

Prof, Chan (standing, first from left) examining turtle
eggs being freely sold in the markets of Brunei
Darussalam. The vendor openly informed the author
that these eggs did not originate from the country, but
were obtained through a well-established network of
suppliers operating in the region.

The world's largest trade in live green turtles has been centered
in Bali, Indonesia, for many decades. This trade has supplied turtle
meat and shell to countries as far as Japan, Hong Kong and Europe, in
addition to meeting the local demand where turtle meat is served as
food in Balinese-Hindu culture. Although government decree sets
the quota at 5,000 turtles to be captured, it is believed that many
times over this number are harvested. Government Regulation No. 7

of 1999 has now outlawed the exploitation of all marine turtles.

Hawksbill turtles have been and still are relentlessly hunted in
the past for their carapace, which is fashioned into ornamental
products, commonly known as tortoise shell. The supply of hawksbill
shells to Japan has supported a guild of several hundred craftspeople
in Japan in what is known as the "bekko industry”. Tortoise shell is
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also imported by dealers in China, including
Hong Kong, Taiwan, South Korea and other

countries.

In some societies, sea turtles beara
cultural value. In Bali, for instance, green turtles
are offered sacrificially in temple ceremonies,
while in Buddhist culture which practices "release
of life", marine turtles recovered from incidental
captures are kept collectively for eventual
release during special occasions as in Taiwan. In
Thailand, hatchlings are raised in captivity for
several months and later used in similar
ceremonies. This practice has recently been
adapted by the Sea Turtle Research Unit
(SEATRU) in Malaysia where Buddhist groups
make nest adoptions which are purchased from
licensed egg collectors for in-situ incubation by
SEATRU. The "release of life" is achieved through
the natural release of hatchlings as they emerge
on the beach. This novel approach is gaining
acceptance among local religious groups and
offers an alternative to the purchase of caged
animals for release (which ultimately supports
detrimental wildlife trade), besides supporting
the nest adoption program of SEATRU.

The long-term consumptive use of marine
turtles, coupled with incidental captures in
fishing gear, loss of feeding and breeding
habitats, and marine pollution have resulted in
dramatic declines in the major nesting
populations of the region. The loss of the
leatherbacks in Terengganu, Malaysia, is often
cited as a classic example of population crash.
Similar trends of decline have recently been
reported for the leatherback populations of the
Pacific Ocean. Declines in hawksbill and olive
ridleys turtles have been no less dramatic.
Currently, only the green turtle continues to nest
in significant though much reduced numbers, in
Indonesia, Malaysia and the Philippines (Figure
1). Notwithstanding, the rates of decline in the
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Stuffed specimens of sub-adult and juvenile of
green and hawksbill turtles, and products made
from turtle scales are commonplace in any
souvenir shop in Vietnam, such as this one in
Yung Tau City. A national sea turtle action plan
hopes to reduce exploitation in the next few
years.
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Figure 1. The migration of green turtles
between nesting grounds in Malaysia and
resident feeding grounds in nearshore waters of
neighboring countries demonstrates that marine
turtles are shared resources among the
countries of Southeast Asia. Hence,
conservation efforts must be undertaken
collaboratively to ensure that all habitats

critical to the survival of the populations in
question are adequately protected.
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