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Executive summary 
 

The Sanctuary, in its 9th year of comprehensive marine turtle monitoring and 
protection, recorded 20 tracks of breeding turtles on the beaches on the east of the 
peninsula. This is slightly up from the 19 last year and, overall, the trend in numbers 
is increasing. At least one green turtle and four loggerhead turtles were identified 

and almost all the turtles nested successfully. There were no reports of turtle 
poaching or nest robbing on The Sanctuary shores this year but 15 turtles washed 

up dead on the beach. The cause of the deaths was unclear but is being 
investigated. Our monitoring methods and data are fully integrated with the 

Mozambican and international turtle monitoring networks and our local 
community again benefited through monitor salaries and skills development. 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

One of this year’s loggerhead turtles scaling dune vegetation 
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1. Introduction 

Marine turtles are a charismatic and important group of animals that have captured the attention of 

man, and also supplied him with food, for centuries. Sadly, mankind’s use of these animals, 

destruction of their breeding areas and killing of them as fishing bycatch has devastated many of 

their populations. All marine turtle species are now regarded as “threatened” or “endangered” and 

Sanctuary is fortunate to have at least five using its waters and four species nesting on its shores. 

All nesting on Sanctuary is now protected and monitored and our efforts are an important part of 

the Mozambican national turtle protection network.  

For the last nine years Sanctuary has established and implemented a programme to protect and 

monitor turtles nesting on our eastern shore. This report summarises all the information collected 

to date including the latest season which ended on 31 March 2019.  

2. Location and Methods  

From just south of “Lighthouse”, The Sanctuary marine turtle monitoring takes place on the beaches 

of the eastern shore of the San Sebastian peninsula northwards for about 25 kilometers past Nyati 

Lodge to the end of the sand spit (Photo 1).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nine Turtle Monitors, selected from and by the local community, (Photo2) were employed, trained 

and equipped to patrol the area nightly, check for turtle activity and protect all animals and nests.  

Within the window of coverage Monitors patrolled the beaches from 6pm to 12 pm nightly, and 
again from 6am – 8am daily, equipped with datasheets, torches, tape measures, and cameras. 
Where a single set of tracks was observed emerging from the sea, the monitors followed them up 
the beach to observe the turtle and determine whether nesting was taking place. If a nesting turtle 
was found, the monitors retreated and waited for her to complete her laying and begin to make her 
way back down the beach. The Monitors would then try to photograph the turtle and measure the 
length and breadth of her carapace. The monitors recorded the date, time and location of the 
observation, the species of turtle observed, track dimensions, carapace dimensions and, when 
possible without disturbing the turtle, took photographs of both turtle and tracks.  

Nyati 

Lighthouse 

Dugong 
Lodge 

 Photo 1. Google map of Sanctuary showing 

(red dashed line) location and extent of area of 

the turtle monitoring and protection during the 

2018/2019 season. 
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Where tracks were observed emerging and returning to the sea, the monitors photographed the 
tracks, measured and recorded the track dimensions, and recorded whether or not nesting had 
taken place.  
 
The intention of the two-hour morning patrol was to record any tracks and nests of turtles that 
emerged after the nightly patrol.  
 
Where a dead turtle was encountered, the carcass was photographed, identified if possible, and 
measurements were made of the carapace dimensions.  
 
Datasheets and camera SD cards were collected from the field monthly, at a minimum, and more 

often if logistics allowed. The monitors maintained detailed notebooks in addition to the datasheets 

to facilitate the investigation of any later queries. 

This season the Monitors worked from the beginning of September 2018 to the end of March 2019 

as this covered the whole period within which turtles were expected to breed on Sanctuary. Small 

signs were used to mark nests, for easy reference, to go back to each nesting site towards the end 

of the season to check hatching success. This year the same monitors were used as last season 

as they had proved passionate, competent and knowledgeable.  

 

Photo 2. The Sanctuary 2018/19 Turtle Monitors 

          Name                                          Resident Community Zone 
1.       Ricardo Machave                           Machuguele  
2.       Jose Vilanculos                              Chicuinine  
3.       Jeremias Maswanganhe               Chicuinine  
4.       Jose Timbe                                    Chicuinine  
5.       Afonso Baloi                                    Machuguele  
6.       Aurelio Camba                               Chicuinine  
7.       Salamento Camba   Machuquele 
8.       Azarias Feleciano Tembe                    Chibo 
9.       Joao Makaxe                                        Chibo 
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3. Results 

A total of 20 turtle tracks (Table 1) were recorded this season, compared to 19 last year, and all 

but two appeared to have made nests and laid eggs. The first turtle track was reported on 10 

November 2018, which is quite late considering that monitoring began on 1 September. Whereas 

other programmes in the region commence monitoring on 1 October each year, , the Sanctuary’s 

monitoring begins in September after the discovery of a very rare nesting by a hawksbill turtle in 

September 2016.  

Table 1. Numbers of the different species of turtles, total numbers of tracks and confirmed 

nests recorded on Sanctuary beaches each year since the first available comprehensive 

records.  

 Species of turtle   

Year Loggerhead Leatherback Green Hawksbill Unconfirmed Tracks Nests 

2011 2012 4       10 14 9 

2012 2013 5       13 18 13 

2013 2014 3       4 7 4 

2014 2015 4       19 23 21 

2015 2016 8 1     12 21 18 

2016 2017 7     1 7 15 15 

2017 2018 8       11 19 14 

2018 2019 4   1   15 20 18 

Total 43 1 1 1 91 137 112 

 

The most exciting result of the 2018/19 monitoring was confirmation that at least one “endangered” 

green turtle nested on the Sanctuary this year. Conclusive evidence, in the form of photos of tracks 

(Photo 3), was obtained. Before this, although there was strong anecdotal evidence, scientific proof 

was lacking. . The Sanctuary routinely consults with Dr. George Hughes, a founder Member of the 

IUCN Sea Turtle Specialist Group and a recognized global authority on southeastern African 

marine turtles, to assist us with the confirmation of track identification as the difference between 

tracks of loggerhead (Photo 4 R) leatherback (Photo 4 L) and green turtles is not always easy to 

see.  

 

Photo 3. Tracks of the first green turtle confirmed nesting on Sanctuary. 
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Photo 4. The first leatherback turtle track confirmed on Sanctuary, in 2015/2016 (L), 

alongside a typical loggerhead turtle track on Sanctuary this year (R). 

As can be seen from the photos, both green and leatherback turtles “flop” their way up the beach 

using their front flippers synchronously while loggerheads “walk” using each side alternately. 

There is usually a distinctive line, made by the tail, down the centre of the green turtle track while 

the leatherback turtle is simply massive and tracks are usually well over 1.5 metres across.   

Often only a small proportion of the turtles nesting on the beaches are actually seen by the monitors 

and it is mostly just tracks that are recorded. Many tracks are not fresh and they can be weather-

beaten and indistinct, hence very difficult to identify. It is best not to make assumptions and so, 

taking this approach in Table 1 and using only confirmed identifications, this year’s monitoring 

results show that at least four loggerheads and one green turtle came onto Sanctuary beaches to 

breed. There were also 15 tracks and/or nests made by “unconfirmed” species.  

Over the years four species of turtle have been confirmed to be nesting on the Sanctuary, (Table 

1 & Figure 1) with loggerheads predominating. In all likelihood loggerheads are the most abundant 

species nesting in our area and, so far, all photographs that we have of adult turtles nesting on our 

beaches are of this species.   

 

Figure 1. Numbers of the four species of turtles, as well as “species unknown”, recorded 

nesting on Sanctuary beaches since 2011/2012.  

0
2
4
6
8

10
12
14
16
18
20

2011 2012

2012 2013

2013 2014

2014 2015

2015 2016

2016 2017

2017 2018

2018 2019



 

Page | 7  
 

The total number of turtle tracks recorded each year during the last eight years (Figure 2) shows a 

slight overall increase in numbers but more data is required to obtain a better indication of the true 

trend.  

 

 
Figure 2. The total number of turtle tracks recorded each year from 2011 to date  

The monitoring during the 2018/19 season thus shows that marine turtles beached on the 

Sanctuary at least 20 times and laid at least 18 nests, all of which appear to have hatched 

successfully. The first record of a nest hatching this year was that of a loggerhead turtle on 10 

January, which ties in well with records from other areas in Mozambique. Hatching of nests usually 

continues well into and sometimes beyond March and this is why the Sanctuary, and most other 

monitoring programmes in the region, also monitor this period to protect and record the hatching 

of nests. 

Examination of all records of turtles appearing on Sanctuary beaches to nest (Figure 3) shows that, 

generally, the first nesting often takes place in October while November erratically often shows high 

or low turtle numbers. December is more consistent and then activity generally tails off after that. 

Our recording of the hatching of a hawksbill turtle nest at the end of October 2016 meant that it 

must have nested in September 2016 but subsequent monitoring in September has so far shown 

no further turtle breeding activity in that month. In this last season there was also another “outlier” 

near the end of March which was a definite green turtle. In the last few years there appears to have 

been a “drift” of turtle emergences towards them appearing later in the season. This is also 

apparent in other regional programmes and there is speculation that it may be due to aspects of 

climate change. If climate change is impacting the region then this could be important as the sex 

of turtle hatchlings is determined by the mean ambient temperature during incubation and thus any 

increase, or decrease, in temperature could distort the sex ration of the hatchlings. Generally, 

higher temperatures produce more female turtles. 
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Figure 3. Emergences of nesting turtles on Sanctuary beaches by month since 2011/2012. 

This season most turtles emerged in the southern end of the Monitored area (Figure 4) and were 
recorded by staff stationed at “Lighthouse” (Photo 1) while most of the remainder were found in 
the north around “Nyati”.  Historical evidence shows that emergence patterns seem to vary from 
year to year and, in most years, are spread throughout the whole area monitored.  
 

 
 

Figure 4. Emergences of nesting turtles on Sanctuary beaches by locality since 2011/2012 
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Nests were usually marked and checked for hatching and, among the many hatchlings successfully 

reaching the ocean this year (Photo 5) was one unusual and very large albino (Photo 6). All 

hatchlings seen and photographed were loggerheads.  

 

Photo 5. A group of freshly hatched loggerhead hatchlings heading for the ocean. 

 

 
 

 
Photo 6. A large albino loggerhead hatchling alongside a smaller “normal” hatchling from 

this year’s monitoring. 

In the past very few mortalities were recorded in the survey area but, last season, four deaths were 

recorded and this year 15 dead turtles of three different species were noted. This has been reported 

to and discussed with various parties and authorities and, although very concerning, generally 

increased mortalities have been found throughout the south-eastern African region this year. The 

reasons for the deaths, as they affect several species and sizes and are spread over time and 

spatial extent, are unclear. There were no obvious marks or damage on most animals and 
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speculation centres on the usual fishing-related mortalities but also includes recent oceanic 

upwelling. According to Dr. Hughes this upwelling, which can be exacerbated by climate change, 

can cause cold water to suddenly reach the surface and may kill turtles.  Only three of the dead 

animals were adults, all loggerheads, and extra attention will be focussed on this aspect in the 

future in case this is not just an isolated phenomenon.  

Historically there was extensive and intensive use of turtles by people living in and around the 

Sanctuary. Almost every homestead was found to have turtle carapace remains in their middens 

and, particularly during the war years, the local people reported that there was a desperate 

shortage of food. Many people sought refuge from the war near the coast where marine resources 

were readily available. Interviews with locals suggest that killing turtles on the beach and digging 

up their eggs was an easy, productive and safe way of obtaining high protein food in a time of 

critical food shortages when other wildlife and agricultural resources had been depleted, and it has 

not been easy in times of political stability to convince people in relatively remote areas to stop this 

practice. The currently-employed Monitors and other local people openly admit to killing and eating 

turtles in years gone by but they have now mostly stopped. Fortunately, through various measures 

and finally the patrolling of the beaches by community members, there is no evidence of the 

continuation of this practice on the Sanctuary.. According to the Annual Mozambican Turtle 

Monitoring report, outside of the Sanctuary turtle killing and nest robbing is still a very serious 

challenge in many areas but, due to its illegality, there are few hard facts on past or present  

 
4. The future 

Sanctuary management now monitors and protects virtually all the suitable turtle nesting areas on 

the Sanctuary. With African Parks now managing the Bazaruto Archipelago National Park (BANP), 

on behalf of the Mozambican government, efforts are being made to collaborate, coordinate and 

standardize management and objectives such as turtle monitoring and protection. Information is 

being shared between both entities and discussions are underway to cooperate in a Turtle 

Monitoring and protection training programme next season with the BANP and also the broader 

Mozambique turtle monitoring community. 

A review of the monitoring methods as well as previous information and records collected was 

carried out this year and, in the light of this and other lessons learned during this monitoring season, 

further refinements will be made to improve the protection, recording and identification of nesting 

turtles. Supervision of Monitors in remote areas, operation of cameras on windswept beaches after 

dark, and measuring large, slippery, moving turtles all present challenges. Our team of Monitors, 

however, is proving enthusiastic and resourceful and it is hoped that next year the proportion of 

“unconfirmed” turtles will be markedly reduced.   

5. Discussion and Conclusion  

Protecting and recording the nesting of endangered marine turtles is a high priority for Sanctuary 

management, with improvements being made to the monitoring programme almost every year. It 

is clear that the shores on the east of the Sanctuary are suitable for marine turtles to breed and 

that a few individuals of at least four species do so each year. The monitors again appear to have 

prevented the killing of any turtles on the beach or the robbing of any nests and, as time goes on, 

it is hoped that the Sanctuary will see increased numbers of turtles breeding on its protected 

beaches.  
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To date marine turtle monitoring on the Sanctuary has logged some important achievements. It has 

shown that: 

• community education and benefits plus well organized monitoring can reduce beach turtle 

killing and nest robbing dramatically 

• at least four species of marine turtle nest on The Sanctuary 

• marine turtles nest on The Sanctuary each year and most nests hatch successfully 

• marine turtle work is benefiting the community through wages and skills development 

• The Sanctuary is capable of running a successful monitoring scheme 

• marine turtles are still under severe pressure in the entire region 

The future of marine turtles on the Sanctuary could be very bright indeed and much pride can be 

taken in what has been achieved so far. The Sanctuary works closely with the Mozambican Turtle 

Monitoring and protection network and our data feeds directly into their annual report. The 

Sanctuary’s monitoring programme is evidently well respected in Mozambique and is one of very 

few outside the far south of the country.  

Loggerhead turtles do not mature for about 30 years and so, even if we fully protect local turtles, 

we will not see increased direct recruitment to the breeding population for several decades. On the 

other hand, full protection and decreased disturbance on Sanctuary may well result in more turtles 

gravitating to nest on the Sanctuary from adjacent areas and an overall increase in breeding 

success.  

In the context of Africa as it is today, the protection and monitoring of 25 kilometres of marine turtle 

breeding area on the mainland of Africa is a significant achievement in worldwide marine turtle 

conservation. It could also become a valuable conservation and tourism asset to the Sanctuary 

and contribute towards the conservation of these charismatic and endangered species on a 

regional and continental scale. Turtles have proved to be a lucrative drawcard for tourism in many 

parts of the world where they generate substantial revenue and create employment for local people. 

While currently the Sanctuary monitoring is modest, and numbers of turtles are not great, the future 

seems full of promise.  
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