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Recent Trends of Olive ridley occurrence in Orissa coast  
with special reference to Gahirmatha beach during 2007-08 and 2008-09 

 
The olive ridley sea turtles constitute the smallest but the most numerous of the seven species of sea 
turtles, and are famously known for their unique, annual behavior of nesting en masse – a 
phenomenon known as “arribada” (Spanish for arrival). Along the Orissa coast of India, such unique, 
enormous nesting aggregations occur at three sites viz., Gahirmatha, Devi and Rushikulya. Of these 
three, Gahirmatha provides the site for the largest congregation of nesting turtles and is well known 
as such across the world.    
 
The Gahirmatha rookery is believed to be the largest reported nesting ground for olive ridley turtles 
in the world after it was discovered by H.R.Bustard in 1974 (BUSTARD, 1976). As claimed by the 
Wildlife Wing of Government of Orissa, the Orive  ridleys visiting Gahirmatha represent about 50% 
of the total world population of Olive Ridleys, and about 90% of the Indian population of sea turtles. 
Worldwide attention is naturally focused on the rookeries at Gahirmatha for conservation of this 
species. (Website http://www.wildlifeorissa.in/seaturtleproject.html). Estimates of turtles nesting at 
Gahirmatha have ranged between 100,000 to 800,000 in different years (Patnaik et al, 2001)   
 
However, according to a group of herpetologists working with Wildlife Institute of India and IUCN, 
the annual nesting figures quoted by the State wildlife wing of Orissa Government are not foolproof. 
They have observed, “A review of the methodology for census of olive ridley turtles during mass 
nesting and use of appropriate census technique indicate that the arribada estimate could be much 
lower than the annual figure from Gahirmatha and Rushikulya rookery. Such an exaggerated figure 
could mislead the conservation of the species which is already meager.” And further they said, “The 
estimation of nesting turtles during arribada has been undertaken by the Orissa Forest Department 
annually. The technique to estimate nesting turtles has been improvised over the years, however this 
requires further refinement and effective sampling to document the status of the arribada population 
in each of the nesting sites”. (Wildlife Institute of India & IUCN, May 2009)  
  
Gahirmatha is a Marine Sanctuary and the nesting beach is part of the Bhitarkanika National Park. It 
is located at the mouth of the River Maipura, between the Dharma River and Paradeep, along the 
northern Orissa coast. The mass nesting of olive ridley turtles at Gahirmatha takes place between 
December and March and the first arribada at Gahirmatha is sometimes followed by a second one of 
much lower intensity after a gap of 35 – 60 days. However, recent trends in mass nesting at 
Gahirmatha indicate a failure of the second arribada. Moreover, the mass nesting beach at 
Gahirmatha has undergone considerable changes in its beach morphology since its discovery in 1974. 
When first reported, nesting was observed to occur along 15 km of the mainland beach near the 
Maipura river mouth, from Ekakula to Habalikhati. This beach got fragmented into two, during a 
cyclonic storm in 1989, following which, mass nesting was restricted to a four km long beach, 
renamed as the Ekakula Nasi rookery. Again during the 1999 super-cyclone that hit the Orissa coast, 
the Ekakula Nasi further split into few smaller islands. And, presently, mass nesting takes place on 
these small islands, each less than one km in length. 
 
The Devi rookery was discovered in 1981 (KAR, C. S. 1982). It is located at the mouth of the river 
Devi, along the central Orissa coast. The nesting beach extends from the Devi to Kadua river mouths, 
and is a sandy beach approx. 20 km long and bordered with Casuarina plantations. Following the 
discovery of this site, mass nesting there was reported only twice, and in recent years only large 
number of sporadic nesting occurs.  
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Location Map of 3 major rookeries in Orissa coast 

 
 
Source: Patnaik S.K & Kar C.S. STATUS AND CONSERVATION OF SEA TURTLES IN 
ORISSA, INDIA, 2001 
 
The southern most site along the Orisssa coast, the Rushikulya rookery was discovered in 1994 
(PANDAV et al 1994) and is approx. 5 km beach located immediately north of the Rushikulya river 
mouth from Purunabandha to Kantiagada village. Like the Gahirmatha site, mass nesting at the 
Rushikulya rookery has been regularly recorded. Neither the Devi nor the Rushikulya rookery sites 
are protected, though the Orissa Forest Department monitors these nesting beaches regularly, during 
the nesting period. 
 
Though Gahirmatha, Devi Mouth and Rushikulya Mouth of Orissa coast are famously known as the 
three mass nesting sites, as a matter of fact, olive ridley turtles sporadically nest all along the 
coastline. As to why the turtles choose the sporadic nest sites, the factors involved are not clearly 
known. And, with extensive planting of Casuarina trees all along the coast in the name of beach 
development, there may not be suitable beaches for turtles to nest sporadically. The Devi rookery is 
reported to have lost its prime turtle nesting beach due to plantation activities. Whether modification 
of beach profile as in case of Devi mouth beach hinders or favours the mass nesting of sea turtles 
requires an in-depth investigation. (Wildlife Institute of India & IUCN, May 2009) 
  
The issue of conservation of Olive ridleys in Orissa coast is now shadowed by two major 
controversies, one raised by the conservationist lobby led by an international NGO, Green Peace and 
the other by the coastal fishermen led by Orissa Traditional Fishworkers’ Union (OTFWU). And 
these two lobbies critique the Government position on turtle conservation from entirely two different 
positions. According to the conservationist lobby, the ongoing project for construction of Dhamra 
port in the vicinity of Gahirmatha marine sanctuary would jeopardize the turtle populations of Orissa 
coast for good. But the fishers’ lobby think that the Government by way of its lopsided priority to the 
turtle protection programme, not only works to the detriment of the marine fishermen, but also 
hampers the growth of marine fish production, which is contrary to national interest. To these two 
critical standpoints, we may add a third, overarching one, which critiques the very erratic and 
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toothless system of coastal management, that is in place today, be it in respect of turtle protection or 
that of fish production. Unless and until this state of mal-governance is set aright, not only Olive 
ridleys shall continue to suffer depletion as noticed over the past years, but also the woes of the real 
sentinel of marine resources including turtles i.e. the fishing communities shall keep on multiplying 
and intensifying. There is an imperative need to address to all these concerns while seeking to 
provide a better deal to the endangered Olive ridleys in Orissa coast.         

THREATS TO OLIVE RIDLEYS IN ORISSA COAST  

Olive ridleys usually mate between October to February, when they congregate in the shallow coastal 
waters for prolonged periods. Then follow the arribadas by female turtles on the nesting beaches. The 
hatchlings emerge after 45 to 60 days of fertilization inside the nesting pits. At all these stages, the 
turtles are vulnerable to various kinds of biotic and abiotic threats. The most significant of these 
threats is 'incidental catch' in marine fisheries i.e. in trawl and gill nets. The other threats to sea turtles 
include: (i) Loss or modification of the nesting beaches due to Casuarina plantation; (ii) Development 
of infrastructures like sea ports and fishing harbours in the vicinity of the nesting sites and breeding 
areas; (iii) Strong illumination around nesting beaches which greatly disorients the adult turtles as 
well as the hatchlings; (iv) Large scale vessel movement in congregation zones severely disturb 
mating and breeding; (v) Nests and eggs are destroyed by predators like dogs, jackals, hyenas, etc., 
(vi) Pollution of on-shore ground and off-shore waters by the discharge of effluents from industries 
and commercial establishments; (vii) Nesting beaches are fragmented, deformed and shrunken by 
natural calamities and sea erosion.  

Gahirmatha marine wildlife sanctuary, its Location 

Gahirmatha is the only marine wildlife sanctuary of Orissa. This was notified as such in Government 
of Orissa, Forest & Environment Department Notification No. 18805/ F&E dated 27th September 
1997 and published in the Orissa Gazette, extraordinary No. 1268 dated 17th October, 1997. It is 
located between 86 degree 45'57" to 87 degree 17' 36"- East longitude and 20 degree 17' 32" to 20 
degree 45'58" - North latitude. The total area of the sanctuary is 1435.0 Sq. Km., which includes 
1408.0 Sq. Km. of water body and 27.0 Sq. Km. of land mass including reserve forests, mud flats and 
accreted sand bars. Core area of the sanctuary consists of 725.50 Sq. Km. and the buffer zone 
accounts for 709.50 Sq. Km. The entire sanctuary area comes within the revenue district of 
Kendrapara. 

Gahirmatha Marine Sanctuary- A Fact sheet 
 
- Proposed in 1975, declared in 1997 
- 1,408 sq km water body and 27 sq km of land mass (Reserve forests, mangroves, mud 
   flats, and accreted sand bars) 
- Extends 20 km into territorial waters 
- Core area (725.50 sq km): fishing prohibited 
- Buffer area (709.5 sq km): Regulated fishing- non-motorized vessels using gillnets and other fishing 
gear permitted.  
- Managed by- Forest Department, Coast Guard and Fisheries Department 
 
Bhitarkanika Sanctuary and National Park  
Connected landwards to the Gahirmatha are Bhitarakanika Sanctuary and National Park, where 
fishing regulations do exist in force. The Sanctuary area was notified on 22 April 1975 as a Crocodile 
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Sanctuary, and the National Park was subsequently notified on 30 October 1988. Located in the 
District of Kendrapara between Longitudes 860.30’ to 870.06’(east ) and latitude 200.30’ to 200.50’ 
(north),� total area of Sanctuary is  672 sq.km including National Park area of 145 sq.km. There are 
381 villages inhabited by 1.96 lakh people. The area is filled with mangrove forests of Bani, Sundari, 
Rai, Keruan, Hental, Sisu etc.�and a crisscross of brackish water rivers and creeks. The wildlife found 
in the area are Leopard Cat, Fishing Cat, Jungle Cat, Hyena, Wild Boar, Spotted Deer, Sambar, 
Porcupine, Pythons, Dolphins, King Cobra, Saltwater Crocodiles Including Partial White (Sankhua) 
Crocodile , Water Monitor Lizard, Terrapins, Marine Turtles, Kingfishers, Wood Peckers, Hornbills, 
Bar-Headed Goose, Brahminy Ducks, Pintails, White Bellied Sea Eagles, and a variety of resident 
and migratory birds. (Source: Forest & Environment Dept., Govt of Orissa, Wildlife Conservation 
in Orissa) 
 
The Bhitarkanika Wildlife Sanctuary, Bhitarkanika National Park and Gahirmatha Marine Sanctuary 
are together proposed to be declared as a World Heritage Site. The Gahirmatha Marine Sanctuary has 
a total area of 1435 square kilometres. It borders the Bhitarkanika Wildlife Sanctuary which 
encompasses the Brahmani, Baitarni and Mahanadi deltaic region of Kendrapara district of Orissa.  
 

Map: Gahirmatha Marine Sanctuary 

 

Existing acts and rules relevant to protection of sea turtles  

· The Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972 (Amended, 1991).  
· The Wildlife (Protection) (Orissa) Rules, 1974.  
· The Central Water Pollution Act, 1974.  
· The Central Water Pollution (Amendment) Act, 1978.  
· The Environmental (Protection) Act, 1986  
· Coastal Regulation Zones (CRZ I, II & III).  
· The Orissa Marine Fishing Regulation Act, 1982.  
· The Orissa Marine Fishing Regulation Rules, 1983.  
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A queer coincidence - One of the main problems facing shrimp fisheries in Orissa is that the 
arribadas of olive ridleys occur at a time when shrimp resources are at their peak. December to April 
is also the best fishing season for shrimp in Orissa. The areas around Gahirmatha, Devi and 
Rushikulya, which remain closed to sea fishing during this period, are believed to deprive the fishing 
industry of a potential size of shrimp production. The shrimp apart, it is also believed to affect the 
catch potential of species like pomfret, ribbonfish, cuttlefish and other some fish varieties with good 
consumer demand both in the export as well as the domestic market.  
 

Map : Fishing Regulations in Gahirmatha & Devi mouth 

 
Source: Naval Hydrographic Chart – Puri to Sandheads  
 
OMFRA in the service of turtle protection 
There are already provisions under the Marine Fishing Regulation Act of India to declare measures 
for conservation of fisheries resources, including declaration of closed area/season. The Orissa 
Marine Fishing Regulation Act, 1982 (Orissa Act 10 of 1982) and Rules, 1983 have declared a 3 
nautical mile zone from the Orissa seaboard, closed to all mechanized fishing vessels presumably for 
this reason. With effect from 27 September 1997, specific programmes were developed to improve 
sea turtle conservation. Gahirmatha was declared as a Marine (Wildlife) Sanctuary under the Wildlife 
Protection Act of India, 1972, and fishing activities were banned in the sanctuary. The Fisheries 
Department expanded the scope of the Orissa Marine Fishing Regulation Act, 1982 also to protect 
reptiles, and issued a Notification in June 1997 prohibiting all fishing within the seaward radius of 20 
km. from the Gahirmatha area, round the year, to protect olive ridleys. With the same intent, another 
Notification was issued prohibiting all fishing to a seaward distance of 20 km. from the high tide line 
around Devi and Rushikulya river mouth, two other nesting sites in Orissa, during the period January 
to May. Again, not only bottom trawls but all fishing activities, including artisanal fishing that 
involve only manual retrieval of nets, have been banned from the closed areas.  
 
OMFRA – A Factsheet 
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Besides these, closed season observed for mechanized and motorized vessels all along the coast from 
15 April to 15 June 

 
Action Plan for Gahirmatha Sanctuary Management 
The following are components of Annual Action Plan of the Government for Sanctuary Management-  

Segmentation of the potential nesting beach. 
Establishment of anti-poaching camps. 
Turtle co-ordination meeting with the Coast Guard, Police and Fisheries officials. 
Awareness meeting with different fishing communities. 
Patrolling inside Gahirmatha Marine Sanctuary. 
Improvement of nesting beaches. 
Eco-development programme for the stake holders in the peripheral villages. 
Recording data on mortality and different causes. 
Opening of in-situ hatcheries. 
Census of emerging turtles for laying eggs. 
Protection of nesting sites. 
Counting of hatchlings. 

(Source: Bhitarkanika.org , Sanctuary Management)   
 
GOVERNMENT PROGRAMMES AND ACTIVITIES :  
* Declaration of Gahirmatha Marine Wildlife Sanctuary in September, 1997.  
* Formation of State Level Steering Committee for sea turtles under the chairmanship of Chief 
Secretary, Orissa in 1997.  
*Declaration of three major turtle congregation sites (nesting and breeding grounds) at Gahirmatha 
(Dhamara river mouth), Devi and Rushikulya River mouths as 'No Fishing Zones' during the 
reproductive and nesting period.  
*Use of 'Turtle Excluder Device' (TED) has to be mandatory in all trawl fishing nets.  
*Regular patrolling of the nesting beaches and congregation-breeding zones in the sea by setting 
camps along the sea coast, and by patrolling in sea by trawler. 
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*Monitoring the nesting beaches against predators and human interference.  
*Motivating local people in conservation of the breeding and nesting turtles.  
*Awareness creation among the fishing community and local inhabitants  
(Source: Website of Wildlife wing of Govt of Orissa) 
 
NESTING, CASUALTIES & PROTECTION MEASURES IN ORISSA COAST IN  2007-08 
(The official position)  
Interestingly enough, the Annual Report of the Dept of Forest and Environment, Orissa for 2007-08 
is conspicuously silent about the occurrence of turtle nesting and turtle protection measures taken by 
the Government of Orissa. The reason is perhaps the absence of mass nesting at Gahirmatha the 
premier rookery of Orissa during the year 2007-08.  
 
In contrast, however, Rushikulya rookery witnessed the emergence of 1,80,486 turtles to lay eggs 
in the year 2007-08. The dead turtles found in Rushikulya beach numbered only 335 in that year ( 
Source: Turtles Thrill the Hearts by Murlidhar C. Bhandare, Governor Orissa, Orissa Review * 
April-May – 2009) 
  
As regards turtle casualties in Orissa coast as a whole in 2007-08, the Annual Report of above Dept 
for 2008-09 mentioned, “The casualty of turtles in 2007-2008 season was 5,763”.  
 
As for the turtle protection measures in 2007-08, the said Report mentions, “For sea turtle’s 
protection, 45 monitoring camps were set up covering all the nesting beaches. . . .. . There was 
vigorous enforcement of the provisions of law against illegal fishing in turtle congregation areas. A 
total of 25 fishing vessels including 16 trawlers, 5 gill netters and 4 mechanized boats were seized in 
this operation during the season through 36 sea patrolling sorties. Also protection of mass nesting 
beaches, protection of the hatchling and estimation of the number of mass nesting turtles have been 
organized systematically”. (Source: ACTIVITIES OF FOREST AND ENVIRONMENT DEPARTMENT FOR 
THE YEAR 2008-2009: http://www.orissa.gov.in/ forest&environment/ activity/ Data/ 
Activities_Report_08-09_Eng.pdf ) 
 
NESTING, CASUALTIES & PROTECTION MEASURES IN ORISSA COAST IN  2007-08 
(The official position)  
As already mentioned, there was no mass nesting at all at Gahirmatha and occurrence of mass nesting 
by about 1.80 lakh Olive Ridleys at Rushikulya in 2007-08. But there occurred mass nesting at both 
Gahirmatha and Rushikulya in the year 2008-09. Mentioned below is the statement on figures of 
turtles nesting, casualties and protection measures in Orissa coast taken by the Wildlife wing of Dept. 
of Forests and Environment, Govt of Orissa during 2008-09.  
“(1) Mass nesting of sea turtles took place at Rushikulya during the period from 14-18th February, 
2009 during which period a total of 2.61 lakhs turtles emerged to lay eggs. 
(2) Mass nesting of sea turtles took place at Nasi rookery of Gahirmatha coast from 20-26th 
March, 2009 during which period a total of 1.67 lakhs turtles emerged to lay eggs. 
(3) Dignitaries such as Hon’ble Governor of Orissa had visited Rushikulya rookery during both mass 
nesting as well as mass emergence of hatchlings olive ridley sea turtles. Mass emergence of 
hatchlings started on date 3rd to 9th April, 2009 at Rushikulya and it is expected to take place during 
1st week of May at Gahirmatha. 
(4) The Balasore coast, which is seldom used for nesting recorded three nests between 20th and 
30th January, 2009. 256 hatchlings successfully came out of these nests there during 27-31 March. 
(5) This year (2008-2009), all the six coastal forest divisions were involved and 45 camps have been 
set up along the Orissa coast to cover all beach segments where sporadic or mass nesting takes place 
and/or turtle carcasses are seen. 
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(6) Berthing places have been set up at Barunei, Gupti and Krushnapriyapur for safe custody of 
the seized fishing vessels. 
(7) APR forces were deployed under the control of coastal Forest Divisions to control law and order 
situations. 
(8) Round the clock watch-and-ward has been mounted against illegal fishing in designated marine 
protected areas and other ‘No fishing Zones’. 
(9) 64 sorties and 65 days of sea patrolling by departmental boat and 9 joint sorties and 9 days of sea 
patrolling with Coast Guard have been done. As a result 40 number of fishing vessels (trawlers-21, 
gill netters-18, other mechanized boats-1) have been seized and 179 persons have been arrested for 
illegal fishing in prohibited zones. 34 PR cases have been 
sent to court. 
(10) A total number of 5,680 dead turtles have been counted on the beaches during the current 
2008-09 season”. (Source:http://www.wildlifeorissa.in/admin/DocumentUpload/ complogo/Sea%20 
Turtle%20information%20for%20Website.pdf) 

 
Hype on turtle mortality, to what end?    

The official figures on turtle mortality have been questioned for their authenticity by civil society 
groups working for turtle conservation. For instance, Mr.Biswajit Mohanty, Coordinator Operation 
Kachhap speaking about scale of turtle deaths in 2007-08 said, “At least 8,354 Olive Ridley turtles 
have been found dead on the beaches and near the river mouths, Around 3,000 dead turtles were 
spotted in the Gahirmatha marine sanctuary alone, he said, followed by the Dhamra river mouth with 
2,000 dead turtles and around 1,154 at the Chilika river mouth”(Sify News dt 1 Feb. 2008). He 
further said, “for the last three years, the State forest department has been concealing the exact figure 
of the turtle casualties for fear of public outcry over their inaction. In the past 14 years, more than 
1,30,000 turtles have been found dead on the Orissa coast, which has earned it the dubious title of 
being the ‘world's largest turtle graveyard’. Last year, around 9,000 turtles were found dead here”. 
(Ibid) Blaming the Government for current state of misfeasance on turtle front, Mr.Mohanty 
observed, “Two new speedboats were bought by the State Fisheries Department with a grant of Rs 
1.2 crore provided by the Centre. However, they are lying idle at Paradip port instead of being 
deployed for patrolling. It has been learnt that there are no trained boat drivers to run these boats. A 
hired old trawler used at Devi mouth is idle on most days. The dates of patrol are announced well in 
advance, hence there have been no seizures till date. The Rs 1 crore given by the Indian Oil 
Corporation to the forest department in the year 2000 for turtle protection is yet to be used for fishing 
boats. The money has been wasted on field camps and buying useless equipment. (Ibid) 

While Mr.Mohanty’s outbursts against the Forests Dept and Fisheries Dept of Orisss for their casual 
attitude towards turtle protection are well taken, the kind of statistics on turtle mortality that he quotes 
are unsubstantiated. Mr. Eric Hawk from NMFS, USA who was a resource person in the Dhamra 
Technical Consultative Workshop on 24-26 Feb 2009, in his article ‘The Continuing Shame of 
Orissa’ has drawn attention to another shocking possibility, which all turtle conservationists must 
ponder over. Quoting the scientists at the Wildlife Institute of India, he observed that the average size 
of stranded turtles and nesting female turtles has significantly decreased in recent years. He then 
hypothesized, “Could it be that the largest sea turtle size-class—the one longest exposed to trawlers 
and gillnets—has already been culled by drowning? As well, the number of dead sea turtles observed 
stranded on Gahirmatha beaches has been decreasing in year to year during last 5 to 6 years 
according to another noted Indian sea turtle biologist C.S. Kar of the Orissa Government Forest 
Department—a possible indication that fewer turtles are being impacted by trawlers and gill netters. 
This latter observation is chilling, since neither beach monitoring efforts nor trawling or gillnetting 
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efforts have decreased. In fact, reports suggest an increase in fishing intensity from less than 1,000 
mechanized boats in the late 1980s to more than 4,000 boats by 1996. The conclusion? Fewer turtles 
are arriving offshore to mate and nest”. (Hawk, 2009) 

Thus media hype on turtle mortality distracts the public attention from the real problem i.e. 
exhaustion of the bulk of turtle population and makes them believe as if Orissa coast is still visited by 
a massive size of Olive ridleys as before. Such hyperboles serve neither the science of turtles nor the 
living turtles. 

CEC, CMC and Task Force on turtle protection 

The Central Empowered Committee of Supreme Court in 2004 recommended regulation of fishing 
and non-fishing activities (aquaculture, infrastructure, casuarina plantations, and also recommended 
formation of Consultative Monitoring Committee (CMC) for sea turtle protection. CMC was 
constituted with Orissa Traditional Fish Workers Union (OTFWU) as a member among others.�A 
Task Force was also constituted in 2007, to monitor Central Empowered Committee  
recommendations, measures for welfare of fishing communities during ban period, with Orissa 
Traditional Fish Workers Union as member. But it is yet to meet officially. �

 
Orissa’s marine fisheries and fishers affected 
 
Marine capture fish production of Orissa is 89,586 tonnes (CMFRI 2006). Annual export of fish and 
fish products is 11,000 tonnes. Fishing gears used in marine fisheries of Orissa are Monofilament 
gillnets, hooks and lines, trawl nets, fixed bagnets, beach seines. As regards Fishing vessels, 
Mechanized vessels number 3,577, Motorized vessels 4,719 and Non motorized vessels 15,444. Out 
of them 3400 motorized and non-mechanized vessels have been affected by fishing regulations for 
turtle protection. There are only seven fish landing centres near the Gahirmatha sanctuary, out of 
which four have been affected by fishing regulations, namely, Rajnagar, Talchua, Tantiapal and 
Jambu. �
 
Orissa has a total of active fishers 1,21, 282, out of whom 26, 861 active fishers engaged in 
motorized and non-mechanised crafts have been affected by fishing regulations for turtle protection. 
43 per cent of affected fishers are below poverty line (11,809). A large chunk (3, 483) from among 
them  belong to Mahakalpada block, Kendrapara district. They live in remote villages with limited 
access to drinking water, education, health, transportation, paved roads and markets. Moreover, 
formal credit institutions are also few and far between in such interior areas. (Haldar, 2009 OTFWU)  
�

OTFWU’s Concerns for Traditional Fisherfolk   
OTFWU (Orissa Traditional Fish Workers Union) is a major platform voicing the concerns and 
interests of the traditional marine fishermen vis-à-vis fishing regulations for turtle protection since its 
formation in 2004. It is now a member of both CMC (Consultative Monitoring Committee) formed in 
2004 and Task Force formed in 2007 in response to recommendation of CEC for inclusion of 
fishermen’s organization in the turtle protection measures. According to its President, Mr.Narayan 
Haldar, OTFWO volunteered to ban sankucha jal (ray net), ring seine and bhetki/bahal jal since 2004 
as a mark of their commitment to turtle protection. But the State Government, especially its Wildlife 
wing, which enforces the fishing regulations for turtle protection is completely apathetic to the 
sorrowful plight of the traditional fishermen. As a result of the fishing regulations, as much as 50% of 
territorial waters, which constitute the fishing grounds of traditional fishermen are now closed to the 
fishing vessels, number of fishing days has been reduced from earlier 240 to less than 100 in a year, 
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and access to fishing grounds is restricted in four fish landing centers located in the vicinity of 
Gahirmatha Sanctuary. The provision for ‘innocent passage’ in the Wildlife Protection Act has not 
been operationalised. The seizure and confiscation of fishing vessels by the Wildlife staff continues 
as before despite a recent judgment by Kendrapara court (Nov. 2008) that Fishers are innocent, and 
vessels cannot be confiscated, if gear and catch are inside a vessel. The indiscriminate harassment to 
the fishermen by the officials was so naked that in two recent cases, the patrolling officers fired to 
death two fishermen even though the latter were not fishing inside the sanctuary. The compensation 
paid by the Government to families of both victims was too inadequate.  
�
According to Mr.Haldar Government instead of following a balanced policy that benefits both turtles 
and fishers, it is focused on turtles only, to the detriment of fisherfolk. As already indicated, fishing 
regulations have resulted in loss of livelihood and income for traditional fishermen and increasing 
indebtedness among them. Even the provision of Wildlife Protection Act for compensating those 
whose livelihood gets affected by wildlife protection regulations, has been completely ignored by the 
Govt. Unable to access institutional credit, they become easy targets for exploitative moneylenders. 
And unable to repay the loans, they are driven to mental trauma and even suicides. Women engaged 
in post-harvest activities and marketing besides crab collection in mangrove areas have been severely 
hit by the fishing regulations.         

While supporting the cause of turtle protection in general, the OTFWO has put forward  a volley of 
proposals to mitigate to plight of the traditional fishermen. Some important ones are mentioned 
below:-   

- Reduce sanctuary limits to distance of 10 km in place of existing 20 km in territorial waters 
(5km core near the coast and 5km buffer). Scientific and clear demarcation of sanctuary 
boundaries.   

- Enforce OMFRA provisions on 5 km “trawl free” zone; Develop fisheries management plan, 
with proper registration, catch and position reporting by fishing vessels, closed areas and 
closed seasons�

- Consider creating special category for marine and coastal protected areas, drawing on 
provisions as in tiger reserves, giving due recognition of the livelihood, development 
activities, social and cultural rights of fishing communities. 

- Install Vessel Monitoring Systems (larger fishing vessels) and GPS (smaller vessels) and 
distribute maps to track fishing vessels 

- Ensure participatory enforcement and monitoring to reduce conflicts 
- For effective turtle conservation, study the causes for turtle mortality using various probable 

parameters, and regulate other non-fishery threats such as ports, and aquaculture practices 
- Identify and demarcate turtle congregation zones in offshore areas, and evolve dynamic 

protection mechanisms 
- Involve communities in monitoring, identifying and protecting aggregation zones, and 

including research studies on turtle population 
- Develop long-term livelihood options in consultation with affected communities 

with a specific gender focus 
      - Enhance access to basic facilities such as education, health, and infrastructure, for 

present and future generations 
      - Train Forest and Fisheries Department officials on social issues and participatory 

approaches. (Haldar, 2009)   
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TED tangle 
In view of absence of any official report on how many fishing trawlers have been using TED (Turtle 
Excluder Device) from year to year in Orissa and general resentment against it among Orissa’s trawl 
industry coupled with reservations about its efficacy among Indian scientists, the TED has practically 
fallen into a state of disuse. In the IUCN sponsored Dhamra Consultative Technical Workshop held 
at Bhubaneswar, Orissa on 24-26 February 2009 (IUCN, Feb 2009), at least two scientists critiqued 
TED, particularly in the context of Orissa, after listening to passionate advocacy in favour of TED by 
speaker Mr.Eric Hawk from NMFS, USA. First, Dr.C.S.Kar from Wildlife wing of Govt of Orissa 
observed that where there is mass congregation, turtle excluder devices (TEDs) do not work. 
Afterwards Dr. Pranaya Parida from AFPRO while interacting with the resource persons observed 
that in America TEDs are used only in shrimp trawling. But in India where mixed catch, i.e. shrimp 
and fish of all sizes is the go, TED won’t work.  
 
However, it is not understandable as to why the Government still insist on the use of TED in the trawl 
nets and as a punitive measure goes on seizing a sizable number of trawlers every year on the ground 
of non-compliance. One argument would be that there is no alternative to TED. But that is patently 
wrong. The alternative to TED is Trawl Guard, which, as claimed by its inventor a local fisherman 
from Orissa coast, has all the virtues of TED and none of its vices. Unlike the metallic, grid-like TED, 
fitted at the throat of a bifurcated trawl-net, the inexpensive Trawl Guard is made of roughly 4 kg of 
nylon rope only and fitted at the mouth of net. Any average fisherman can prepare, install and maintain it 
with ease. While preventing altogether the entry of turtles or any unwarranted bye-catch animate or 
inanimate of similar size into the net, it allows shrimps and fishes of various medium to large sizes 
inside the net. And this is exactly what the trawl industry of Orissa want. Like the origin of TED as 
the Trawling Efficiency Device in USA, Trawl Guard was invented by an ingenuous local fisherman 
of Orissa in response to the vexatious problem the Trawlers used to experience from obstructions posed 
by big logs that accumulated on the seabed during the Super cyclone of October 1999. The inventor of the 
device observed that it not only protected trawl nets from accidental damage by such obstructions but also 
disallowed inadvertent movement of turtles while retaining the full mixed catch of shrimp and fish in the 
net. (BEHERA, C. 2003) 
 
The Trawl Guard has been experimented thrice, the first in 2002 during the TED Workshop at Paradip 
sponsored by Wildlife Institute of India, followed by two separate comparative TED-versus-Trawl Guard 
experiments in turtle congregations zones off Paradip coast in later years with support from Dept. of 
Fisheries, Orissa and WWF-India respectively. The experiment each time demonstrated the viability of 
Trawl Guard not only in excluding the turtles but also retaining good amount of fish catch. Further field 
trials are of course required to prove the claim that Trawl Guard helps the trawlers retain more and bigger 
fishes than TED can.     
 
Green Peace Campaign against Dhamra Port  
In recent years Green Peace International and Green Peace India were found to be heightening their 
campaign against the proposed construction of Dhamra port mainly on the ground of threat it posed 
to endangered biodiversity like mangroves and Olive ridleys of Orissa coast, especially in the nearby 
Bhitarkanika mangrove sanctuary and Gahirmatha marine sanctuary. To promote its campaign, it 
made two relevant publications in 2007, namely – 
   

- BIODIVERSITY ASSESSMENT OF DHAMRA PORT SITE AND  
SURROUNDING AREAS, ORISSA, May 2007. Report commissioned by Greenpeace and 
prepared by the North Orissa University Principal Investigator: Dr. Sushil K. Dutta Professor 
& Head, Department of Zoology, North Orissa University 
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    - THE DHAMRA-CHANDBALI PORT EXPANSION PROJECT, ORISSA, INDIA, Critique 
of the Environmental Impact Assessment, May 2007 By Dr. Paul Johnston & Dr. David 
Santillo, Greenpeace Research Laboratories, School of Biosciences, University of Exeter  

 
The Biodiversity Report maintains, “The port will be about 13 km. away from the nesting beaches of 
the Gahirmatha Marine Sanctuary. The port will also lie less than 5 km. from the northern boundary 
of the Bhitarkanika Sanctuary. The Dhamra port is proposed to be one of the largest deep water ports 
in India and South Asia, with a total capacity of 83 million tonnes per annum within ten years. It 
would require the construction and maintenance of a 19 km. long approach channel up to a depth of 
18 m. It will be located at approximately 20°50’ N and 86°58’ E on the Orissa coast of the Bay of 
Bengal”. The Report states that the EIA Report for the project was prepared long back and it severely 
lacked in necessary ecological and biodiversity data on the proposed port site or nearby areas covered 
under Bhitakanika Sanctuary andGahirmatha Sanctuary. According to the Report, “Given the size of 
the port and the broader plans for industrialization of the area following the port’s development, 
concerns have been raised in various quarters about the possible impacts on the environment, 
biodiversity and wildlife in the surrounding areas, particularly given the site’s location in an 
ecologically sensitive zone on the border of the Bhitarkanika and Gahirmatha Sanctuaries”. Besides 
Olive ridleys, other rare species that are threatened with depletion by the port construction are horse-
shoe crabs, white-bellied mangrove snake, crab eating frog and dolphins. The Report summed up 
with the observation, “Pending completion of the studies mentioned above, and their collation into 
one comprehensive, impartial and scientifically accurate document, there should be no interference 
with the existing ecology of the port site on the mainland, or with the marine ecology offshore. This 
would mean that the mega-port project curently being executed by TATAs and Larsen & Toubro be 
stopped immediately”. 
 
The Critique of Dhamra EIA Report is equally scathing in its observations. “The Dhamra EIA can be 
broadly assessed using these metrics. Superficially, the Detailed Project Report and Environmental 
Assessments, taken together, appear to meet many of the Indian and European Community criteria . . 
.. Upon more detailed consideration, however, a number of considerable shortfalls emerge, largely 
relating to the identification, prioritisation and analysis of likely impacts. In order to address the full 
extent and serious nature of these shortcomings it would be necessary largely to rewrite the EIA in 
order to provide a more balanced and holistic overview of the likely impacts, together with proposals 
for their mitigation. The Critique describes possible adverse environmental impacts that may arise 
from Dhamra Port from 3 sources- modification of geomorphology of the area during construction 
phase; loading, shipping movements and ship related activities such as refuelling, engineering and 
maintenance dredging during the normal operation of the port; and disasters like oil spill, fire, 
collision and explosion etc. caused by non-routine and accidental occurrences, but the EIA report has 
not addressed to them. The Critique then makes an interesting revelation, “. . . . the  EIA considers 
two options for the port’s location, one on the Kanika Sands itself, and the other on the mainland, 
before discarding the mainland option in favour of Kanika Sands. The EIA then goes on to evaluate 
impacts on the basis of the port location on Kanika Sands. However, the project as it is currently 
being implemented locates the port on the mainland and not Kanika Sands. Such a fundamental 
discrepancy then calls into question the credibility of the entire EIA as a basis on which to gauge the 
environmental impacts of the project”. The EIA conspicuously failed to take note of the impact of 
port on two most important ecological sites in the vicinity of the proposed port site, Bhitarkanika 
mangrove forests and Gahirmatha turtle rookery. Besides the EIA has not dealt with ecological 
implications of building the port at the current site. “The port site is an extensive intertidal mudflat 
zone, and such areas typically sustain a diversity of fish, crustacean, amphibian and reptile species. 
Development of the port site, as per the latest plans available, will require extensive engineering 
(landfilling) of the site in order to raise the level, thereby destroying this habitat. The EIA has not 
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dealt with this angle at all. There is in fact no mention of the amount of earth filling that will be 
undertaken or its impacts, even though this is a basic requirement for the preparation of the port . . . 
One further important area which has been neglected in the EIA relates to the impacts of dredging 
activities during the construction phase and subsequently as part of the maintenance dredging 
program”. In conclusion, the Critique laments, ‘the poor quality of ecological information 
comprehensively undermines the EIA. As a particularly egregious example, and one which suggests 
that the author(s) have little expertise in certain areas, Table 3.27 purports to be a list of endangered 
species in the study area. Reference to the text on page 3-92 suggests that these are marine 
zooplankton. It is of some concern, therefore, that each specific name appears to be erroneously 
spelled, and that in any case, even if these errors are corrected, each species listed is actually found in 
freshwater, not seawater. Moreover, the references cited in support of such assertions date back to the 
1970s and 1980s”.  

In addition to stepping up a debate at different levels around the ecological viability of Dhamra port, 
Green Peace cited the absence of arribada at Gahirmatha in 2008 to corroborate its thesis that 
dredging for construction of channel for the port was mainly responsible for it. Again, it so happened 
the next year mass nesting took place much late, that is, 20-26 March 2009 at Gahirmatha. Green 
Peace therefore used the preceding period to persuade everybody that Olive ridleys had probably 
abandoned the nesting beach at Gahirmatha under the adverse impact of port construction and 
dredging activities. However, when the delayed arribada took place on aforesaid dates, Green Peace 
observed, “We are absolutely delighted to see the turtles return to Gahirmatha… However, this 
episode of mass nesting cannot be used as a smokescreen by port promoters in projecting that all is 
fine. It would be dangerous to assume so since this nesting does not mean that the turtles and the 
adjoining ecologically sensitive areas, including the Bitharkanika National Park are safe. Our 
concerns… remain.” (Business Line, March 26, 2009)  

In connection with Green Peace campaign it is worth noting here that there are two pending 
litigations pertaining to Dhamra. The first, a petition filed by the Wildlife Society of Orissa in the 
Orissa High Court, remains pending since 2000. The other is a petition filed before the Central 
Empowered Committee (CEC) of the Supreme Court that is yet to come up for hearing. Further, in its 
2004 report, the CEC had recommended that the port be shifted to an alternative site much away from 
the Gahirmatha Marine Sanctuary and the turtle nesting ground. 

 

Standpoint of Dhamra Port 

Dhamra port, being developed in Orissa by a joint venture company, The Dhamra Port Company Ltd, 
floated by Tata Steel and Larsen & Toubro, has been the centre of controversy, with 
environmentalists expressing concern over the probable harm that would be caused by the 
construction of the port including dredging to the endangered Olive Ridley sea turtles inhabiting in 
the area. But Mr S. K. Mohapatra, CEO of DPCL strongly sticks to the Company’s position that the 
proposed port would in no way affect the movement and activities of Olive ridleys at Gahirmatha. In 
an interview with Business Line of Hindu Group on 6th April 2009, Mr.Mohapatra dismissed the 
environmentalists’ rage against Dhamra Port as a ‘non-issue’ saying, “ours is the only sector, i.e., the 
portion of the coast north of river Dhamra, which is not visited by turtles for nesting because it is 
muddy and silty and, therefore, not suitable for nesting”. He observed, “We are at least 15 km north 
from both the nesting beach and the marine sanctuary meant for turtles. Our channel is further north 
and ship movement will be nowhere near where turtles congregate for nesting or mating”. As regards 
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the impact of construction of port and dredging of its channel on Olive rodleys, he said, “The port 
and the channel have been designed in most environment friendly way. . . . That is why Dhamra port 
will have no breakwater, with the jetty standing on piles. The channel, after a four-season study, has 
been aligned along an existing stream through which the northern part of the river flushes itself into 
the sea. In other words, we are deepening an existing water course inside the sea, causing least 
disturbance to the geomorphology”. On the allegation that the Environment Impact Assessment for 

 

Map showing distances between port site and Bhitarkanika and Gahirmatha Sanctuaries 
(Johnston et al, 2007)   

the Port was done in the long past lacking in environmental concerns, the CEO responded, “The 
clearances have been obtained after a detailed Environment Impact Assessment, supported by 
additional reports and documents including the Wildlife Institute’s study which divides the Orissa 
coast into eight sectors, of which the only sector in which turtles do not nest is the one where we are 
building the port”. Further he said, “But the EIA is not the only study that goes into the planning and 
designing of a port. The bathymetry, the sea currents, etc., have been studied in detail by 
internationally reputed organizations before the designing of the port and the channel. Besides, 
reputed institutions like the Regional Research Laboratory, and National Institute of Oceanography, 
Goa, examined the impact of dredging on marine productivity and beach profile”. Moreover, he 
mentioned, “We have also signed an agreement with International Union for Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN) to regularly work for us and advise as to how to mitigate any possible effect on environment 
or turtles. They are advising us on various aspects like dredging, lighting and engaging with local 
communities and fishermen in creating awareness about turtles. We are open to funding and 
facilitating any further study that the environmentalists want to conduct.” On a more specious charge 
that marine turtles have stopped coming to Gahirmatha under the impact of construction and dredging 
for port, Mr.Mohapatra replied, “It is not true. Recently, more than 1.5 lakh turtles nested in 
Gahirmatha. Last year they did not. There is nothing unusual about it. The records of past 18 years or 
so will show that the turtles do not visit every nesting beach every year. They did not mass-nest at 
Gahirmatha at least six times in past 18 years, that is, they skipped, on an average, once in three years 
which had nothing to do with the port.  We started construction in 2006-07. If we take the last three 
years, they nested in Gahirmatha in 2006-07, but did not at Rushikulya, another nesting place on the 
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Orissa coast. In 2007-08, they nested at Rushikulya but did not at Gahirmatha. And in 2008-09, they 
nested both at Gahirmatha and Rushikulya, and that too in impressive numbers of 1.5 lakh in each 
place”. Taking a dig at Green Peace campaign against Dhamra Port for saving Olive ridleys, 
Mr.Mahapatra quipped, “Some people are obviously interested more in the campaign itself than in 
what the campaign stands for”. As regards the choice of location, he made no bones about it, 
“Dhamra is ideally suited for a big port. In fact it is the only suitable location for a deep port in the 
east coast north of Paradip. Historically also, it has always been a port. The Imperial Gazette of 1828 
referred to Dhamra as one of the most ancient ports of India. Also known as Kanika Port, Dhamra 
was a prosperous oceanic trading centre in the medieval and British period”. (Business Line, 
06/04/2009, Excerpts from the interview with CEO DPCL)   

Dhamra Consultative Technical Workshop, Feb 2009  
The IUCN Dhamra Consultative Technical Workshop was held in Bhubaneswar, Orissa on 24-26 
February 2009. The workshop was followed by an overnight field trip to the Dhamra Port, to see the 
port from the land side. It was attended by 70 participants with representation from the IUCN, the 
Marine Turtle Specialist Group, scientists, NGOs, the academia, the representatives of local fishing 
community, the corporate organizations such as DPCL, Larsen and Toubro, Tata Steel, and the 
Ministry of the Environment and Forests, GoI and Govt of Orissa. The objective of the workshop, 
reportedly, was to provide a forum for discussion among key stakeholders regarding the work of 
IUCN and DPCL being undertaken to mitigate the impact of port development activities on 
vulnerable Olive Ridley turtles. Besides the workshop provided an opportunity to present and discuss 
a range of scientific and technical information on mitigation efforts including turtle-friendly 
dredging, lighting strategies, as well as turtle and marine biology, along with the larger and more 
complex context of the economic development of Orissa, local livelihoods and natural and human 
induced ecosystem change. 
 
Important highlights from the deliberations of the Workshop are worth examining to appreciate the 
critical gaps in the existing body of knowledge concerning turtle biology, its interface with both 
offshore and onshore marine ecosystem and impact of natural and man induced development. 
Roderic Mast, Co-Chair, IUCN SSC Marine Turtle Specialist Group admitted there are still 
unsolved mysteries on turtle behaviour, such as-  

1. Where do sea turtles spend the first few years of their lives? 
2. What is the ecological role of sea turtles? 
3. What proportion of male turtles is necessary to maintain a healthy population? 
4. How do sea turtles sense their environment? 
5. How do sea turtles navigate? 
6. How will global warming affect sea turtles? 

 
Suresh Kumar from Wildlife Institute of India  mentioned that a team from his institute are already 
into the job of building up an inventory of turtle studies in Indian context and they have already 
collected 335 publications. The key findings from the work done so far could be summarized as 
follows:  

1. Mortality of Olive Ridley turtles has increased from a few thousand in the early 1980s 
to more  than 10,000 a year by the mid 1990s. 

2. Reproductive patches are discrete areas, about 50-75 sq km in size, extending to a 
Distance of about 5-6 km offshore. 

3. Arribada estimates could be much lower than the reported annual figures due to a review 
of  the methodology for census of Olive Ridley turtles during mass nesting. 
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4. Tagged turtles were recovered from Andhra Pradesh, southern Tamil Nadu and Sri Lanka, 
indicating that at least some of the Olive Ridleys that nest in Orissa migrate to these areas. 
Recent on-going study on satellite telemetry confirm the post nesting migration of Olive 
Ridley turtles to at least up to the northern Indian Ocean and eastern Sri Lanka. 

5. There is no genetic difference between nesting populations in each of the mass 
Nesting beaches. More significantly, these populations may even be ancestral to 
populations in the Atlantic and Pacific oceans. 

6. Satellite imagery studies suggest that failure of Arribada at Gahirmatha during 1997  and 
1998 was due to natural causes such as erosion and reduction in nesting habitat due to 
impacts of successive cyclones. 

 
Then Suresh Kumar admitted that there are still gaps in our knowledge of the turtles and their 
habitats, both in the on-shore as well as the off-shore environments: 
 
On-shore environment 
1. An in-depth study of the geo-morphological changes affecting the nesting beaches is required. 
2. A clear understanding of nest site selection by turtles is required. 
3. Revisiting the coast of Orissa to assess the status of sea turtle nesting along the entire coast of 

Orissa is required. 
4. Are some prime nesting sites super abundant with predators and do they require active predator 

management? 
5. The technique to estimate nesting turtles has been improvised over the years; however, it still 

requires further refinement and effective sampling. 
 
Off-shore environment 
1. Why do turtles occur in such large congregations in front of the river mouth or in front of the mass 

nesting beaches? An in-depth study of feeding ecology and availability of prey for the turtles in the 
near-shore waters is required. 

2. The movement pattern and behaviour of turtles while they are in the congregations in the near-
shore waters is crucial to provide effective protection to the turtles. 

3. There is no information on the impact of gill-net fishing on the incidental capture and mortality of 
turtles. A study on sea turtle-fisheries interface should look into the mono -filament or 
multifilament and any other gill-net fishing practices in Orissa, based on which, measures to reduce 
turtle by-catch in these fisheries can be devised. 

4. A decrease in the size of nesting females over the years is thought to indicate the removal of the 
older population. This needs to be supported with data on the age of turtles to better understand the 
population dynamics. 

5. A study to monitor the level of pollutants or to assess the overall health of the near- shore waters 
and its effects on turtles should be taken up. 

6. A long term satellite tracking programme should be taken up for a clear understanding of the 
foraging grounds of the turtles. It will also throw light on whether the turtles arriving in the near-
shore waters of Orissa undertake annual migration or not. 

 
Mr.Santosh Mohapatra, CEO DPCL  in his deliberation first of all elaborated on the process of 
obtaining an Environment Clearance, saying it was a two-year process. The clearance was initially 
challenged but subsequently upheld by the National Environment Appellate Authority (NEAA) on 
the grounds that the Ministry of Surface Transport (MoST), which had issued the clearance, was 
competent to do so and that the port location itself could never be a breeding ground for Olive Ridley 
turtles. Another concern was that the EIA was for a different location. That was, however, untrue as a 
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supplementary EIA for the current final location was submitted to the Empowered Committee for 
Environmental Clearances. 
 
Then Mr.Mohapatra dealing with impact of port development on Olive ridleys, used a map to mark 
the locations of the port, the channel, the Kanika Sands islands, the Dhamra river mouth, the Wheeler 
islands and the Gahirmatha Marine Sanctuary. He drew attention to a WII study which divides the 
coast of Orissa into eight sectors out of which turtles are shown to be visiting seven sectors along the 
coast, either sporadically or en-masse. The only sector which turtles do not visit either sporadically or 
en-masse for nesting is the northern most sector north of river Dhamra and that is where the port is 
located. 
 
Finally, he outlined the measures taken by the port. One set of measures are laid down as conditions 
in the Environment Clearance. The other measures include associations with 
IUCN, NIO (for studying the beach profile and impacts of dredging), RRL (for monitoring the impact 
of dredging on water and air quality), Orissa Forest Development Corporation (for undertaking 
plantation along the railway corridor), Water Technology Centre (for studying drainage on account of 
embankments and reclamation), and State Forest Department (for patrolling and demarcation of the 
marine sanctuary).  
 
Scientists Dr.Sudhakar Kar, Dr. N.L.N.S. Prasad and Professor B.C. Choudhury asked several 
questions concerning the choice of Dhamra as the port site located in the vicinity of biodiversity 
hotspots like Bhitarkanika and Gahirmatha and the possibility of irreversible changes taking place 
beyond the management by port or Governmental authorities.   
 
Dr.C.S.Kar, Senior Research Officer, Forest Department, Government of Orissa and a long time 
researcher on sea turtles of Orissa coast in his presentation observed that Orissa coast is on the world 
map of sea turtles since more than 50 of world population of Olive ridleys come here for mass 
nesting. As regards, Why do turtles come to the Orissa coast, he said, there could be several reasons, 
such as:  
 
1. Sea surface temperature. There is a temperature gradient from south to north. 
2. Abundance of food resources both for adult turtles and hatchlings. 
3. There are many river systems, hence salinity is low. 
4. Abundance of mangroves, hence productivity is very high. 
5. Suitability of nesting habitat. 
6. Mass nesting beaches undergo erosion and accretion every year. Hence they get clear 
    uncontaminated sand every year, due to which, hatching success is higher in Orissa 
    than in Costa Rica. 
 
Dr.Kar observed that until 2002-2003, more than 10,000 turtles were found dead each year off the 
Orissa coast. In the last six to seven years, this number has come down to 3,000-5,000 turtles each 
year. Dr. Kar attributed this improvement to increased patrolling effort, though he also mentioned 
that this area is very difficult to patrol. 
 
He pointed out that the congregation period of the turtles coincides with the period favourable for 
fishing and that where there is mass congregation, turtle excluder devices (TEDs) do not work. In any 
case, TEDs have been designed to be fitted on trawl nets. They cannot be fitted on gill nets. 
Multifilament gill nets are death traps for the turtles. In mono-filament gill nets, turtles can tear the 
net and escape but that is possible only when there is one net. If there is a series of such nets the 
turtles may not be able to tear and escape multiple times in a row. 
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Dr. Kar described some of the key threats facing turtles: 
1. Construction of fishing jetties, fish landing centres, fishing harbours, minor and major ports near 
major river mouths. 
2. Casuarina plantations along the coast, particularly on major nesting beaches. 
3. Development activities along the coast such as Missile Test range, ports and fishing harbours and 
mega industries. 
4. Increased illumination on nesting beaches and near breeding grounds. So far, there is no Act  to 
prevent illumination, though there was an attempt in the form of: Coastal Zone Illumination 
(Prevention and Control) Act and Rules (Proposed) 
5. Pollution of coastal waters. 
6. Potential Fishing Zone forecasting through print and electronic media. 
7. Changes in land use and sea use patterns of coastal areas. 
8. Introduction of improved beach landing crafts and motorisation of country crafts. 
9. Increase of vehicular traffic on navigational routes. 
10. Large scale destruction of mangroves affecting food chain of turtles. 
   
He informed that during 2008-2009, marine species and marine area conservation has come on the 
priority list of the Ministry of Environment and Forests (MoEF) of the Government of India. A high-
powered committee for protection and conservation of sea turtles has been formed under the 
Chairmanship of the Chief Minister of Orissa. During 2008-2009, a separate budget head was created 
by the State Government for protection and conservation of sea turtles. 
 
Finally, Dr. Kar highlighted some issues related to turtle conservation arising from Dhamra port:  
1. Illumination caused due to port construction activities, anchoring ships, related industries and 
peripheral activities such as townships, roads, railways, etc. 
2. Dredging of the channel which could have potential impacts such as changes in sea current 
circulation pattern, changes in sediment transportation, changes in distribution pattern of aquatic 
biodiversity influencing the food chain, creation of obstacles in the migration of species which are at 
the bottom of the ecological pyramid and changes in the sea bed and water column characteristics, 
ultimately influencing coastal equalisation. 
3. Removal of huge amount of sand from the sea-bed for port construction and development 
activities. 
4. Large scale fishery displacement. 
5. Coastal and marine pollution. 
6. Coastal erosion. 
7. The port should demarcate the boundary of Gahirmatha Marine Sanctuary and also provide sea 
worthy vessels for protection, monitoring and research. 
 
Ms.Aban Marker Kabraji, Regional Director, IUCN Asia spoke first of all on background to 
IUCN’s engagement with Dhamra Port. Admitting that the Indian members of IUCN were divided in 
their opinion on whether to engage with DPCL or not, the majority favoured the proposal for 
engagement. On Dhamra port, she observed that since Govt of India gave the clearance for 
construction of Dhamra port, it was IUCN’s job to give the best scientific advice in terms of the 
management of the port and mitigation of impacts on sea turtles. Not a regulatory authority, IUCN is 
to play the role of an ‘independent scientific advisor’. To another query, she clarified that IUCN 
being not a regulatory authority ‘the agreement with DPCL could not have provisions to make the 
mitigation measures mandatory for DPCL’. She however confirmed that up to this point, DPCL has 
implemented IUCN’s advice, often at great cost. She further noted that the IUCN’s decision making 
process was transparent and all the decisions so far made were in the IUCN’s website.  
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Eric Hawk from National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, USA spoke on two themes, 
dredging impacts on sea turtles and use Turtle Excluder Devices. Among several measures to 
mitigate the impact of dredging on sea turtles in US, he described ‘relocation trawling’ where a 
shrimp trawler actually captures live turtles (trawling for not more than 40 minutes at a time so as not 
to drown the turtles) and then releases them in another area. This gives an idea of abundance of 
turtles in the channel and also sweeps the channel for any turtles and relocates them to a safe distance 
from the dredger. Typically, relocation trawlers operate in front of the dredger. . . . . But overall, 
relocation trawling is good as it successfully moves turtles out of harm’s way. Also turtles are rarely 
hurt by capture and relocation. Valuable scientific information is obtained and turtles that are 
captured are tagged prior to release.  
 
Then Mr.Hawk showed a film on TED, in which buckets, tyres, coconuts, and even sharks and turtles 
were seen escaping from the TED. It is quite clear that trawling has very detrimental effects on the 
sea turtles of Orissa. Gill nets are culpable as well. But, at least, there is a solution for trawl nets. In 
the question-answer session that followed, Meena Gupta remarked that in the earlier presentation by 
Dr. Kar, TEDs were seen to not work. Eric replied that the designs that Dr. Kar mentioned may have 
been older, with a smaller grid. The more recent designs with larger grids, and different bar spacing, 
allow even the leatherback turtles to escape within 10 minutes. Even if 10 turtles are trapped in 5 
hours of trawling that still means 2 turtles per hour and they can easily escape from the TED within 
seconds. Eric said that he was 100% convinced that TEDs would be effective in Orissa. 
 
Interacting with Eric Hawk, Mr.B.K.Patnaik asked if the channel dredging was responsible for non-
occurrence of mass nesting in 2008 and its delay upto the present moment in 2009, Mr. Eric said, “. . 
. . in his opinion, channel dredging could not have impacted the Arribada. Olive Ridleys nest even 
when there is obstruction and in this case, the channel was quite removed from the nesting beaches”. 
 
Prof. B.C.Choudhury suggested that in view of possible impact of channel dredging on littoral drifts 
and resultant beach erosion there should be a modeling study. Dr. N.L.N.S. Prasad suggested that 
dredging clearances in future would be given only for non-nesting periods of the year. He further 
suggested that there should be studies to determine the productivity of the dredged channel as well as 
the productivity of the dumping area, as this could have an impact if these areas happen to be turtle 
movement zones. 
   
Erik Martin, Ecological Associates, USA, who has been studying sea turtles in Florida for 28 years 
and has spent much of his time studying the effects of lighting on sea turtles, spoke on ‘Artificial 
lighting and sea turtle conservation’ and responded to questions raised in the context of Dhamra port. 
He said, for turtles, light is information while artificial lighting is misinformation. Adult females get 
disoriented by lights. Turtle hatchlings emerge in the night when temperatures are cooler and 
artificial lighting disorients turtle hatchlings. The ultimate objective is to keep the light off the nesting 
beach and minimise uplight to reduce sky glow. Erik Martin then gave examples of bad lights and 
good lights and how lights can be effectively shielded and properly aligned. P.R. Sinha asked Erik 
Martin about recommendations IUCN has given to DPCL. He replied that the lighting mission had 
advised DPCL to use only full cut-off fixtures. DPCL reverted with different options, of which, some 
were acceptable while others were not.  
 
Biren Bhuta, IUCN Project Manager, Dhamra Port Project spoke on IUCN recommendations 
and work done so far in the first phase of engagement with DPCL. He reported that, except for 
relocation trawling, for which permits have not yet been received from the Government, all other 
recommendations have been fully adhered to. For the first time in India, deflectors have been 
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installed on all drag-heads on every dredger that has operated in Dhamra Port. He reiterated the key 
recommendations of the lighting mission and informed that DPCL and its lighting contractors (L&T 
and ABB) were still designing the lights. Once the lights are designed, they will be approved by 
IUCN’s lighting experts and only then, will the lights be purchased. This will make Dhamra the first 
port in the country to have “turtle friendly” lights. 
 
In course of his interaction with participants Biren Bhuta replied that the first phase specifically 
addressed dredging and lighting. The next phase will include development of a comprehensive 
Environment Management Plan covering all aspects like oil spills, ballast, dust pollution, noise 
pollution, effluent disposal, coastal erosion, plantations, etc. It will also include setting up of a Turtle 
Trust that will provide a long term mechanism for undertaking research and conservation projects for 
sea turtles. 
 
Participating in the session on Stake-holders’ views, Ashok Jena of the Maa Dhamarai Fishers’ 
Association, which works for fishing trawlers, noted that there has been fishing in the waters off 
Dhamra for the last fifty years. For the last ten years, fishing has been halted during November to 
March due to turtles. Now there are new rules and fishing is halted from April 15 to June 15. Also, 
when missiles are tested, fishing is stopped. So we have only a few months left for fishing. He asked 
whether it was only trawlers that killed turtles. What about propellers of large ships. He said that the 
fishermen were not opposed to the conservation of turtles. They want to avoid turtles coming into the 
nets, but we must see how we can co-exist together. The fishing community also supports the port 
and does not want to disturb it, but the development must also not disturb the fishing. Guidance and 
advice is required from all the Government departments for an amicable solution. We must find the 
way where all will live peacefully. He wanted IUCN to conduct training seminars for the fishermen at 
least twice during the fishing season so that the message of turtle conservation is spread among the 
community. 
 
P. K. Jena, Secretary of the Maa Dhamarai Fishers’ Association, said that sincerity is lacking in 
turtle conservation. Turtles have been around for many years, but since the last couple of years, some 
changes have been noticed. Maybe this is due to dredging impacts but we need to find out. Also, new 
mass nesting areas have emerged over the years. S. R. A. Mishra said that some were of the opinion 
that the turtle beaches are eroding due to dredging and now, the turtles do not come to nest there. This 
needs a scientific study. 
 
Suresh Kumar of Wildlife Institute of India  pointed out that based on data collected by the, the 
congregation patch is in front of the mainland south of the port The turtles, however, move to the 
river mouth during nesting and during this time, we may come across large number of turtles in 
relocation trawling, if it is undertaken. Santosh Mohapatra CEO DPCL said that DPCL would 
support relocation trawling to be done where there is dredging because that would establish the 
abundance of turtles or the lack thereof. 
 
Dr. Pranaya Parida of AFPRO cautioned that if we rely on American research on TEDs, it may not 
work in Orissa. In the U.S., only one species is targeted i.e. shrimp. While in the Indian context, 
nothing is by catch. CIFT (Central Institute of Fisheries Technology) has designed a CIFT-TED with 
an upper opening. There is a debate on the loss of catch. Dr. Parida stated that there were different 
types of gill-nets based on different fishing practices. For instance, there would be one type of net for 
pomfret and another for rays. Are all these nets detrimental for turtles? 
 
Dr. Kinsuk Mitra  noted that there has been an overall feeling of optimism after the whole day’s 
presentations and discussions. We are also seeing Government officers, DPCL, international and 
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local experts all working together and making many contributions. If this sort of an effort cannot 
solve a problem, nothing can. If we sustain this, this is going to solve the problems, of course with 
some compromise or the other by every party.  
 
Roderic Mast, Co-Chair, IUCN SSC Marine Turtle Specialist Group shared some of his 
experiences at Conservation International on ‘effective partnership with industry’ in other parts of the 
world. Its philosophy is “Conservation is a social science with biological underpinnings and not the 
other way round.” He reiterated that we need to work with industry to develop and spread use of best 
practices. For instance, the work with Dhamra port could be a model for other companies involved in 
port development or other coastal developments. We need to strengthen and broaden research and 
monitoring. We need to engage with communities – be it outreach, education, training, small business 
development – and in that respect, he complimented the work done so far by IUCN and DPCL. In 
conclusion he stated that this is a unique and special area, a globally significant monument. There are 
very few places in the world where one can see sea turtles by the hundreds and thousands. It does not 
only concern turtles and Arribada but also horseshoe crabs, mangroves and many bird species. It 
needs the highest level of protection. It should be leveraged as a World Heritage Site to give it global 
recognition. 
 
In reply to Dr. B.K.Patnaik’s question on the impacts of sea surface temperatures and global warming 
on turtle migration, Mr. Mast  said he believed that there would be impacts. One is that the sex of 
baby turtles is determined by the temperature on the beach during incubation. As average beach 
temperatures rise, that could result in feminising populations. Extremely high beach temperatures 
could be lethal for turtle eggs. The sea level rise could lead to the disappearance of beaches and 
nesting habitats of sea turtles. 
 
In conclusion Mr.Mast reminded the audience that sea turtles have been around for more than 100 
million years. They have seen the planet hit by giant asteroids, they have seen the dinosaurs come and 
go, they have seen the continents shift. He said that he believes that sea turtles are probably going to 
be able to handle the kinds of impacts that arise from climate change. 
 
Then Ms.Shiranee Yasaratne, Head Regional Business and Biodiversity Programme, IUCN, 
Asia made a presentation on IUCN’s engagement with the private sector. IUCN Asia aims to 
encourage and support environmental responsibility in business and harness its potential for 
conservation. In response to a query by Meena Gupta asked about the opposition if any that IUCN 
faced on its work with the private sector, Aban Kabraji  replied that there was a hard-core group of 
members who were opposed to IUCN’s agreement with Shell and similarly, with Dhamra Port. One 
needs, however, to realise that IUCN has a policy framework. It acts on the basis of the majority of 
the members’ opinions. Responding to Professor Choudhury’s query, Aban Kabraji said that while 
the work with Dhamra Port could possibly fall under the curative category, there have been two 
instances involving the Tata Group which have been preventive, such as Tata Chemicals on the Lake 
Natron issue in Tanzania and Mount Nimba in West Africa. 
 
In the session on ‘Where are we headed?’ Biren Bhuta, IUCN Project Manager – Dhamra Port 
Project presented issues on the way forward for deliberation by the participants. Dredging mitigation 
efforts, which have been institutionalised, would be continued and we need to ensure that they run 
smoothly and are effectively monitored. Lighting mitigation measures need to be implemented. It’s 
not enough to have the right fixtures and the right shields, but a light management plan and a lighting 
inspector are required to ensure a sustainable light monitoring mechanism. Biren again mentioned the 
need for an overall lighting legislation which would be applicable to all developments at and around 
Dhamra and indeed, along the entire Orissa coast.  
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Then Mr.Satyaranjan Behera observed from his work on sea turtles at Gahirmatha, is that in the 
last six months, the worst kind of erosion has taken place, especially on Nasi I and Nasi II islands. 
They have been regularly monitoring the beach profile. Last year, the average beach width was 70-75 
metres, while this year, it is only 40-45 metres. He feels that dredging must have had some impacts. 
 
S.R.A. Mishra, the Range Officer at Gahirmatha suggested, DPCL should provide all the maps 
showing the actual location of the port vis-à-vis the protected areas. How far it is from turtle 
congregation zones and whether it will affect the turtle corridor or not. 
 
Dr. C.S.Kar expressed his concern about removal of sand due to dredging and whether sand was also 
being obtained from other areas for other developmental activities of the port and how it is affecting 
the sediment transportation and circulation patterns of the sea. The Kalibhanjdian Island, close to the 
port has been designated by the Ministry as a National Mangrove Genetic Resource and Conservation 
Centre, which is the only one of its kind in the country. He wondered what would be the impact on 
Kalibhanjdian. 
 
Dr. Kar explained that Dhamra is a transitional zone between the sandy coastline towards the south 
and the muddy one further north. Hence, species diversity is maximum and maybe it is also the 
reason why turtles come here. Also, the Bhadrak district mangroves are very different from the 
mangroves anywhere else in the country and they are rich in biodiversity. So impacts of dredging on 
all these – on sand-heads, mangroves, species, etc – need to be considered. 
 
Mr.Santosh Mohapatra, CEO DPCL trying to allay fears about dredging, said that if DPCL was to 
dredge a channel in such a manner that it would disturb the entire morphology of the area, then the 
first victim would be DPCL itself. There was a study of the whole area done by a U.S. organisation 
over four seasons to determine what alignment of the channel would least disturb the surrounding 
area. The alignment is along the natural stream of the river which means that it will optimise removal 
of the silt and it will also take advantage of the natural flushing effects of the river after the 
monsoons. And as regards the impact of dredging on the erosion prone nesting beaches of Nasi 
Islands, Mr.Mohapatra informed that DPCL has asked National Institute of Oceanography (NIO) to 
study the erosion at Gahirmatha and the impacts of dredging. On fishing rights, Santosh Mohapatra 
confirmed that fishermen are welcome to use the same channel but outside the demarcated area which 
is 250 m wide, out of the sea width of 2 km. The DPCL wants IUCN to help prepare a much more 
comprehensive EMP, incorporating several other issues, which will be for the operational phase and 
which will be binding on the port. 
 
Aban Kabraji talking of the Environment Management Plan said that it was a recommendation of 
IUCN’s Scoping Study. She reminded the group that DPCL is here only for a limited period of time. 
Ultimately, the port will be handed over to the State Government. IUCN is looking at institutional 
mechanisms which would work with the State and which would set up some kind of independent 
financial resources in order to ensure that it becomes a sustainable long-term effort. 
 
She continued, if we are to talk about introduction of turtle excluder devices (TEDs), we need to find 
out exactly why they have not worked so far, what we need to do with the fishing community so that 
they can be made to work. What incentives need to be brought in, in terms of overall economic 
development of those communities. 
 
So far, IUCN has been using the turtles as an indicator species for the ecosystem of the area. She 
clarified that IUCN is perfectly aware of the larger ecosystem. It is like protecting the tiger. You save 
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the tiger, you save the ecosystem. You cannot save the tiger without saving the prey and the jungle. 
And you cannot save the jungle if you are not working with the people who live in it. So, in much the 
same way, we know that we cannot save the turtles without also looking at the overall ecology and 
people of the coastline. But that is part of a wider programme. Currently, IUCN is restricting its focus 
to areas directly affected by the port. If we want to go beyond, it is the Government that must invite 
us. Indeed, this is related but also a separate study and we must not confuse the two. 
 
Ms.Meena Gupta summed up the proceedings of the Workshop. It may be mentioned here in 
parenthesis that the conspicuous absentees from the Workshop were Dr.Kartik Shankar, a renowned 
turtle scientist equipped with long experience of studying the Orissa coast, the scientific team of 
OMRCC (Orissa Marine Resources Conservation Consortium) and activists of OTFWU (Orissa 
Traditional Fish Workers Union). The reason for their abstention, as explained in Dr.Kartik 
Shankar’s article ‘My way or Highway’ (Shankar 2008) was mainly the lack of transparency on the 
part of IUCN in the matter of the latter’s decision taken at a top level for engagement with DPCL 
without proper consultation with Indian members. �� �
�

Dhamra Port issue: Kartik Shankar on the role of NGOs 

Though all the environmentalist NGOs were initially opposed to the proposal of Dhamra port on 
grounds of its possible threat to Bhitarkanika mangroves and Gahirmatha arribada site, subsequently 
differences cropped up among them as to how to respond to Tatas, the principal proponent of port 
project, in view of the latter’s show of willingness to accommodate their concerns and opinions on 
ecological matters provided they were based on scientific grounds. As matters stand now, it is only 
Green Peace International which still sticks to its pronounced opposition to Dhamra port, while IUCN 
(International Union for Conservation of Nature) adopts a conciliatory position towards the whole 
issue. Dr.Kartik Shankar, an internationally renowned turtle scientist from Indian Institute of 
Sciences, Bangalore, who has been intensively involved in the turtle monitoring activities in 
Gahirmatha nesting beaches, did in fact author an article under the title ‘My way or High Way !!! 
Where corporations and conservationists meet’ published in Indian Ocean Turtle Newsletter, 8:10-14, 
September 2008 (Shankar 2008).  

Recounting his own experience of involvement with both Corporations and NGOs on the Dhamra 
port issue, Dr.Shankar narrates candidly, “The opposition to this port from the angle of the impacts to 
sea turtles picked up again about 2 years ago, with Greenpeace being its most outspoken critic. Based 
on interactions with some conservationists and media reports, representatives of Tata & DPCL then 
contacted several sea turtle biologists around the country and requested that we conduct studies 
(offshore distribution studies of olive ridley turtles with satellite telemetry) to see if sea turtles would 
indeed be adversely affected by the port. Additionally, Tata (unlike the government and other 
corporations) seemed willing to share many details about the port development project, the rationale 
for the selection of the site, as well as other sites along the coast. 

“Some of us (a group of turtle biologists and conservationists representing academic institutions and 
NGOs) attended a meeting in Mumbai with Tata Steel to discussion the port project in April 2006. 
Tata & DPCL expressed their keenness to initiate studies but did not agree that they would halt port 
construction. They stated that they would be willing to take required measures to mitigate impacts, 
and would not rule out abandoning the project at a later stage if studies showed impacts on sea turtles. 
At that time, however, they were only interested in asking whether sea turtles were present in the 
offshore waters of the port development site (which is some 15 km north of Gahirmatha) or not.  
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“I advised them that any study should be collaborative and consultative and involve multiple 
stakeholders, otherwise the results would not be accepted by different interest groups. I also offered 
to conduct or help conduct these studies, but only if it had the endorsement of local conservation 
groups and other non-government organizations (NGOs). However, since neither the company nor 
conservationists held a consultation on this issue, there was never an opportunity to share 
perspectives and to try to arrive at a consensus of any sort. . . . . .  

“In 2006, a grant was received by the WWF India, but then returned when other NGOs protested 
about the narrow terms of reference of the study. Subsequently, the Bombay Natural History Society 
agreed to coordinate the project but also retracted when petitioned by their members and other NGOs. 
In every interaction with Tata & DPCL, and with individuals and organisations wanting to work with 
the port, NGOs demanded that Tata/DPCL stop construction until studies were completed. They 
pointed out that if construction were to continue, the company would eventually claim that there had 
been too much investment to stop even if studies were to show negative impacts on turtles.  

“In an ideal world, this would indeed have been the appropriate sequence . . . . . . . These NGOs also 
insisted that any attempt to work with the corporation would 'greenwash' the port and have long-term 
negative consequences for sea turtles, usually dramatically stating that it would lead to the extinction 
of olive ridleys from Orissa. I campaigned unsuccessfully with the NGOs that we should engage with 
Tata in participation and consultation with local conservation organizations”. 

Then Dr.Shankar describes how the standoff turned into a deal between Tata/DPCL and NGOs. 
“Tata/DPCL began a dialogue with IUCN, who in turn approached their specialist group, the Marine 
Turtle Specialist Group (MTSG), in 2006. . . .. At this time, I served as the Regional Co-Chair of the 
MTSG, but at no time was I (or any of the other members in India) formally consulted by the IUCN 
or MTSG Co-Chairs. Asked for an informal opinion by the Co-Chairs over email, I suggested that 
IUCN not get involved in this project "without a consensus from local partners and groups." I did not 
believe then and do not believe now that the entry of an international NGO and outside consultants 
unequivocally helps the cause of marine turtle conservation, especially when developed in a manner 
that was not transparent and excluded local partners. On several occasions, the MTSG membership in 
India was assured that if and when the IUCN and MTSG did get involved, we would be given full 
information and asked for our advice and opinion. . . . . Throughout this period, IUCN insisted that 
they were being advised and supported by the MTSG. However, the MTSG members who were 
aware of the situation in India opposed the involvement of IUCN in this project (see letter from R. 
Whitaker, B. Tripathy and B. Pandav; 25 March 2008; posted on CTURTLE 27 March). IUCN 
presented the project to their membership in India in August, 2007. WWF India and Wildlife 
Protection Society of India protested strongly, while other members raised concerns; though these 
concerns were noted, IUCN signed the contract with DPCL in November 2007. Members also raised 
concerns and protested IUCN's involvement at a meeting in February 2008, but were construed as a 
minority. . . .. It is not clear if even a single member was strongly in favour of this engagement. 
IUCN also ignored the protests of many conservation NGOs that were completely against their 
involvement with Tata and DPCL. Finally, several members of IUCN in India and most MTSG 
members sent a joint letter to IUCN on 7 May 2008, outlining these issues . . . . .”   

Summing up his queer experience with both NGOs and corporations, Dr.Shankar makes a very 
revealing observation that ‘conservationists mirror corporations. . . . . . The role of large international 
NGOs in conservation has been questioned in recent years . . . . Greenpeace, WWF and IUCN are all 
large international NGOs. Tata is a large multinational corporation. Generally, corporations are self-
perpetuating by definition,  conservationists are self-righteous in their rhetoric. But are they 
fundamentally different; specifically, did they act differently with regard to sea turtle conservation in 
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Orissa? In the first round, both the corporation and the NGOs largely stuck to their agendas. Tata and 
DPCL refused to acknowledge problems with the EIA and clearly intended to proceed with port 
construction while exploring mitigation strategies, rather than re-examine the port project itself. The 
NGOs and individuals against the port did not consider the very real prospect that some number of 
ports would be built on the Orissa coast with no environmental safeguards for turtles or for 
conservation. Tata's willingness to accept some environmental safeguards may have been (and still 
be) an opportunity to mainstream some of these as regulations in port and coastal development. In the 
long term, this may have net positive impacts for the coast and marine turtles.  

“Both conservationists and corporations were remarkably similar in their singular approach to meet 
their mandates. If anyone, the corporation seemed more ready to negotiate. In their obsession with 
marine turtles, the big conservation NGOs largely ignored a range of other issues such as impact on 
social development, environmental consequences of social change, fisheries, introduction of 
invasives through bilge water disposal, etc. Thus, if studies were indeed to show that sea turtles were 
not found in the port area, or would not be adversely affected, all opposition to the port project would 
collapse. Also, if the port does get built, and sea turtle populations do not decline, the current 
positions taken by groups such as Greenpeace would seem alarmist in the extreme, leading to loss of 
credibility, as has happened before.. . . .  

“In the first round, both the corporation and the NGOs largely stuck to their agendas. Tata and DPCL 
refused to acknowledge problems with the EIA and clearly intended to proceed with port construction 
while exploring mitigation strategies, rather than re-examine the port project itself. The NGOs and 
individuals against the port did not consider the very real prospect that some number of ports would 
be built on the Orissa coast with no environmental safeguards for turtles or for conservation. Tata's 
willingness to accept some environmental safeguards may have been (and still be) an opportunity to 
mainstream some of these as regulations in port and coastal development. In the long term, this may 
have net positive impacts for the coast and marine turtles.  

“Both conservationists and corporations were remarkably similar in their singular approach to meet 
their mandates. If anyone, the corporation seemed more ready to negotiate. In their obsession with 
marine turtles, the big conservation NGOs largely ignored a range of other issues such as impact on 
social development, environmental consequences of social change, fisheries, introduction of 
invasives through bilge water disposal, etc. Thus, if studies were indeed to show that sea turtles were 
not found in the port area, or would not be adversely affected, all opposition to the port project would 
collapse. Also, if the port does get built, and sea turtle populations do not decline, the current 
positions taken by groups such as Greenpeace would seem alarmist in the extreme, leading to loss of 
credibility, as has happened before.. . .. 

“Thus, it would seem that IUCN's involvement was seeking this important middle ground. However, 
securing the contract, they largely left aside many principles that they claim to abide by, namely the 
precautionary principle, transparency and democracy. For many of us, the main objection is not that 
IUCN or MTSG engaged with a company, but that the process was not transparent and in many ways, 
insulting to the entire local membership”. 

In contrast to the failed middle road pursued by IUCN, Dr.Shankar espouses his concept of middle 
road that the conservationist NGOs would do well in giving a thought to it. “Large conservation 
organisations and corporations do seem to have much in common, particularly their 'my way or the 
highway approach' to addressing a problem. If there is at all a middle ground for sea turtle 
conservation in Orissa, I have the following suggestions to move forward in our search for it: 
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a) Tata is, relatively speaking, an environment-friendly company and my interactions with them were 
very positive. We must allow for a diversity of approaches, and if some groups can work with 
companies to mitigate impacts, we must allow them to do so. Of course, others have the same 
freedom to be critical of such collaborations and resulting studies. 
b) The port at Dhamra may not even be the biggest problem in Orissa for marine turtles. The state 
government is believed to be planning 4-6 ports, and other major constructions (POSCO at Jatadhar) 
and expansions (Paradip port) are already in the pipeline. We need to be working to counter the large 
scale uncontrolled economic growth model - that places little or no importance on negative 
environmental and social impacts - that the government is proposing, not addressing each issue 
piecemeal. 
c) If large international membership based organisations like IUCN truly value the opinion and 
expertise of their members, they must learn to consult them in an active and transparent manner, and 
to base actions on their inputs rather than on whatever other agendas may drive these NGOs.”  
 
In concluding his essay, Dr.Shankar poses a befitting question worth pondering over by the turtle 
conservationists across the spectrum, “If nothing has indeed changed in the thirty odd years of sea 
turtle conservation in Orissa, could it possibly be because all the players (the state, conservationists, 
corporations, academics, fishers) intentionally or institutionally continue to pursue agendas and 
strategies that are geared to helping mainly themselves regardless of whether it helps sea turtles in the 
long run or not?”  
 
Eric Hawk questions integrity of all  
Mr.Eric Hawk of National Marine Fisheries Service, US Dept of Commerce, National Ocean & 
Atmosphere Administration was an invited speaker at the Dhamra Port Consultative Technical 
Workshop held during 24-26 February 2009 in Bhubaneswar, Orissa State, at the behest of the 
International Union for the Conservation of Nature. Though his topic was how to minimize sea turtle 
and dredging interactions during the ongoing Dhamra Port construction project in the Dhamra River 
estuary, he also spoke on various other measures necessary to minimize turtle mortality. On return 
back to USA he wrote an article in Marine Turtle Newsletter (No.124:1-3, @ 2009) entitled “The 
Continuing shame of Orissa”. As he narrates in the article, he heard some speakers of Workshop 
highlight the supposedly adverse effects of dredging for Dhamra port on the turtle populations in 
Gahirmtha region. To this Mr.Hawk had responded opining, those speakers seemed to focus on an 
insignificant issue i.e effects of channel dredging for Dhamra Port construction on sea turtles, while 
overlooking the major factor for ongoing slaughter of the sea turtles by unsupervised shrimp trawling, 
and unregulated fishing by coastal gill-netters, in the ‘protected waters’ off Gahirmatha Marine 
Sanctuary and the Bhitarkanika Sanctuary and National Park.  
 
Quoting the Indian scientists, he observed that on an average over 10,000 turtles were being killed in 
Orissa coast during the turtle season every year. Unquestionably, the vast majority of these deaths 
were caused by “accidental” drowning from being caught in coastal gillnets and shrimp trawl nets.  

Interestingly Mr.Hawk also revealed another interesting finding. “Ominously, the conservative 
estimate of 10,000 annual bleached and bloated carcasses on Orissa beaches represent just a fraction 
of the total number of sea turtles being killed by the shrimp and gillnet fisheries there (and probably 
elsewhere in India). A stranding study conducted off the United States’ East Coast to estimate the 
quantity of sea turtles affected by the shrimp trawl fishery showed that only 6 of 22 tagged 
loggerhead carcasses released at sea turned up as beach strandings. Another study showed that 
marked turtles that ultimately stranded made up just 7% to 13% of the total marked turtles released. 
The prevailing ocean currents and winds carried most of the bodies seaward, rather than shoreward 
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where they could be observed and counted. So these, the majority of drowned turtles, are not seen or 
counted. In other words, those 100,000 observed carcasses on Orissa beaches are likely just the tip of 
the “mortality iceberg” caused by shrimp trawling and gillnetting. Scientists hate to speculate and 
surmise, but this is probably a very safe bet—a whole lot more turtles are drowning than are being 
counted”.  

Mr. Hawk drew attention to another ominous sign, which all turtle conservationists must ponder over. 
Quoting the scientists at the Wildlife Institute of India, he observed that the average size of stranded 
turtles and nesting female turtles has significantly decreased in recent years. He then hypothesized, 
“Could it be that the largest sea turtle size-class—the one longest exposed to trawlers and gillnets—
has already been culled by drowning? As well, the number of dead sea turtles observed stranded on 
Gahirmatha beaches has been decreasing in year to year during last 5 to 6 years according to another 
noted Indian sea turtle biologist C.S. Kar of the Orissa Government Forest Department—a possible 
indication that fewer turtles are being impacted by trawlers and gill netters. This latter observation is 
chilling, since neither beach monitoring efforts nor trawling or gillnetting efforts have decreased. In 
fact, reports suggest an increase in fishing intensity from less than 1,000 mechanized boats in the late 
1980s to more than 4,000 boats by 1996. The conclusion? Fewer turtles are arriving offshore to mate 
and nest. No arribadas occurred in Gahirmatha in 1997, 1998, or 2002, nor was there an arribada in 
2008. Happily, it did occur in March 2008 and Orissa Government Forest Department’s official 
nesting estimates are of 1.7 lakh (170,000 turtles) during the nesting week”.  

Dealing with non-occurrence of arribadas (mass nesting), Mr.Hawk observed that Arribadas may be 
cyclical and may be influenced by wind, tide, lunar phase, and other unknowns. Nesting beaches may 
be significantly affected by beach erosion (and beach accretion), and may wax and wane naturally 
over time. Certainly the size and availability of a suitable nesting beach plays a role in a sea turtle 
nesting (or not) at a particular site. Nayak (Nayak 2003) opined that the primary reason for missed 
arribadas at Gahirmatha is beach erosion resulting from the geomorphological changes undergone by 
the Nasi Islands (where most nesting takes place). A study conducted by Prusty et al. (2006) to assess 
the factors leading to the non-occurrence of arribadas at the Gahirmatha site indicates that the nesting 
beaches in Gahirmatha are eroding at a faster rate over the years. A study by Choudhury et al. (2008) 
based on monitoring the changes in the Gahirmatha nesting beach profile from November 2007 to 
May 2008 reveals the changes in the beach profile as a very strong reason why arribadas may not be 
taking place there.  

Speaking on impact of Dhamra port construction on sea turtles, Mr.Hawk observed, “Meanwhile, 
without evidence and because it is an easy target, some no-doubt-well-meaning conservationist 
fingers are being pointed at Dhamra Port dredging as the reason for Gahirmatha’s beach erosion and 
reduced nesting, disregarding the fact that the dredging is a relatively recent phenomenon (it 
commenced in November 2007) and erosion of the Nasi Islands had been occurring for years before 
dredging commenced. Will dredging have some effect on erosion rates at Gahirmatha? Maybe. 
Probably it will affect the nearby mangroves. Will actual dredging kill turtles? Very few. The 
complete truth about dredging effects on the Gahirmatha rookery will be elusive and may be forever 
obscured in accusations and counter-charges, and even well-designed studies may prove 
inconclusive—but let’s not disregard the basic known fact: A huge turtle toll is being continuously 
taken by local fisheries. This alone should loudly sound the alarm bells for Gahirmatha”.  

Bemoaning the lackadaisical attitude of everybody concerned with turtle conservation,   Mr.Hawk 
commented, “In the face of uncertain times and warning signs, even the public—the most common 
fellow on the street—is instinctively conservative. So where is our (the sea turtle scientific 
community) collective sense of outrage? Where is the Indian Government’s (and State of Orissa’s) 
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sense of caution, prudence, conservatism, and responsibility? Where is law enforcement of existing 
TED regulations? There’s a large military presence and Defense base (of the Indian Defense 
Research and Development Organization) on Outer Wheeler Island, just minutes away by boat from 
Gahirmatha Sanctuary and Bhitarkanika Sanctuary and National Park. There is also a Coast Guard 
Base at Paradip at the southern end of Gahirmatha. Can’t the Defense Organization/Coast Guard 
patrol for TED compliance, and to keep gill netters out of Sanctuary waters?”  

In a fit of rage Mr.Hawk summed up thus, “Someone in authority (i.e., State and Federal Government 
ministries) has got to get some courage and step to the plate. Maybe the United States and other 
signatories to international sea turtle conservation agreements should get together and apply 
diplomatic pressure. Meanwhile, a smart-looking, seaworthy patrol/research vessel of the Orissa 
Government Forest Department—aptly named Olive Ridley—lies mostly idle, tied up at its Dhamara 
Fishing Harbour mooring, while TED-less trawlers daily motor out past it, heading out to sea, where 
they continue to drown staggering numbers of sea turtles yearly. It simply cannot go on, biologically 
or morally. Sea turtles in India supposedly enjoy a “Schedule 1” protected status, the highest 
status/level of protection given by the Wild Life (Protection) Act of 1991. Where is public outcry? 
Surely, the situation is egregious, outrageous, and shameful. It smells, literally, of rotting sea turtles”.  

Orissa’s Ill-governed coastal ecosystem- the root of all evils  
 
Having taken a panoramic view of various key players in the field of turtle protection in Orissa coast  
- Union Government, State Government and its Forest and Fisheries Departments, traditional 
fisherfolk and trawl industry, Corporate houses, wildlife scientists and international NGOs like IUCN 
and Green Peace- it is now possible to sum up the present situation as follows. Though every party 
has some or other share in the responsibility for the present situation, the major blame goes to both 
Central and State Government, whose legislation and administration on coastal eco-management lack 
focus and commitment. The Government, be it at the Centre or at the State, have been talking of 
different priorities, such as on one hand, fast industrial growth and increase in export  oriented fish 
production and improvement in the conditions of traditional fisherfolk, and protection to biodiversity 
and endangered species like sea turtles on the other, which are apparently contradictory. For instance, 
ban and regulation of fishing for almost half the year in the name of turtle protection go contrary to 
the objective of scaling up marine fish production for earning better foreign exchanges. Of course, as 
noticed in different parts of the world, there can be some sort of reconciliation between such 
apparently contradictory objectives. But to forge the required reconciliation, what is most of all 
wanted is the commitment and grit on the part of the Government, whose mandate is to achieve both 
the objectives howsoever contradictory these may appear to be. And that is where we find our 
Government failing miserably. When speaking of promoting marine fisheries, it forgets the cause of 
sea turtles, and speaking of industrial growth, it forgets the need for protecting biodiversity. And vice 
versa. Again, when it talks of promoting the well being of fishermen, it forgets the bare fact that there 
are so many bans and prohibitions on fishing for most part of the year in the name of turtle 
protection, and when it talks of the need for fishing regulations for turtle protection, it remains 
forgetful of the livelihood and interests of fishermen. Thus the Government works under 
contradictory pulls never minding the need for striking a balance. The inevitable happens. Turtles get 
killed, biodiversity depletes, fishing boats and trawlers are indiscriminately seized, bloody clashes 
break out between patrolling personnel and fishermen, fish production suffers and along with it the 
livelihood of fishermen, industrial projects like Dhamra Port get jolted and the like. And there is no 
respite. So what is called for to stem the current state of chaos and misfeasance centring round turtle 
protection in Orissa coast is basically two propositions-  
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- An integrated strategy at national and State level harmonizing the apparently divergent 
objectives such as turtle protection and fish production, conservation of biodiversity and 
industrial growth; and  

 
- Entrusting the management of sensitive coastal ecosystems like Gahirmatha marine sanctuary 

and Bhitarkanika wildlife sanctuary to the user populations, namely local fishermen and 
villagers with the involvement of scientists as resource persons and Government personnel as 
monitoring agency.                       
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