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The Arabian Gulf is home to unique coastal and marine ecosystems including natural sandy
beaches, mangrove forests, seagrass meadows, seaweed beds and coral reefs.

Marine Turtles are an important component of the ecosystem in the Arabian Gulf. The oldest fossil
record dates to around 150 million years old when it was believed that large numbers of marine
turtles roamed the seas. Records also show that marine turtles were an important food source for
ancient communities.
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The shallow sea depth of the Arabian Gulf and, the relatively warm waters both aid in the
development of seaweed beds and seagrass meadows. Both are an important food source for
marine organisms and are foraging grounds for the marine turtles.

Hatchling of hawksbill turtle 1ol 6l #qld 6 ucn 6lonluw
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Marine turtles are reptiles (Class Reptilia of the
Animal Kingdom). Though they spend their life
mostly under water, they do surface once in
a while to take in air. While hunting, marine
turtles may spend more than 80 min at a depth
of 70 m. While resting, they may sleep for a
couple of hrs. They are also known to swim in
subsurface water to sun bathe.

Though marine turtles are aquatic creatures,
they do retain characters, linking them to other
reptile members. They all lay eggs and they
nest on land.
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Return to the sea of a Hawksbill turtle
after nesting
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The population of marine turfles worldwide is on the decline. From being free-roaming many
thousands of years ago to as recent as 2 centuries back to now being critically endangered.
Accordingly, they have now been listed as critically endangered species that should be protected
(IUCN, Red List of Threatened Species).
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Marine turtles fravel the seas including the Arabian Gulf to feed and nest on sandy beaches.
Unfortunately they are exploited for their meat, eggs and carapaces. Add fo this misfortune, they
get trapped in fishermen nets and may also be killed by propellers of ships. They are also losing
their nesting habitats to major coastal developments.

Turtle eggs ol pu A dead turtle in the beach ¢nlLill e dido 6lonliu
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Map shows the location of the GCC States

10

J-hdswalluioln



Jolguw e gueiiciayadion il GLLD‘TUJm “liag.Jalgudl o A E-. oo AL yloc Jaug ic) auladlglody
lon il el duala élanlully puAll ulpl6lanliug A dlonlully jandl laio dlealin (ag o) pc)l audal Jga
- vy

ole uiicaiiei hés bl gl laagag Ul dujadl @l dlong hon glod) bluiy Jorcdu Jgall 0aa glon 0gd)
aulon dlruivlloaa Jouiti .y paul@allulloba e 185 GUl@g Al i (8 laio aue § elag ey dnlAlE hlgiiul
" ajleng lariug ladbliicly walul Jigo

J9a @0 ¢l Jgh le 6 fodiiodl dudalul dleddl gupn o @lag wonlul ybldicl jroai g il jilul Joaiug
el

The Arabian Gulf and the Sea of Oman have more than 4000 km of coastline. There are 5
marine turtle species nesting on the coastlines of the GCC region and these are: the Hawksbill
turtle, the Green turtle, the loggerhead turtle, the leatherback turtle and Oliver Ridley turtle.

The GCC states take active part to ensure the conservation and protection of marine turtles while
they are on their shorelines in the hope of reversing conditions that have impacts on the marine
turtles’ lives. These activities include protection of the turtle habitat, their nests, their eggs and
their hatchlings.

Human impacts include the destruction of the turtle habitats and nesting grounds by continuous
coastal development along the coastline of all GCC States.
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Green turtle (Chelonia mydas)
The Green turtle is so named because of the colour of its fat. This species feeds on seaweeds

and seagrasses and they reach adulthood in 10 = 15 years. Green turtles are known to return
to their birthplace to nest.
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Loggerhead turtle (Caretta caretta)

The loggerhead turtle feeds on hard shells, crustaceans and mollusks. They take 10-15 years to
reach breeding maturity.
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Leatherback turtle (Dermochelys coriacea)

The leatherback turtle is the largest of all marine turtles and feeds on jellyfish. It has a hard shell
made up of keratin plates covering a firm bone structure. It has 7 longitudinal ridges on its dorsal
side and 5 on its ventral side. It is known to swim for long distances and can dive to almost
500m and stay for half an hour. Nesting is reported in Malaysia, French Guiana, Mexico and
Sir Llanka.
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Olive Ridley turtle (Lepidochelys olivacea)

Olive Ridley has greenish skin and shell. It is found in worm waters. They are the smallest sea
turtles. Oman has 5 of the 7 known marine turtles nests on Masirah Island. Oliver Ridley feeds
on sea food including crabs, lobsters, snails, oysters, fish, prawns and sea urchins.

Source:0000000000
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Hawksbill turtle (Eretmochelys imbricata)

The Hawksbill turtle is has a wide world distribution range. Up to date, it is the only marine turtle
nesting on Quatar coastline and islands.
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Source: hitp://people.wesu.edu/ pinout/ herpetology/ eimbricata/index.him
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World distribution of the Hawksbill turtle
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Nesting locations of the Huwksbill turtle in Qatar

I
Sea Turtle Monitoring 2012 ,hjgil,mu
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In 2004, the Ministry of Environment sponsored a project entitled “Status of Marine Turtles in
Quatar”. Equally RLC sponsored a comprehensive study on marine turtles in 2007 as an Offset
Biodiversity programme. Surveys on marine turtles continue and in recent studies, the methodology
used involved basic morphometrics and more sophisticated studies such as tagging and tracking
marine turtles by the local team of scientists and volunteers. DNA analysis of hatchlings is carried
out every nesting season.
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Features of the Hawksbill turtle:

The body is oval shaped and almost heart—shaped at the hatchling stage. The head is pointed
and V-shaped with 4 pre-frontal scales. The beak is sharp appearing as a hawk’s beak hence
the name the hawksbill turtle. The sharp beak can reach organisms in holes and rocky crevices
on which the turtles feed. The dorsal part of the body is covered by a hard shell known as a
carapace. This is patterned with scales referred to as scutes. The scales overlap. There are 4
lateral scutes, and 5 central scales. The underside of the body is referred to as the Plastron and
is made of 4 infra-marginal scutes.

The rear scales are serrated but these serrations disappear with old age. The limbs are referred
to as flippers and there are 2 frontal and 2 hind flippers. On each flipper, there are 2 claws.
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Nesting

Since 2002, the Environmental Studies Center at Qatar University, conducted numerous surveys
and identified the key nesting locations of the Hawksbill turtle in Qatar. It was reported to nest on
the islands of Ras Rakan, Umm Tais, Sharaawh and Halul in addition to beaches of Al Reweis, Al
Mafjar, Al Ghariyah, Fuwairit, Al Maronah, Al Jassasiyah, and to a lesser extent at Ras Matbakh,
Al Khor and Al Dhakhira because of the extended mangrove forests along their coastlines.

An adult Hawksbill turtle nesting uliicilalapo (s adlull jonll jloio dloa ki
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Recorded distribution of the Hawksbill nesting locations along Qatar coastline and islands
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Eggs

The eggs laid weigh from 11 to over 38 g and are of over 2 cm long and incubate in a nest
temperature of around 29.5 degrees centigrade for an average period of 55 days.

Eggs of the Hawksbill turtle

1n8 (8@l 6l
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Hatchlings

The new hatched individuals are known as hatchlings. The hatchlings crawl upwards and then
surface as a group. These can be detected by the movement of the sand at the centre of the nest
almost 2 to 3 days before they surface. The hatchlings resemble the adult turtles but are small
and dark. Their small body may weigh 15 grams with a carapace of about 4 cm length. Once
outside the nest towards they race by instinct the sea at daybreak.
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Morphometrics
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The hatchlings may then reach a feeding location and forage mainly on vegetation. Marine turtles
are omniferous; they feed on seagrasses and seaweeds as well as on sponges, squirts, shells,
barnacles and others. As the hatchlings mature, they may then start including marine organisms
in their diet and the colour of their carapaces changes to reddish brown with yellow streaks. As
the turtles get older, they once more become vegetarian. This is apparent on the colour of their
carapace which changes from the initial dark colour to greenish colour.

djaby punig églul dlapo G wallul ¢l Jnj
0aa 6 Lolc Mo I lajlocl Jni Loaic plAIU
Lo J8lan il jg ey of Aod & pocll dlo pol

Tanlglyio WJlalgh Jrugpas €1-#1 gu

Females reach adulthood to breed when
they are about 25 years old. By that time
they may weigh between 36 to 46 kg
and may reach up to one metre in length.

¢olllalngo 9 ¢jallyg) ;9 1l
Change in carapace colour with maturity

27

TURTLE LIFE IN QATAR



duw JiooJl yllguall

8 o) gl glia g au gl (le il of g peodl (ro.s nlludl JAU QU duw Jidaedl ciblguadl o aacd @lia
Jen o A ancdlg el Gl oA sl Al o pui 2ac agag o ol Jl QJeg el con il jen le ¢ilid)
1A anlgi @l lé @ Ua Jl aslall Laio Judd aac §guw oual a8 Lle (au U ails i opr addu sl @alludl
lugtinied (o Gl aceino obuwloas) angiaed! adl Wlledgan aic (i yéll ol duw 1ol 6 puAdl @l
Eoldlaago Ul Jry has laio Ll laac

Predators

Predators on turtles are numerous. Foxes, seabirds and the ghost crabs are known to feast on
the turtle hatchlings. Therefore in spite of the very large number of eggs laid and the number of
hatchlings produced, only few survive. Further, once in the open seas, predators include large
fish and sharks. It is therefore not surprising that only a few reach adulthood.
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Tracking

Tracking females by satellite that were fitted with devices after nesting showed that these do not
leave the Arabian Gulf waters. These possibly represent a special local population inhabiting
the Arabian Gulf since they roam northwards, westwards in the waters between the Kingdom
of Bahrain and Qatar, eastwards towards UAE and southwards towards Saudi Arabia. DNA
sampling confirmed that the species is Erefmochelys imbricata, the same as in Australia and other
countries.

Records at Ras laffan for the 2010 nesting season showed that -— previously tagged females
revisited their previous nesting location.

Tracking a1l jlao
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It is interesting to know that marine turtles are known fo revisit their birthplace to nest and may
nest along the same shores every nesting season. By profecting them and their nesting habitat
we ensure their return to Qatar every nesting season.
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Routes taken by females fitted with tracking devices in the 2011 nesting season

35

TURTLE LIFE IN QATAR



50 50 51 51 51 52 52

26
26

26
26

25
25

25
25

24
24

TURTLE 119860 TRACKS

15jun

g
- v
< 15jul -
& &
\
15 aug
15 sep
« v s}
o Jﬂl | —— 150t ]
Aoy
e _ A gess X
pise (] 20 2 80 o e o o g ‘ 4
D e e — s , {
T T T T
50 50 51 51 51 52 52

[ pole ,8 LUl Ul Lake gl il o

Routes taken by females fitted with tracking devices in the 2012 nesting season
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Routes taken by females fitted with tracking devices in the 2013 nesting season

37

TURTLE LIFE IN QATAR



:Jonll jlaio olealiv 6Lkn 6 yga

1548 lauiie jon) @3 b iadg loj Gl Gl elodl (o 2ol GOlHTaL Loaic j8nll jl6io 8lonliu 6Un 6)ga Tt
olon vl paniv elaijll aduds Uéj G Gl i Loaicg . Jaludl ¢po jliol @i ¢pc 0ac) s U @890 asaniy dlonlul
rouw V- - 0. (Jgn jléy Lo 0J00 o elaiilliacy phic)l Goc Ly hucslaojg Jloglo)a)ellag a8 pnos arolailadilc j
aal LUjU;b.cL@.DUlJ_D m@m@mmmu@d@gmuﬁgmv UJl Lo olon il A @pl@&u
duololll LGJ_CJ|JJQ| ol b Elag nuio il jalA) A ol awitod 0go) duloc)i 0aa cllg yadl ga) élaalul
QL) e a6 aupadl obie Ul e asaciu rogdig ¢ibllg J953)l U goda) 29 &8g0 J waallidl ol jadl Jala
g £ o el v ac clutodlclégl GO UiLuiic il Guloc wanjlo WLE .20l fouwgodl 1A 62719 6 1o o 1AL L1
M&MmeluM@ulpJMI}MQ 6aalgach (o JA il dlor § peiutig. giioail

Jlaull I

Lifecycle of the Hawksbill turtle:

The life cycle of the Hawksbill turtle commences when a female surfaces on a sandy beach and
crawls to dig its nest. The turtle selects a location about 4 m from the shoreline. Once on slightly
higher ground, it uses its hind flippers as a shovel to scoop the sand and thrust it away. The
nest dug will be about 50 - 70 c¢m deep in the sand. The female turtle lays around 70 eggs and
buries the nest using its hind flippers. It then heads seawards flattening the nest by its fore limbs.
Female turtles then swim towards a location possibly where males and females assemble and
feed on seagrass. The same female may lay more than a clutch in any one season. The majority
of the nesting takes place at evening times around few hours after sunset. The average nesting
time is estimated as slightly over an hour. It has been reported that up to 110 eggs were laid in
one nest.
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Female approaching the beach
Digging a nesting pit

Llaying eggs

Burying nest & Returns to the sea
Incubation in the nest

Sign of hatchling movements
Racing to the sea

Return to nest
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