
TURNING THE TIDE – CONSERVING TRADITIONS AND EMBRACING OPPORTUNITIES WITH 
SEA TURTLES 

The concept of saving sea turtles from slaughter may be a new idea for 
many Tongans, but when one looks into the serious situation the local 
turtle population is facing, you can understand the passion and 
commitment by a concerned group of the community in protecting these 
amazing creatures.

The numbers of green sea turtles in Tonga have decreased 
considerably over the past 10 years. Where turtles were more a 
common occurance, they are now a rare sighting – which makes for 
great cause for concern with 15 giant sea turtles killed in Tongatapu and 
7 killed in Vava'u in the past two weeks for the FWC Church 
conference, according to the fisherman responsible for their capture. 

What is the problem? 

While turtles have been hunted in Tongan waters for thousands of years, their numbers are decreasing due 
to increased fishing activitiy, community development in breeding areas on islands, litter  and pollution in 
Tongan waters and weak legislation and reglatory action on the 'open' season for catching turtles. 

Sea turtles play a vital role in our ocean, being one of the few animals that eat sea grass which needs to be 
constantly cut to maintain the health of the sea grass beds. These areas are a vital breeding ground for 
many species of fish, shellfish and sea cucumbers. Without these healthy sea beds, many marine species 
would be dramatically effected resulting in a negative impact on the food chain as these species numbers 
are threatened. With other species playing a key role in the economy, such as cucumber export, it is in the 
best interest of the fisherman and the nation to protect and conserve these environments to ensure 
sustainable industry. 

Green sea turtles can take up to 50 years to reach sexual maturity, with females only mating every two to 
four years. Their long period of maturation helps to explain why it takes sea turtles so many years to recover 
from a substantial population decline and why it's so important to protect the limited number in our waters. 

Green sea turtles were first listed as endangered by the International Union for Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN) in 1982 and again in 2004, meaning wild populations face high risk of extinction. In 2007, green sea 
turtles were added to CITES – Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species making it illegal to 
import or export products from these turtles which are commonly found in the market as handicrafts for 
tourists. With many tourists becoming more conscious of their 'footprint', products that exploit natural 
resources carry a negative stigma and can in fact, be detrimental for the tourism industry. An example of this 
is in 1999, where Indonesia restricted turtle trade and consumption because of the decreasing population 
and threat of a tourist boycott. 

Why protect sea turtles?

Sea turtles are worth more to Tonga alive than dead. With decreasing 
numbers, conserving the population brings about unique opportunities 
for eco-tourism development, offering long term benefits to the 
community, as has been done with the Vanuatu Moso Island project. 
This sanctuary uses a sustainable, social enterprise model where by all 
the village plays a role in the management of the sanctuary and 
protecting the turtles and directly receives the benefits from the visitors 
investing and spending money within their community to see and 
interact with these beautiful wild creatures. Such benefits include locally 
developed eco-friendly bungalows for visitors, capacity training for local 
womens group for catering services for visitors, funded watertanks and 
health clinic, medical equipment and educational resources and 
donations for the local schools. Other schools visit the conservation area 
and other economic opportunties arise in tours, transport operators, food 

vendors etc that bring further ecomonic benefit to the community. Fisherman can maintain this ancient 
tradition but the benefits reach far beyond the limited reward they previously yielded.

http://www.gvi.co.uk/projects/australasia/vanuatu/volunteer-turtles-vanuatu/home
http://www.iucn.org/about/work/programmes/species/red_list/


There is a great opportunity for positive development, both on a conservation and economic front, for the 
community to come together and capitalise off protecting and sharing this amazing attribute to Tonga. Efforts 
to change attitudes towards conservation is a long term process but with more Tongans becoming aware and 
sensitive to environmental issues and being leaders for proactive change, a dire situation for our sea turtle 
population could potentially become a raging success story for The Kingdom.

Contact the South Pacific Animal Welfare (SPAW) on 7715581 or email pacificfusion@hotmail.com

SEE THE RELEASE ON YOUTUBE! Click image below

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4IvQMjL1IOk

