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Sightings database 
 
The project has published a number of ID guides for the two main turtle species here in Vava’u: 
Hawksbill (Eretmachelys imbricate) and green turtle (Chelonia mydas) to aid the public in 
identifying the species of turtles that they are seeing. The guides have been designed in both 
Tongan and English for widespread use. We are working with dive centre operators, yacht 
charters, whale watching operators, outer island resorts and residents to gather incidental turtle 
sighting data throughout Vava’u. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A GIS mapping project has been started to record all of the turtle sightings reported for analysis 
and communication. As no data currently exists for the relative distribution or abundance of 
turtles residing in Vava’u (either foraging or nesting), this project is determining the baseline 
dataset. Nesting season starts in December 2012, therefore sightings collected to date are for 
turtles observed in-water. Already several areas have become apparent as key foraging zones with 
several big specimens of green turtles being located there. There are more sightings recorded for 
green turtles than hawksbills, and green turtles have a wider reported distribution across the 
island group than hawksbills. The main diving season here in Vava’u is from April to October 
therefore we expect the hawksbill sighting data to become more complete as the next diving 
season commences. 
 
As the areas of interest become more defined through repeated observations, a survey plan will 
be designed for in-water monitoring of these sites. 

ID guide for main turtle species for distribution as a sightings guide 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Turtle Fishery Monitoring 
 
The closed season for the turtle fishery in Tonga is from July 31st to February 1st to coincide with 
the breeding and nesting season. The project has not yet had the opportunity to monitor the legal 
fishery due to the closed season but we have had the opportunity to record some of the illegal 
fishing. To date, there have been five turtles caught illegally in Vava’u that have been reported to 
us. Out of these five, we have been able to release three back to the wild after examination and 
two of these were given individual flipper tags. 
 
All illegal landings are reported to the Ministry of Fisheries for their records. There is a lack of 
enforcement of the turtle fishery legislation, however, there is also a lack of documented 
instances of illegal fishing, therefore it is important for us to communicate our findings with the 
ministries representatives. 
 
All tagging information is recorded in the projects records, recorded with the pacific wide 
database (TREDS) and sent to the Ministry of Fisheries for their records. In addition to this we have 
become contributors to the State of the World Turtle (SWOT) database. 
 

Turtle sighting GIS project, initial in-water sightings map. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
At present any injured turtles found will be released back to the wild as the Vava’u Turtle 
Monitoring Program have neither the funds nor the facilities for a rehabilitation tank. 
 
 
Project Partners 
 
The Government of Tonga in association with the Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environmental 
Program (SPREP) and funded by the New Zealand Department of Conservation have agreed upon a 
four year Eco-Tourism Development and Community Turtle Monitoring Program which dovetails 
perfectly with our project. We have been accepted as project partners within this government 
initiative and will act as an extension of their project while meeting our own objectives and 
schedules. This partnership benefits the project greatly as we can use the weight of the 
government support while remaining financially and politically independent.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The initial consultative meeting took place in the capital of Tonga, Nuku’alofa with representation 
from the Ministry of Fisheries, Ministry of Environment, Ministry of Tourism, Vava’u Turtle 

Three turtles released by the Vava’u Turtle Monitoring Program in October and November 2012. Two of the turtles were 
tagged; the individual on the right also shows a spear gun injury from its capture. 

Government turtle project meeting in Nuku’alofa, October 2012 



Monitoring Program, Vava’u Environmental Protection Association (VEPA, NGO), NZ Department 
of Conservation and private business.  
 
 
Communication and Outreach 
 
Several outreach materials have been developed for raising awareness of the plight of marine 
turtles. It became apparent in the first few months of the project that even the most basic facts of 
turtle life history strategies were not known to the communities at large but there is a keen 
interest to learn. The project has therefore developed ID guides, legislation guides and an 
information pamphlet in both English and Tongan. The outreach materials are aimed at visitors, 
expatriate residents and Tongan residents and are distributed at no cost from the projects base of 
operations in Vava’u. There are plans to make these materials more widely available from the 
public library and schools. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A Nature Explores Club activity day has been developed for a youth group aged 16-21 and is 
scheduled to take place in December. In addition to this, women’s groups have been contacted 
and have expressed interest in receiving presentations about the project. There are also plans for 
the project to be incorporated into the Vava’u Environmental Protection Associations monthly 
school program and this is scheduled to take place early in the new year.  
 
A meeting of Town Officers of all the villages in Vava’u was scheduled for November and this was 
going to be the introduction of the project to all of the communities, however, this meeting was 
delayed and we are now awaiting a new date. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sample of turtle project brochure 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In addition to the local outreach, social media has also been used with a successful facebook page 
being launched. This page is updated several times a week and generates a relatively high number 
of interactions both locally and internationally. You can follow this page at 
www.facebook.com/vavauturtle.  
 
The Vava’u Turtle Monitoring Program website has been launched but is still in need of additional 
content. This will be improved on an ongoing basis. 
 
 

Developed presentation for Vava’u Town Officers meeting 


