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The Andaman and Nicobar Islands (ANI) are home
to four species of sea turtles, the green (Chelonia
mydas), hawksbill (Eretmochelys imbricata), leatherback
(Dermochelys coriacea), and olive ridley (Lepidochelys
olivacea) turtles (Bhaskar, 1979; Bhaskar, 1993;
Andrews, 2000; Namboothri et al. 2012; Shanker &
Namboothri, 2012). Among these, leatherback turtles
are predominantly known for nesting at Great Nicobar
Island whereas olive ridley turtles can be found nesting
across the Andaman and Nicobar archipelago (Andrews,
2000; Swaminathan et al, 2017). Hawksbill turtles
feed throughout the ANI and there are a few records
of them nesting in the archipelago, too (Bhaskar,
1979; Andrews, 2000; Swaminathan et al, 2017).

We hereby report a live hawksbill turtle at Car Nicobar
Island (Figure 1). The turtle was caught by traditional
Nicobarese fishers while skin diving on the shallow
reef areas of Malacca village on 28" March 2023. The
turtle was observed by the authors on the same day as
its capture, after we received information through the
local Nicobarese people. It was identified as a hawksbill
turtle by the presence of a narrow-pointed hawk-like
beak, overlapping scutes on the carapace and a serrated
carapace edge, four costal scutes on each side of the
carapace, five central carapacial scutes, four prefrontal
scales on the head, and three postorbital scales on
each side of the head (Figure 2; Pritchard et al., 1999).

The turtle was Kkilled for local consumption. We
collected the carapace for measurements (Table 1)
several days later and then returned it to the tribal
fishers. The turtle was smaller (curved carapace length;
Mean+StDev, Range) than nesting hawksbill turtles
in the region (86.4+3.6cm, 67.0-96.0cm at Cousine
Island, Seychelles, Gane et al., 2020; 81.4+3.4cm,
75.0-89.5cm in Oman, Pilcher et al., 2014) and did
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not have a tail extending beyond the carapace so it was
categorised as an immature turtle of undetermined sex.

There are few records of turtles from the beaches and
waters of Car Nicobar (Bhaskar, 1979; Murugan, 2004;
Kannan & Rajagopalan, 2005; Swaminathan et al., 2017).
Our interactions with the local Nicobarese around the
time of this observation made us aware of encounters
with the species at no less than 10 out of 15 villages in
Car Nicobar. They easily identified the hawksbill turtle
from its beak-like mouth. Local people prefer to eat
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Figure 1. Location of Car Nicobar Island and site of
hawksbill turtle capture.
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Table 1. Carapace and plastron measurements (cm) of the hawksbill turtle at Car Nicobar Island. CCL

curved carapace length; CCL, .

- Curved carapace length notch to tip; CCL,, — Minimum curved carapace length; SCL
- Maximum straight carapace length; SCL, . - Straight carapace length notch to tip; SCL

uax — Maximum
MAX

wn— Minimum straight carapace

length; SCW - Straight carapace width; CCW - Curved carapace width; PL - Plastron length; PW - Plastron width as per

Bolten (1999).
ccL,, ccL, ccL, ScL, ~SCL, SCL, SCW CCW PL  PW
414 389 373 399 384 373 330 366 290 279
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Figure 2. Images of the hawksbill turtle spotted by
Nicobarese fishers on the reef areas of Malacca village,
Car Nicobar Island. A) Lateral view of the head with its
distinctive beak-like mouth and three postorbital scales;
B) Four overlapping costal scutes and serrated marginal
scutes on the carapace; C) Dorsal view of the head
showing two pairs of prefrontal scales. (Photo by Lucinda

Meshack)

turtle eggs, although turtle meat is also a common
delicacy, and carapaces are used for ornamental purposes
(Tiwari, 2012). During our time at Car Nicobar, we also
found finger rings that were made from tortoiseshell.

The hawksbill turtle is a critically endangered species
at the global level (Arantes et al., 2020). All sea turtles
in India are protected under the Wildlife Protection
Act of 1972. However, traditional Nicobarese peoples
are permitted to legally take sea turtles and their eggs,
and the hawksbill turtle has been commonly hunted in
the Nicobar Islands (Murugan, 2004). We recommend
systematic studies combining traditional ecological
knowledge of local communities and scientific
research methods to a) quantify the current take of
sea turtles and their eggs in the ANI and understand
consumption patterns over time; b) establish the

dependency of local tribes on turtle eggs and meat; c)
determine trends of nesting and foraging population;
and, d) document other traditional uses of sea turtles
at locations such as Car Nicobar to gain a better
understanding of the cultural significance of sea turtles
in the islands. Such studies would provide valuable
information for the conservation and management
of sea turtles in the ANI, including Car Nicobar.
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