Strategic Plan of Actions for the Conservation of

Western Pacific Leatherback Turtle Population and Their Habitats in the Bismarck Solomon Seas Eco- Region

I. INTRODUCTION

The Bismarck Solomon Seas Ecoregion (BSSE) stretches from the Vogelkop (Doberai) Peninsular of Papua, Indonesia, across the Admiralty and Bismarck archipelagos of Papua New Guinea, to Makira Island of the Solomon Islands, covering approximately 2 .5 million sq km. This region is home to about 3 million people, of which an estimated 80% rely on coastal resources for their livelihoods. The beaches in the BSSE that are located under national jurisdiction of Indonesia, Papua New Guinea and Solomon Islands, support the largest remaining Pacific leatherback turtle (Demochelys coriacea).populations. 

Leatherbacks and Loggerhead (Caretta caretta) already face extinction in the Pacific Ocean basin. For Pacific leatherbacks in particular, there has been an alarming decline at known nesting sites across the Pacific, (Spotila et al. 1996) such as in Malaysia (Chan & Liew 1996), and more recently eastern Pacific populations have collapsed (Sarti et al. 1996). This species is globally and regionally important shared species as indicated by satellite tracking data that showing migration routes through these countries and on their way to feeding grounds around New Zealand, the Philippines and United States. It is also important culturally, economically and nutritionally for the peoples of the Pacific and Indonesia. 

Within the BSSE, leatherback turtles are known to traverse between Papua (Indonesia), Papua New Guinea and the Solomon Islands. Studies (Dutton et.al 2003) have indicated that this region holds 4 of the 10 key leatherback nesting beaches remaining in the Pacific. Combined with the presence of foraging and nesting grounds for other turtles species and dugongs (which also includes seagrass, coral reef, and beach habitats) highlights this region as being one of the true cradles of marine biodiversity

Currently there are successful community site based leatherback turtles and other marine conservation initiatives and regional and international programs that are working to protect these turtles and other marine species and habitats.  However, there is a need to bring all these efforts together through a coordinated and cohesive framework that will maximize the resources and skills that the different organizations bring to the table, to ensure a full protection for the Western Pacific Leatherback turtle populations and their known critical habitats.  

Because of the wide-ranging nature of marine turtles, regional cooperation, especially in the core nesting sites and feeding areas of Indonesia, Papua New Guinea and Solomon Islands, is essential to any realistic effort to ensure the continued survival of the highly endangered leatherback turtle. As a basis for such cooperation a formal, but not legally binding, partnership has been drawn up to express the commitment of the countries to cooperate. Although the partnership mainly focuses on the conservation of Western Pacific Leatherback Turtles, it is hoped that it will also help the conservation of other marine species and their habitats in the region

II. THREATS/PROBLEMS

In general, leatherback turtles face serious threats at all life stages, both on the beaches where they nest and hatch and in the water where they spend most of their life time.  Sea turtle eggs are collected for food, while in some areas juveniles and adults are hunted for their meat and oil.  Habitats that are keys to their survival are rapidly being degraded due to coastal development.  They are also killed in great numbers as incidental catch, or by catch, in fisheries.  As eggs and hatchlings, turtles are subject to significant predation from introduced predators, such as foxes and wild pigs, as well as natural predators.  

Table 1. Summary of major threats faced by leatherback turtle in the BSSE region.

	Threats
	Indonesia
	Papua New Guinea
	Solomon Islands
	Remarks

	Marine Environment
	
	
	
	

	1
	Direct take (turtle)
	√
	√
	√
	

	2
	Direct take (eggs)
	√
	√
	√
	

	3
	Natural disaster (flooded nests, etc)
	-
	-
	√
	

	4
	Environmental contaminants
	-
	-
	-
	

	5
	Debris
	√
	√
	√
	

	6
	Fisheries (incidental catch)
	
	
	
	

	
	-  Domestic waters
	√
	√
	√
	

	
	-  International
	√
	√
	√
	

	7
	Predation
	√
	√
	√
	

	8
	Boat collisions
	-
	
	
	

	9
	Coastal development
	-
	√
	√
	

	10
	Loss of rookeries
	√
	√
	√
	

	11
	Loss of foraging grounds
	√
	√
	√
	

	12
	Oil exploration
	-
	-
	-
	


The main threats faced by leatherback turtles in the BSSE are the high level of direct harvest of eggs for subsistence use and domestic sale and the loss of both rookeries and foraging grounds. Consequently there is an urgency to address these issues and the fundamental need to provide protection for these areas.  In addition there is a need to investigate the potential regional issues of leatherback turtles caught as by catch, due to the fishing pressures exerted on the extremely rich “fishing waters” of the Bismarck Solomon Seas.  Conservation efforts are further hampered by limited information on nesting, foraging and migratory patterns. 

Existing beach monitoring activities are in place in the three countries but not yet standardized in terms of methodologies and expertise.  Several studies have also been conducted. Regulations to prevent incidental catch and other threats are in place in the three countries, however the enforcement of the regulations are found ineffective in several places.

III. Gaps in addressing the problems

The following general gaps are identified in addressing the problems with the conservation and management of leatherback turtle in the region.  These gaps are mostly the lacks of enabling conditions for the conservation of leatherback turtle in the BSSE region.  The following lacks are those that need priority actions to save the leatherback turtle in the region are as follows.  

1. Scientific findings are not complete in several areas.  This include the lack of biological and threat data, namely status and trend of the population, nesting population, feeding habitats, foraging areas, hatching success, inter-nesting movement, foraging behavior and migratory routes. Data are also lacking on bycatch, incidental capture by small scale or commercial fisheries at the coastal and pelagic fisheries in the domestic or international waters;

2. Lack of awareness: lack of awareness on the threats to sea turtles or on the ways in which people activities may affect the long-term survival of turtle populations. At the community level, awareness on the importance of protecting the turtle populations to maintain the cultural identities and food (protein) security is relatively low.  Turtles (eggs and may be meats) are one of the sources of foods for the local community. There is also lack of appreciation of the actual and potential values of sea turtles, and, consequently, conservation efforts are afforded low priority by governments and donors. People education and community development at local level, therefore need to be enhanced to increase people awareness on the conservation of turtle, coupled with social-economic development to find alternative sources of income for the people.
3. It is also identified that capacity of the local authorities (at site level) are in many areas lacking. Empowerment of staffs at sites level is therefore needed to enhance their capabilities in undertaking field management.  
4. Policies and strategies at national and local levels are important parts of the management of the turtle population.  However, policies and management strategies are lacking especially at local levels.

5. Ineffective policy law enforcement is also one gap that need to be addressed at the local, national and BSSE levels
IV. BSSE TRINATIONAL PARTNERSHIP

The latest scientific understanding of sea turtle migratory patterns and genetic stock structure shows the extensive geographic scope needed for their development. Sea turtles do not recognize the borders of different nations. Their breeding habitat may lie in one nation while another nation and the high seas may support important foraging habitats for them. These features underline the critical importance of an integrated framework for ecoregion-wide conservation efforts in addressing the recovery of Pacific Leatherback population. 

The roadmap to the tri-national agreement on the regional conservation and management of leatherback turtle was established through serial of meetings convened in the region that pledged the importance of having a wider management unit to protect this migratory species leading to a collective understandings and intentions to develop (eco)regional cooperation to protect the western pacific leatherback turtle population and their habitats. In October 2004, following on from the Western Pacific Sea Turtle Cooperative Research and Management workshop (Hawaii-February 2004), the inaugural Melanesian Turtle Forum was held in Gizo, Solomon Islands, supported by the Canada-South Pacific Ocean Development Program, through SPREP, WPRFMC and WWF. Participants at this meeting included representatives from Solomon Islands, Papua New Guinea, Indonesia, Vanuatu, Australia, United States and Fiji. One of the key outcomes was an Action Plan framework that focused around 4 principal components: 1) Coordination and Collaboration, 2) Research and Monitoring, 3) Awareness and Education, and 4) Capacity Building and Training. A steering group and process was also established and key people recommended to be the main contacts for supporting SPREP and the countries implement the Action Plan for the Melanesian Turtle Forum.

Based on the priorities and action plan developed during the Melanesian Turtle Forum, Governments representatives from Indonesia, Papua New Guinea and Solomon Islands, with support from WWF and partners have developed a non-legal binding tri-national partnership agreement for the Conservation and Management of Western Pacific Leatherback Turtles at Nesting Sites, Feeding Areas and Migratory Routes in Indonesia, Papua New Guinea and Solomon Islands. The Tri-national partnership covers approximately 2.5 million sq km of coastal areas and waters of the Bismarck Solomon Seas with specific attention to inter-nesting areas, migratory routes and nesting beaches. Although the agreement focuses on leatherback turtles, provisions have been made which recognise other migratory species and habitats. In addition to the relevant Government agencies and departments and communities in the three countries, key organisation plans and polices that would contribute to the partnership implementation framework include those of the Secretariat for Pacific Regional Environment Programme (SPREP), Western Pacific Regional Fisheries Management Council (WPRFMC), NOAA-Fisheries Management, Indian Ocean and South East Asia Memorandum on Turtles (IOSEA), Convention on Migratory Species (CMS) and the Convention on Biodiversity (CBD).

This tri-national partnership agreement was first formally discussed during the first preparatory committee meeting held in Port Moresby, from the 21-22 October 2005, hosted and facilitated by Department of Environment and Conservation, Papua New Guinea. An expression of commitment for this partnership was announced during the 36th Pacific Islands Forum Leaders meeting on the 26 October during the special session for the Council for the Regional Organizations for the Pacific (CROP) in Port Moresby.  Later final draft of Partnership agreement and implementation framework that make this partnership operational were developed in the second preparatory meeting hosted by the government of Solomon Islands is February 2006, and was signed in August 2006 by the ministers from the three countries during the third meeting conducted in Bali, Indonesia. Implementation framework that previously composed of four priority areas has been extended into six priority areas of cooperation, i.e. (1) research and monitoring, (2) education, awareness, and community development, (3) capacity building, (4) funding mechanism (develop funding mechanism to implement MOU), (5) legal/policy issues, (6) coordination and collaboration

V. Priority Actions (Areas for Implementation) for Conservation of Western Pacific Leatherback Turtle in the BSSE

Aim

The overall aim of establishing tri-national partnership is to protect western pacific leatherback turtles and their critical habitats in the BSSE. 

Areas for Implementation

Six areas for cooperation were identified during the 2nd preparatory committee meeting and being used as basis for tri-national joint action plan.  Priority actions elaborated under these areas will ensure long term protection of western Pacific Leatherback turtles in their nesting, foraging and migratory corridors through implementation of critical interventions to mitigate various threats. These interventions range from marine protected area and responsible fisheries policies and their implementations to ensure the protection of nesting beach, reduction of mortality at sea, reduction of direct take (through sustainable or alternative uses). 

I. Research and Monitoring
An Advancement of scientific understanding of leatherback turtle habitats and population dynamics as well significant of anthropogenic on turtle populations at different stages in their life cycle for the region is critical to develop series of mitigation strategies required for maintaining or improving the current status of the population. 

Existing beach monitoring activities in the three countries should be improved with standardized methodologies and expertise and should be promoted throughout the ecoregion. An agreed set of protocols for inter alia monitoring of nesting beaches, feeding ground studies, genetic sampling, and collection of mortality data is also needed along with technical assistance to undertake these tasks.  Monitoring and research results will be used to improve management, mitigate threats and assess the efficacy of conservation activities (e.g. hatchery management practices, habitat loss, etc.). 

Proposed actions: 

1. Evaluation of status and trend of the nesting population. 

a) Standardizing of census and data management techniques and tools through a regional training workshop (estimated cost is 35,000 USD)

b) Undertaking annual nesting population assessment: 

· Identify and select the index sites (priority sites for monitoring) (Note: each country will select 2 index sites. Indonesia has decided Jamursba Medi and Warmon. Sites survey and analysis will be conducted for PNG & SI only with estimated budget to be 10,000 USD for each country) 

· Census number of females nesting annually by tagging and/or nest counts. Resource requirement includes costs for labor/patroller, site manager, field running, equipments (metal and PIT tags, etc).

· Indonesia (2 sites; 22 km of beaches length; 1500 nesting abundance per year)

· 32 local patroller; 2 site managers/coordinators; field running costs, 1500 metal tags; 1500 PIT; 30 PIT readers/scanners.

· Estimated costs is 106,000 USD per year

· PNG (2 sites; 200 nesting abundance per year)

· 20 Local patroller; 2 site managers; field running costs plus metak and PIT tags for approximately 200 nesting turtles.

· Estimated budget is 66,000 per year.

· SI (2 sites; 100 nesting abundance per year)

· 20 local patroller; 2 site managers; field running costs; metal and PIT tags for approximately 100 nesting turtles

· Estimated budget is 68,000 USD per year.

· Determine nesting frequency and nesting interval (included in the census activity)

· Assess hatch success of nests and sex ratio of the resulting hatchlings. Note: hatch success is included in the census activity. Sex-ratio determination will be done through out-sourcing with estimated budget to be 10,000 USD per year per country.

· Evaluate extent of threats at the nesting beaches (e.g. take of female nesters) (included in the census activity)

· Implementation of PIT tagging as standard (combined with flipper tagging where possible) (included in the census activity)

Overall estimated cost for these particular activities: 325,000 USD per year for all three countries 

Measures of progress:

· Standardized method and data management technique available and applied in index beach work

· Annual nesting, hatching success (including sex ratio) data for index beaches available

· Major threats and mitigation measures identified

2. To conduct management-related research

· Evaluate methods to increase hatching success, prevent predation and natural cyclical beach erosion 

Estimated cost: 10,000 USD per year for all three countries

Measure of progress: 

· Methods to increase hatching success developed and applied in beach management activities

3. To investigate movement and marine habitat use, and potential threats in that particular habitats/corridors

· Investigate inter-nesting movement . Five nesting turtles per country. This will be for PNG and SI only. Estimated costs per year is 30,000 USD for each country

· Identify foraging areas. Activity is field surveys. Estimated budget for each country 20,000 USD.

· Determine foraging behavior (part of satellite tracking studies)

· Identify migratory routes (part of satellite tracking studies)

· Identify and map potential threats at various typed of habitats (part of field survey)

· Evaluate and reduce fisheries by-catch from coastal small scale fisheries and pelagic commercial fisheries through observer programs and on-board handling of turtle by-catches. Estimated budget is 30,000 USD per country per year.

Estimated cost (overall): 210,000 USD per year
Measure of progress: 

· Critical Habitats used by leatherbacks turtles and potential threats identified and used for development of MPA network

· Information on turtle-fisheries interaction and relevant  mitigation methods identified and used for responsible fisheries policy developement

II. Education, Awareness and Community Development

In much of the Bismarck Solomon Seas Ecoregion, people are unaware of the threats to sea turtles or of the ways in which their actions may be affecting the long-term survival of turtle populations. At the community level, awareness on the importance of protecting the turtle populations to maintain the cultural identities and food (protein) security is relatively low. There is also lack of appreciation of the actual and potential values of sea turtles, and, consequently, conservation efforts are afforded low priority by governments and donors. 

Local community participation in and benefit from sea turtle conservation efforts are critical to their ongoing support, especially where management needs may interfere with traditional and or subsistent uses of turtles, turtle products and turtle habitat to meet their daily needs. Remoteness of nesting beaches in the BSSE and lack of resources within authorized agencies made the active involvement of local communities is essential to the success of conservation efforts. Consistent revenues generated from the sustainable use of biodiversity, such as eco-tourism is unfortunately not suitable for remote and under-developed areas where the leatherback habitats occurred. As communities struggle to meet basic economic needs, the economic sacrifice required to protect turtles can undermine the acceptance and sustainability of conservation efforts unless these efforts are accompanied by tangible community benefit.

Community conservation agreement is one of an approach based on direct incentives, whereby communities receive a regular flow of benefits contingent upon their provision of conservation services.  Turtle protection represents a loss to villagers in terms of foregone protein or income from the use of sea turtle and habitats.  However, community-based management for nesting beach conservation must be cast within the legal and institutional framework governing access and use of resources at sites that are important sea turtle habitats.
Proposed Actions
1. Education and awareness. 

· Curriculum development, formal and informal, include turtle conservation in particular and marine biodiversity in general

· Creation of information and education centres to promote turtle conservation 

· Implement, where appropriate, incentive schemes to encourage public participation (e.g. T-shirts for tag returns, public acknowledgement, certificates)

· Involve stakeholders, and local communities in particular, in planning and implementation of conservation and management measures

· Encourage participation of Government institutions, non-governmental organizations, the private sector and the general community (e.g. students, volunteers, fishing communities, local communities) in research and conservation efforts

· Develop awareness programs and conduct focused campaign for particular target groups (e.g. policy makers, teachers, schools, fishing communities, media)

Estimated cost: 50,000 USD/year/country

Measures of progress:

· Reports on the community’ perception on turtle conservation

· Integration of turtle conservation and management  in all related sectors of government/ industry planning and community activities

2. Community Development (Incentive based program)

· Continue involving communities in turtle monitoring activities (e.g. job provision/ scholarships supports). Estimated budget is 15,000 USD per country per year.

· Develop collaborative management programs with community including protected area planning and implementation. Estimated budget is 10,000 USD per country per year.

· Undertake assessment and provide means of alternative livelihoods (including income generating activities) that are not detrimental to marine turtles and their habitats, in consultation with local communities and other stakeholders. Estimated budget for assessment is 10,000 USD for all countries and 45,000 USD for livelihood provision for all countries per year.
· Conduct feasibility studies to possibly implement community based conservation agreement (including relevant legal and institutional aspects). Estimated budget is 10,000 USD per country

· Develop sustainable funding mechanism to sustain the implementation community conservation agreements. Estimated budget is 15,000 USD per country.

Estimated cost (overall): 225,000 USD, consisted of 90,000 USD per year per country, plus 135 per country (once)

Measures of progress: 

· Number of communities benefited from turtle conservation activities

· Level of community participation in turtle conservation increased

III. Capacity building 

1. Identify needs for capacity-building in terms of human resources, knowledge and facilities. Estimated cost is 15,000 USD for all countries

2. Coordinate training programs, workshops internships in marine turtle conservation and management techniques to relevant agencies, individuals and local communities. Estimated cost is 30,000 USD for all countries.

3. Form network of local beach monitors and exchange visits and training opportunities. Estimated budget is 30,000 USD for all countries

4. Build local (national) expertise on turtle-related researches and management (e.g. support development of necessary skills and equipment for satellite telemetry and genetic works, etc) + Develop partnerships with universities, research and training centers and other relevant organizations. Estimated budget is 60,000 USD for all countries

5. Build local (national) knowledge and expertise on surveillance and prosecution (criminal justice process). Estimated budget is 30,000 USD for all countries

Estimated Costs to undertake the actions is 165,000 USD/year for all countries

Measure of Progress:

· Number of trainees, scientific publications, standardized methodology, protocol and technical recommendations
IV. Funding mechanism (develop funding mechanism to implement MOU) 

To govern the implementation of this action plans at national (in-country) level, a national fund raising should be in place. This should be preceded by development of institutional arrangement at national level, to ensure good and synergistic coordination among different agencies.

Proposed actions

1. Development of in-country institutional arrangement

2. Development of fund raising strategy at national level to ensure sustainable funding for the implementation of the MOU at in-country level. This include generate funding for conservation and management activities through managed ecotourism and other self-supporting schemes (while benefiting local communities)
Estimated Costs : 20,000 USD/country

Measurement of Progress

· Establishment of in-country relevant funding institutional arrangement (note: institutional arrangement might be applied for wider leatherback conservation management issues)

· In-country fundraising strategy in place
V. Legal/Policy issues
Based on the technical recommendations provided by oestag, relevant policies in related with network of marine protected area establishment at critical habitats and implementation of responsible fisheries will be established and or reformed to provide legal basis for implementation. 

Proposed Actions:

1. Review related domestic policies to address gaps or impediments to marine turtle conservation, including protection of turtles on their known nesting beaches, foraging areas and ‘bottle neck’ migratory corridors. Estimated budget is 15,000 USD/country

2. Implement a pilot joint law enforcement to ensure compatible implementation of policies/laws across and between jurisdictions to address common issues such as illegal unregulated and unreported  (IUU) fishing (including border agreement and intelligence sharing) using the existing network e.g. Border Liaison Committee Meeting. Estimated budget is 150,000 USD/year for all countries.

Estimated Costs to undertake the actions: 165,000 USD for all countries; consists of 150,000 USD per year for all countries and 15,000 USD for all countries (once)

Measurement of Progress

· Reports of policy gap analysis and recommendations

· Development and implementation of pilot joint enforcement activity (joint patrol)
VI. Collaboration and Cooperation

To govern the implementation and coordination of and seek synergies (with respect to fund-raising, provision of institutional support, etc.) with other regional/global convention secretariat for of the proposed actions under this tri-national agreement, an institutional arrangement should be developed. 

Proposed actions

1. To establish a central coordinating body (tri-national committee and secretariat and its respective TOR)
2. To develop joint plan of actions to strengthen the existing conservation efforts and addressing trans-boundary conservation issues and seeking for supports from outside the parties. 

3. Establish an Advisory Group (OESTAG) to review proposals and coordinate research activities and prioritize conservation and management activities for funding
4. Develop funding mechanism and Seek resources to support the implementation of the action plan, including:
· Explore funding options with Governments and other donors such as the Asian Development Bank, World Bank, UNDP, European Union, UNEP, GEF, etc. 
· Solicit funding and other contributions from industries that have impacts on marine turtles and their habitats (e.g. fisheries, tourism, forest concessionaires)
· Explore the use of economic instruments for the conservation of marine turtles and their habitats
· Approach the private sector, foundations and NGOs that may have an interest in funding activities in particular countries to catalyze the creation of a small grants fund
· Explore international funding support and other incentives for party member that effectively manage marine turtle populations, which might include the complete prohibition of direct harvest (capture or killing) for commercial purpose
Estimated Costs to undertake the actions:  110K USD/year, consisted of secretariat cost (20,000 USD per year), tri-national meeting (3 times per year; 20,000 USD each), in-country consultations (5,000 USD per year for each country), and travel expenses for secretariat manager (15,000 USD per year)

Measurement of Progress: 

· Establishment of tri-national committee, oestag and secretariat, joint action plan, fundraising strategies and funding mechanism.

PAGE  
1

