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December 2017: Remainings of a
poached leatherback turtle on the
beach of Betumonga, Sipora Island

1. Project Summary
The Mentawai Islands are located off the west coast of
Sumatra. They belong to the indonesian province West‐
Sumatra, which has its capital in Padang. The Mentawai
islands form a district (kabupaten) and consist of four
major islands, which are ‐ from north to south: Siberut,
Sipora, Pagai Utara and Pagai Selatan. The district capital,
Tuapejat, is located on Sipora.
www.turtle‐foundation.org
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It is well known, that sea turtles are hunted for their eggs
and meat on the Mentawai islands, despite their pro‐
tection status by indonesian and international law. But the
remoteness of the area and difficult access to the nesting
beaches and hunting areas have so far impeded any
conservation efforts.
The leatherback sea turtle
(Dermochelys coriacea) is
the largest of all turtles
and it is the only living
species in the genus
Dermochelys and family
Dermochelyidae. It can
easily be differentiated
from other sea turtles by
its lack of a bony shell,
hence the name.
Its carapas is between 132
and 178 cm long and it
can weigh up to 900 kg.

The Turtle Foundation has been observing the area for a
while, trying to investigate the scale of the problem and to
identify opportunities to start conservation activities.
The governmental entity in charge for the protection of sea
turtles is the BPSPL Padang (Balai Pengelolaan Sum‐ber
Daya Pesisir dan Laut Padang), a technical unit of the
Ministry of Marine Affairs. The preliminary surveys on the
Mentawai islands have been conducted throughout the
year 2017 under the leadership of the BPSPL.
In december 2017, the team of BPSPL and Turtle Foun‐
dation discovered a so far unknown nesting site of
leatherback sea turtles on the west coast of the island
Sipora. Unfortunately, the nesting beach also showed clear
evidences of poaching of both, nests and turtles. We
www.turtle‐foundation.org

TURTLE FOUNDATION
Protecting Sea Turtles and their Habitats
therefore decided, to immidiately deploy a small team at
the site to protect the nesting turtles and gain a first insight
into the dimensions of the nesting activities.
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As it turned out, that the beach has high potential to be an
important nesting beach for the indian ocean leather‐back
turtle, a critically endangered subpopulation, the Turtle
Foundation now started a project to protect this nesting
population in a community‐based approach, in‐volving the
local people of the nearby village Betumonga.

2. Project Description
2.1 Statement of Need
Nesting season 2017‐18
Results and figures
nesting activities
First observed leather‐
back nesting: 10.12.2017
Last observed leather‐
back nesting: 20.03.2018
Number of nests: 65
Nests stolen: 26
Following information about poaching of nesting leather‐
back turtles, in the beginning of december 2017 a joint
team of BPSPL Padang and Turtle Foundation visited a
beach on the west coast of Sipora, located between the
villages of Betumonga in the north and Beriolou in the
south. Remainings of three killed turtles and around ten
poached nests were discovered. From interpretation of
tracks on the beach as well as additional information from
people in the nearby village, we had to assume, that most
– if not all ‐ turtles coming to this beach to nest are killed.
Considering the very small number of remaining nesting
females of the indian ocean subpopulation, which is
roughly estimated to be around 1’000 individuals, it was
clear, that immidiate action has to be taken in order to
prevent extinction of this nesting population.
www.turtle‐foundation.org
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2.2 Project Goals and Objectives
The project aims to sustainably protect the nesting
leatherback turtles of the Mentawai islands and their nets
from poaching.
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Nesting season 2017‐18
Results and figures
hatching activities

Therefore, the main nesting beach of Betumonga is
patrolled by a team of trained local rangers each night
throughout the breeding season between october and
may. As many nests as possible are relocated into a
guarded hatchery and the beach is cleaned from washed‐
up plastic waste.

Nests relocated to hatch‐
ery: 35
Total number of “normal
eggs”: 2.455
Avarage number of “nor‐
mal eggs” per nest: 70,1
Total number of hatch‐
lings: 1.541
% hatching success (“nor‐
mal eggs”): 62,8

First hatchery at Betumonga beach, nesting season 2017‐18

In order to gain better knowledge about the nesting
population we are managing, data of nesting turtles, nests
and hatchlings are taken. A tagging program with inconel
and PIT tags is started. The data are fed into a database
and evaluated to adjust the conservation methods.
We consider it a key for the success of the project, that the
local communities of the villages Betumonga and Beriolou
are actively involved from the beginning. Special attention
is paid to the hamlet Matuptuman, which is part of the
village Betumonga, because this is the settle‐ment closest
to the nesting beach, where we also estab‐lished the
headquarter of the project.

www.turtle‐foundation.org
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Leatherback
turtles
mainly feed on jellyfish.
Their gullet is full of soft
spikes. Once grabbed by
the turtle, there is no way
to escape for the jellyfish!

Arial view of the hamlet Matuptuman, village Betumonga

Despite the international importance of Indonesia as
habitat of sea turtles, conservation programmes are still
rare and often suffer from insufficient funding and poor
quality. In order to increase the popularity of sea turtle
conservation in Indonesia, the activities and results of the
project will be communicated on a national and inter‐
national level. A special partnership with the Dakshin
Foundation (www.dakshin.org), India, has been initiated
because this organisation is running a leatherback turtle
conservation programme on the Andaman and Nicobar
islands. Despite being devided by the national border
between Indonesia and India, the islands geographically
belong to the same chain of islands as the Mentawai’s.

www.turtle‐foundation.org
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Last but not least, beyond protecting the nesting beach of
Betumonga on Sipora Island, it is important to investigate
other potential leatherback nesting beaches on the Men‐
tawai islands as soon as possible. There are at least two
more locations of which we have information about
nesting and poaching activities.
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2.3 Project Activities and Methods

Shelter at Betumonga
nesting season 2017‐18

beach,

After the nesting season 2017‐18, which we considered to
be the pilot phase of the project, we decided to establish
the project as an ongoing programme of the Turtle Foun‐
dation. In order to provide the necessary infrastructure,
we rented a house in Matuptuman as headquarter and
basecamp to conduct both, the beach protection work and
the community and outreach programme. The
headquarter has been equipped with furniture and solar
panels for electricity supply.
The beach itself starts around 4 km east of Matuptuman
and has a total length of app. 8 km. We purchased a motor
bike to drive from the village to the beach and built a
hatchery and a shelter at the western edge of the beach.

Betumonga beach and hamlet Matuptuman in the upper left corner

The nesting beach protection includes nightly patrols with
2 groups of 2 rangers and a morning census with another
2 groups of 2 rangers. All landing and nesting activities

www.turtle‐foundation.org

TURTLE FOUNDATION
Protecting Sea Turtles and their Habitats
are recorded together with the corresponding location
data as acquired by GPS measurements, and nesting
turtles are measured whenever they are encountered.
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Starting this year, nesting turtles will be tagged with
inconel and electronic (PIT) tags. The series of inconel tag
has been registered at the Archie Carr Center for Sea Turtle
Research (ACCSTR), Florida, as starting point of a national
sea turtle tagging programme, initiated by BPSPL Padang
and the Turtle Foundation. The tags are equipped with a
hotline telephone number of the Ministry of Ma‐rine
Affairs in Jakarta, where the database will be managed.
For the time being we consider it the best practise to
relocate as many nests as possible into our hatchery in
order to protect them from poaching. However, having the
total length of the beach and the clutch size of leatherback
nests in mind, it is not always possible to transport all nests
into the hatchery. The design of the hatchery, relocation
method and hatchling data collection follow the
international standard of sea turtle conser‐vation.
In addition to the leatherback turtles, green turtles also
nest incidentally on Betumonga beach. Since they are
threatened by poaching as well, whenever possible the
nests are also relocated into the hatchery.
Leatherback turtles al‐
ways have a certain
amount of much smaller,
unfertilized eggs on top of
their clutch. Since these
small eggs will not hatch
anyway, we only take the
“normal eggs” into ac‐
count for calculation of
the hatching success.

The data will be used to obtain first information on the
biology and population size of the local population of
leatherback turtles.
An important part of the project is the involvement of the
nearby villages Betumonga and Beriolou, with special
emphasis on the hamlet Matuptuman, where the project
headquarter is located.
The indigenous people of the Mentawai islands have a
unique culture and tradition, which is different in many
ways from the cultures of mainland Sumatra. Being
hunters and gatheres, living in big clan houses and
embracing a shamanistic system of beliefs, they are put

www.turtle‐foundation.org
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under pressure by the indonesian government to
assimilate to the mainstream culture. They originally
inhabited Siberut only, but have settled on Sipora and
Pagai since the second half of the 20th century as well.
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Not much of the original culture has been preserved in the
villages at our project site. However, a certain communal
use of ressources can still be observed, and this is also the
case with turtle meat and eggs. While on Siberut, the
consumption of turtle meat still is strongly connected with
rituals such as the inauguration of new clan houses, no
such ceremonial connotations of turtle meat consumption
are visible on Sipora. But the meat and eggs are not traded
or sold either. They are distributed for free amongst the
villagers.
Our first approach to get local people involved consists of
the following elements:




Traditional tattoo pattern of the
Mentawai people (source: B.
Ginarti K “Tumbangnya sebuah as‐
pek kebudayaan Mentawai: Tato”,
Jakarta 1985)



Offer paid positions to poachers: the two main
poachers of Matuptuman already started to work for
the project as rangers
Set up a communal kitchen garden: being hunters and
gatheres by tradition, the Mentawai people never
adapted well to agriculture. Despite the fertile soil and
plenty of rainfall, the nutritional condition of the
villagers is rather poor and could be improved through
increased consumption of vegetables
Introducing foreign homestay volunteers: small
numbers of volunteers who will be hosted by selected
and trained local families will help to generate
additional income
Education and awareness: a primary school exists in
Matuptuman, but no teacher is permanently living in
the village, so there is an urgent need for basic
education in general and specifically for environ‐
mental education. A first booklet about sea turtle
conservation has been prepared as educational tool for
kids.

With a nesting and hatching season of app. 8 month
(october until may), there are 4 month with no activities
on the beach. The plan is, to use this period for increased

www.turtle‐foundation.org
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efforts in terms of networking and exchange. By
coincidence, the Off‐Season on the Mentawai islands is the
Peak‐Season for loggerhead sea turtle nesting activities in
Cape Verde, West‐Africa, where our second project is
operating. We started to train rangers from Indonesia in
the Cape Verde project in 2017 and this year (2018), again
two rangers from Indonesia spent 3 month on Boavista
island to improve their skills. Vice versa, project staff from
Boavista can help in Indonesia during their Off‐Season
(December‐May).
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“Purple Turtle and the Sea Turtle
Hatchlings” is a booklet from In‐
dia, which has been developed in
cooperation with the Turtle Foun‐
dation and has now been trans‐
lated into indonesian.

However, at least one project staff member will stay in
Matuptuman during the Off‐Season to continue the
community development activities. It certainly is
important not to give room for the impression, that the
project is there just for the turtles and does’nt care for the
local people once the nesting season is over.

2.4 Timetable
activities / month

oct

nov des

jan

feb mar apr may jun

jul

aug sep

leatherback turtle
nesting season
leatherback turtle
hatching season
networking, outreach
and community
engagement

2.5 Information for volunteers
The Mentawai islands have an international reputation for
being a first class surfing destiny. However, the nesting
season of the leatherback turtles is not the best season for
surfing waves. But as several surfing resorts are operating
all year round, it is possible to combine a volunteer stay at
the project site with a holiday in a luxury – though
expensive – island resort. Several resorts are located near
Tuapejat, the main town on Sipora.
www.turtle‐foundation.org

TURTLE FOUNDATION
Protecting Sea Turtles and their Habitats

10

Are you interested in vol‐
unteering in the project?
Please write to
info@turtle‐founda‐
tion.org for further infor‐
mation and application!

Due to the remoteness of the project village Betumonga,
there is no regular public transport available. We therefore
only receive volunteers who commit to stay for exactly
four weeks – not more and not less. Starting this season,
we have prepared two families in the hamlet Matuptuman
to provide a room and receive homestay‐guests. One room
is a single room and the other one is a double room, so we
can host a maximum of 3 people each month.
The duties of the volunteers will be to help with nightly
beach patrols, relocation of nests, data collection and
hatchery work. Furthermore, volunteers will be involved
into community work at the primary school and the
communal kitchen garden as well as other activities which
will be developed during the season. Any input is welcome!

For your overnight stay in
Padang we can recom‐
mend two hotels, which
are near the river habour,
from where the ferry
MENTAWAI FAST leaves:
1. Oxville Hotel (***),
room price around 30
USD per person/night
2. Riverside Hostel Pa‐
dang (*), room price
around 20 USD per
person/night
Both hotels are available
on booking.com

Construction of the hatchery with project nesting beach in the back

We do not expect volunteers to speak indonesian, but as
the villagers generally don’t speak english, it certainly is
advantageous to have at least some knowledge of the
national language bahasa indonesia. The project
management staff speaks enough english for daily
communication and explanations about the work.
The following dates of the nesting season 2018‐19 are still
available for volunteers:
09.01.2019 ‐ 06.02.2019
06.02.2019 ‐ 06.03.2019
06.03.2019 ‐ 03.04.2019

www.turtle‐foundation.org
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Unlike any other species
of sea turtle, Leatherback
turtles can regulate their
body temperature to a
certain extent. Therefore,
they can also survive in ra‐
ther cold water.

The procedure to participate is:
 Write to info@turtle‐foundation.org to apply.
 Transfer the participation fee to the bank account that
will be given to you together with the volunteer
agreement.
 Arrive in Padang the day before you start, which is
always a Tuesday.
 Take a taxi from the airport MINANGKABAU
INTERNATIONAL to the hotel, which takes about 30‐45
minutes.
 Take the Ferry MENTAWAI FAST at 6 a.m. the next
morning (always a Wednesday) to Tuapejat on the
island Sipora. Don’t forget to take out a jacket from
your luggage, because the air condition in the ferry is
very cold!
 After a four hours ride you will arrive in Tuapejat and
be picked up by our project staff.

The ferry MENTAWAI FAST takes 4 hours from Padang to Tuapejat

Please bring along:
 Raincoat (daily heavy rainfalls are normal on the
Mentawai islands)
 Hard‐wearing, light‐drying clothing
 Moscito repellent
 Headlamp with red LED
 You may consider to take malaria prophylaxis. Please
consult a doctor for further information.
 Travel health insurace

Leaving the west coast of Sumatra behind on the way to Sipora

www.turtle‐foundation.org
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person.
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This fee includes:
 transportation from Tuapejat to Matuptuman and
back on arrival and depature day
 homestay in Matuptuman
 food and drinking water
This fee does not include:
 Airline ticket to Padang
 Visa on arrival (if applicable)
 Overnight stay in Padang
 Mentawai Fast ferry to Tuapejat and back to Padang
(the price is around 30 USD for a return ticket)

Map of Padang:
 Left: MENTAWAI FAST ticket office and ferry habour
(tickets can’t be purchased in advance, so please make
sure you are there at 5:00 a.m. when the ticket office
opens, which is one hour before departure at 6:00
a.m.)
 Middle: Oxville Hotel (***), room price around 30 USD
per person/night
 Right: Riverside Hostel Padang (*), room price around
20 USD per person/night
www.turtle‐foundation.org

TURTLE FOUNDATION
Protecting Sea Turtles and their Habitats
2.6 Project Monitoring and Evaluation
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The project design has been elaborated between Turtle
Foundation’s affiliated local partner organisation Yayasan
Penyu Indonesia (YPI), the BPSPL Padang and the Turtle
Foundation’s headquarter in Europe. Turtle Foundation is
providing the funds to implement the project.
The collected data are sent to Turtle Foundation every
month, together with a financial and technical report.
Regular project visits are planned, as well as an evaluation
meeting with all partners at the end of the nesting season.
Since the current season 2018‐19 will be the first one to
start with the tagging programme, a marine biologist with
experience in tagging leatherback turtles will join the team
in Sipora and help to set up the Standard Operatiing
Procedure (SOP) and train the local rangers.
2.7 Description of Entities Undertaking the Project

BPSPL is the technical implementing unit of the Ministry of
Marine Affairs and is in charge for the management of
coastal and marine ressources. It works under the General
Directorate of Marine Spacial Planning. There are only four
different BPSPL’s in the whole country, so their working
ranges are huge. The BPSPL Padang is respon‐sible for the
whole island of Sumatra, including all off shore
archipelagos.
The BPSPL Padang is the legal entity which can endorse an
indonesian NGO to conduct marine conservation pro‐jects
– as long as they take place outside marine protected
areras. A different technical implementing unit of the
Ministry of Marine Affairs is in charge to manage marine
protected areas.

www.turtle‐foundation.org
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Since the location of the Sipora Leatherback project is not
part of a marine protected area, the BPSPL Padang is the
appropriate governmental partner.
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Therefore, a Memorandum of Understanding has recently
been signed between YPI and BPSPL Padang, with official
permission of the Ministry of Marine Affairs. The formal
leadership of the project remains with BPSPL Padang,
which is also contributing about 10% of the project budget,
while the daily operation of the project is under‐taken by
YPI.

Meriussoni Zai

Stefanus Satotton Ake

Yayasan Penyu Indonesia (YPI) has recently (july 2018)
been founded in order to have a legal body in Indonesia
which can function as a local implementing partner for
Turtle Foundation’s programmes in the country. YPI is
affiliated to the Turtle Foundation and two out of three
board members of YPI are staff of Turtle Foundation
Germany, namely Dr. Hiltrud Cordes (TF’s Programme Di‐
rector) and Dr. Thomas Reischig (TF’s Scientific Director).
The project manager of the Mentawai Leatherback Project
is Meriussoni Zai and the assistant project manager is
Stefanus Satotton Ake. Meriussoni Zai, who holds a master
degree in marine spacial planning, is originally from Nias in
North‐Sumatra. He worked for one year for TF’s project in
East‐Kalimantan. Stefanus Satotton Ake has finished high
school. He is from Siberut and has been choosen in order
to have a member from the indigenous community in the
project management team. They both have been trained
on Boavista, Cape Verde, for three month in 2017, in order
to make sure, that TF’s SOP will be followed in the new
project as well.
The Turtle Foundation, which will provide funding and
supervision for the project, is an international association
of closely linked organizations for the protection of turtles
and their habitats. Additionally to YPI, it consists of five
national bodies registered in their countries as charitable,
tax‐exempt organizations under local laws:
TF Germany (since 2000), TF Switzerland (since 2006), TF
USA (since 2006), TF Cape Verde (since 2012; local name:
Fundação Tartaruga), and TF Liechtenstein (since 2014).
www.turtle‐foundation.org
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Turtle Foundation’s
vision is a future where
sea turtles and their
habitats are sustainably
protected, healthy, and
safe from threat of
extinction and
destruction.

Turtle Foundation’s
mission is to contribute
to sea turtle conserva‐
tion at our own project
sites by cooperating with
local communities to cre‐
ate a future where both
sea turtles and people
can thrive.

The Turtle Foundation has commited to support the
Mentawai Leatherback Project without a limitation in
time, as long as the foundation is able to sucessfully raise
the funds needed to run the project. We are aware, that is
takes many years to contribute to a change in attitude,
where people understand that sea turtles are an en‐
dangered species which is worth being protected.
At the same time, we are facing global challenges such as
pollution of the oceans, shrinking natural habitats due to
human population development and climate change,
which make it impossible to guarantee sustainability.
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