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1.1 The Island of Kefalonia

The Ionian Islands, also known as the Ephtanisos, lie in the Ionian Sea to the west of mainland Greece. Kefalonia (38o09'N, 20o33'E) is the largest of the Ionian Islands, approximately 600 square km, and has an estimated population of 30 000. The island is situated on the edge of the continental shelf which rapidly drops off towards the Hellenic Trench in the south, and the Sicily Plain to the west (the largest abyssal plain in the Mediterranean). There is an anti-cyclonic surface current around the coasts of the Ionian Sea that runs north past the western side of Kefalonia. This current eventually joins to the main cyclonic surface current of the Mediterranean basin

The southern coast of the island is dominated by sandy beaches, as compared to the rockier substrate and accompanying lush vegetation of the northern regions. As such, nesting activity is restricted to the south of the island. The underlying geology is composed of porous limestone bedding. The main nesting beach is Mounda Beach, situated on the south-eastern most tip of the island. Additionally, nesting by Caretta caretta, albeit on smaller scales, has been identified on up to 20 of the southern beaches. 


Figure 1: Map of Greece showing relative position of Kefalonia.
1.2 The Kefalonian Marine Turtle Project (KMTP)

Local communities have known that turtles have nested on Kefalonia since the island was first inhabited. However, it was not until 1984, that a scientific research programme was permanently established to monitor the population of Caretta caretta associated with Kefalonia. This was known as the Marine Turtle Research programme (MTRP). This project terminated in 1995, whereafter a new organisation, the Kefalonian Marine Turtle Project (KMTP) was formed under the supervision of an independent team of marine scientists. In 1997 the KMTP was granted charity status, and in 1998 became associated with the University of Wales at Swansea.

Each year from May till October, up to 65 volunteers visit the project's field station on the south of Kefalonia. These volunteers are predominantly students and graduates of biology and marine science and work closely alongside members of the local communities in various scientific and conservation programmes.

1.3 The Mediterranean Association to Save the Sea Turtles (MEDASSET)

The KMTP is pleased to announce that during 1998 closer links were formed with MEDASSET. It is hoped that this relationship will be of great benefit to the sea turtles of Kefalonia through increased effort in the conservation arena. 

For more information on MEDASSET please write to: MEDASSET (Gr.), 1c Licavatou Street, 10672, Athens, Greece.


2.1 Introduction  

By David Suggett ( Southampton Oceanography Centre ( University of Southampton.

The research concerning marine species of turtle is a relatively young science. Many studies governing the evolutionary and taxonomy of sea turtles are restricted to the early part of the twentieth century, and are outlined well by Pritchard (1979). The earliest ecological studies are attributed to the work by Archie Carr, which began in the 1950's. The inspirational thoughts proposed by Carr, in addition to the modern wealth of technological applications, still provide the base for much of the current ecological research. It is only recently that research has been concurrently directed towards the truly biological aspects of sea turtle life history. However, there are more questions than answers in many areas of sea turtle research, and despite their status of threatened and endangered, there often lacks a financial and academic commitment towards widespread research.

This section is an important introduction into the current scientific research carried out by the KMTP and the provisional findings. Many of the objectives have been developed from several years of experience and intensive field trials both on Kefalonia and elsewhere, and are aimed at exploring the contemporary aspects of sea turtle ecology and behaviour. It is hoped that, as such, we can gain some answers towards the niche adopted by this species within a local, national and international perspective, in order to assist in their conservation. These proposals are indebted to the dedication, enthusiasm and energy given by volunteers towards the field research of previous years.

2.2 Sea turtles within the Mediterranean

By David Suggett ( Southampton Oceanography Centre ( University of Southampton.
Two species of sea turtles have breeding populations in the Mediterranean: Caretta caretta (the loggerhead turtle) and Chelonia mydas (the green turtle) (Kasparek1993; Groombridge 1994), however, Caretta caretta has a more widely distributed pattern of nesting (Venizelos 1996).

Nesting of the Green turtle nowadays, appears to be confined to a handful of beaches in Turkey & Cyprus (Kasparek 1993). Substantial nesting by Caretta caretta now occurs at less than 20 nesting beaches in Turkey & Greece (Kasparek 1993) as well as areas of northern Africa for example, Morocco & Algeria (Laurent 1990), Tunisia (Laurent et al 1990; Bradai 1993), Egypt (Kasparek 1993), Syria (Kasparek 1994), Libya (Laurent et al 1995). However, this information is in need of quantification. Caretta caretta is the only species to nest on the beaches of Kefalonia.

The Mediterranean populations of both species, Caretta caretta and Chelonia mydas, are relatively small compared with others around the world (Kasparek 1994). They are generally distinct from those in the Atlantic (Bowen et al 1992; 1993; Laurent et al 1993), although it is thought that the main turtle populations of the Mediterranean were originally from the Atlantic (see Groombridge 1994). A recent summary of zoogeography, in addition to known nesting and foraging grounds, of these species within the Mediterranean in relation to their distribution on a global scale is given in Groombridge 1994.

The population of adult breeding loggerheads in the Mediterranean was estimated at between 2000 and 4000 (Groombridge 1990), but this figure has since been revised towards 2000 by Groombridge (1994). The island of Zakynthos was previously thought to be the main rookery for loggerheads within the Mediterranean  (see Poland et al 1995). Recent evidence suggests that the coast of Libya has an estimated 9000 annual loggerhead nesting events, corresponding to 60% of the loggerhead nesting activity (Laurent 1993; Laurent et al 1995). However, these figures are derived through extensive extrapolation and so the current status of nesting activity in the Mediterranean remains unanswered (Stringell et al 1997).

The nesting seasons of Caretta caretta vary between each rookery and annually depending on the weather. On Kefalonia, the season starts from the beginning of June until mid August, peaking in mid-July; end of May to the beginning of September in Zakynthos (Margaritoulis & Dimopoulos 1994); mid June to mid August on southern Cyprus (Demetropoulos & Hadjichristophorou 1989). Peak nesting occurs in late June in Turkey (Geldiay et al 1982; Van Piggelen & Strijbosch 1993) and in Northern Cyprus (Godley & Broderick 1994; Broderick & Godley 1995). The season that is associated with the hatching of nests is seen to occur from mid August until late October on Kefalonia.

Dermochelys coriacea (the leatherback turtle) may also be principally observed within the Mediterranean (Venizelos 1993), although no nesting sites within this region have so far been reported for this species. Occasional visitors to the Mediterranean are listed as Eretmochely imbricata (the hawksbill turtle) and Lepidochelys kempi (the Kemp’s Ridley turtle) (Groombridge 1994).
2.3 The Sea Turtle Population Associated with Kefalonia

By David Suggett ( Southampton Oceanography Centre ( University of Southampton, Jonathan Houghton ( University of Wales at Swansea & Michael white ( University of Wales Bangor

Introduction - The censuring of a population is a valuable conservation tool for monitoring the stability of sea turtle populations and assessing the efficacy of conservation and management practices (Meylan 1982b). Such observations are often the first steps towards implementing further research and conservation effort. However, seasonal and ontogenetic changes in habitat occupation make sea turtle populations particularly difficult to census (Meylan 1982b; Mortimer & Carr 1987). The nesting beach is perhaps the only practical place to conduct a census of sea turtles (Carr et al 1978; Meylan 1982b in Mortimer & Carr 1987) but will bias any conclusive population research since only fragments of the population are being sampled at any one time or place. In addition, further inconclusiveness is introduced where assumptions concerning the composition of the population, for example sex ratios at all life stages (see Bolten 1992), have to be performed.

The size of a population and the corresponding frequency (periodicity) of nesting can be assessed by one or more techniques that are outlined by Meylan (1982b): aerial surveys, ground monitoring, and female tagging (capture-recapture). The use of tagging to implement "capture-recapture" studies is a popular technique applied to turtle research programmes throughout the world. The alternative techniques are often limited by area coverage and/or cost. However, the usefulness of tags for describing the movement of the population is limited to occurrences of "recapture" whilst nesting or incidental catches on migration. Therefore, the use of satellite telemetry to track the movements of sea turtles throughout the year is becoming more favourable.
Further to this, beach infidelity, i.e. an innate inaccuracy of natal homing by females returning to nest to the same beach between years, is known to occur in sea turtles (see review by Dodd 1988). It is generally accepted that Loggerheads show less site fidelity when returning to nest, either between or within seasons, than do green turtles (Caldwell et al 1959;Talbert et al 1980; Bjorndal et al 1983).
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