IOSEA 2007 Year-end Review and Look Ahead for 2008

Looking back on some of the collective achievements of 2007, we hope that the IOSEA website has continued to serve as a useful vehicle for exchanging information about efforts to conserve marine turtles in the Indian Ocean – South-East Asia region.  
Indeed, the 300+ news headlines published in 2007 are indicative of another busy year in the field of turtle conservation.  There is no way to adequately summarise all regional developments in this limited space; but the IOSEA website’s Headline Archive and Search Facility offer a reasonable overview of newsworthy events. 
To cite just one example, media reports of seizures of large numbers of dead turtles aboard Chinese vessels off the Indonesian coast were a stark reminder that the best intentions to ensure the long-term sustainability of turtle populations can be thwarted by a few greedy individuals (ref. editorial of 31 May 2007).
On a more positive note, we heard from several countries of the Northwest Indian Ocean – such as Eritrea, with its dynamic ECMIB project; Somalia, where dedicated NGOs are working against the odds to try to preserve that land’s natural heritage; Yemen, with its vast coastline and largely unknown turtle populations; and Bahrain which, since joining IOSEA last year, has made a concerted effort to begin to understand the scale of marine turtle by-catch its waters.  At the sub-regional level, a consortium of NGOs produced a colourful poster to encourage fishermen and others to provide useful information on tagged turtles. 

Among the highlights from the Western Indian Ocean were the formal establishment of the WIO-Marine Turtle Task Force in November, constituting a unique partnership between IOSEA and the Nairobi Convention; the continued success of South Africa’s long-running turtle conservation programme; and an extremely rare nesting event on Reunion Island (France), which was closely monitored by staff of the splendid Kelonia sea turtle observatory.

In the Northern Indian Ocean, invaluable conservation work carried out by NGOs in Bangladesh and Sri Lanka figured among the countries we profiled in 2007.  Two issues of the independent Indian Ocean Turtle Newsletter (available online) also helped to keep readers abreast of activities in that region and beyond.

In South-East Asia, the Southeast Asian Fisheries Development Center continues to be the primary vehicle for coordinating sea turtle conservation at a sub-regional level.  SEAFDEC held an important meeting in July to review progress towards implementation of its multi-country conservation programme, focusing in particular on tagging and telemetry studies, as well as ongoing genetic sampling and analysis.
Efforts to monitor turtle migration using satellite transmitters continued apace in 2007, with tracking projects started or continued in many countries of the IOSEA region – including Australia, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Oman, Pakistan, South Africa, Thailand, and Viet Nam.  Some of the transmitters, including several installed in December 2007, are still operational; and the results can be viewed on the seaturtle.org website.
More generally, public awareness initiatives continued in several countries, some of them with funding carried over from the Year of the Turtle campaign, including for example, printing of an informative Swahili-language poster to promote awareness of turtle conservation in Kenya, production of an educational booklet for Kenyan coastal communities, development of a poster on the need to protect coastal dune systems, by WWF-India; and of course, the recent release of a brand new IOSEA educational DVD.

On the membership front, both India and United Arab Emirates signed the IOSEA MoU in 2007, and it is hoped that both countries will put in place the necessary “implementation machinery” in 2008.  Disappointingly, realistic hopes for the accession of Malaysia, Mozambique and Papua New Guinea did not materialise in 2007, but it is hoped the remaining formalities for signature can be concluded in the New Year.

FAO continued a series of technical workshops to address issues related especially to fisheries-turtle interactions, with meetings held in Bangkok, in March, and Madagascar in May.  In July, a gathering in Malaysia of multi-disciplinary experts discussed innovative approaches for financing the conservation of the highly endangered Pacific leatherback turtle.   In September, Darwin, Australia, was the setting for a workshop organised by WWF to identify threats to turtle populations, as well as remedial actions, in a select group of neighbouring countries.
Throughout the year, the IOSEA Secretariat continued to allocate significant resources to the further development of the IOSEA Online Reporting System, in recognition of its pivotal role in the assessment of implementation progress and the development of future conservation policy.  This effort remains a “work in progress” but the Internet Explorer version is already living up to expectations.

During the course of 2007, the Secretariat installed new tracking software that enables it to monitor use of the IOSEA website.  This has been useful for identifying which web pages are most (or least) visited, and provides interesting data on readership (which, in the last four months of 2007, came from 131 countries and territories).  Hopefully, time will allow for more detailed scrutiny of this information, which can be assessed to fine-tune and better target certain aspects of the website to enhance its usefulness.

From a personnel standpoint, the Secretariat received a major boost when arrangements for hiring a full-time assistant were finally realised in September.  Ms Patcharin (Gung) Supitchakul has already proven to be a valuable addition to the staff; and her contribution will make it possible to carry out a range of new activities in the coming year.  She has already relieved some of the burden of the Coordinator, whose part-time work for the parent Convention on Migratory Species (CMS) in 2007 – beyond his IOSEA responsibilities – included contributions related to Dugongs, Sharks, Siberian Cranes, an associated GEF-funded wetland project, and the East Asian-Australasian Flyway partnership for migratory birds.
*  *  *  *  *

Looking ahead to what’s in store for 2008, a number of important challenges are on the horizon:

The Fifth Meeting of Signatory States will be organised in the first half of the year, not only to take stock of progress made since the Signatories last met in Oman in March 2006, but more importantly to agree on number of strategic objectives for the coming years.  

Indeed, as the IOSEA MoU has now attained a certain degree of maturity, it would be timely to engage in a strategic planning exercise to set some result-oriented targets for Signatory States and other partners to accomplish in the medium-term.  In this context, an earlier proposal for development of a network of sites of importance for marine turtles – which had to be set aside temporarily because of limited capacity – warrants revisiting.  
In terms of institutional development, the IOSEA Advisory Committee will be reconstituted in conjunction with the Fifth Meeting, with the possibility of bringing in new members.  And, as mentioned elsewhere, staff resources will be invested to ensure that the WIO-Marine Turtle Task Force gets off to a good start in early 2008, under the interim chairmanship of Dr Ronel Nel (South Africa).

The Coordinator will not be attending the International Sea Turtle Symposium (ISTS) this year, but Karen Arthur will be standing in to organise the traditional IOSEA side-meeting.  Preliminary discussions have already begun with a view to organising a special IOSEA session in the margins of the ISTS taking place in Brisbane, Australia, in February 2009.  Ideas being floated for the workshop programme include highlighting the problem of – and practical solutions for – ghost nets, illegal fishing, and disturbance from artificial lighting.
The IOSEA website will receive some “cosmetic surgery” in 2008, to freshen its design and improve some aspects of its functionality.  Cooperation from interested users is needed to update the content of a number of existing tools, such as the Flipper Tag Series and Project Database; and perhaps creating a special forum for exchange of information relevant to turtle genetics.

Last, but certainly not least, we plan to make use of data contained in the Online Reporting Facility to produce periodic reports on the current state of IOSEA implementation in relation to selected issues of interest.  The accuracy and comprehensiveness of these “snapshots” will depend largely on IOSEA Focal Points fulfilling their responsibility to update and/or complete their national reports as new information becomes available.  
In this regard, high on the Secretariat’s “wish list” for 2008 is for individuals who have pledged to coordinate this work in-country to actually deliver on the promises they made last year.  Rest assured that the Secretariat will continue to encourage the IOSEA membership to provide this information which is so vital for the collective management of our marine turtle populations.
*  *  *  *  *

Please accept our apologies for any important events known to the Secretariat that have been inadvertently omitted from the above summary.  Frankly speaking, we are aware that we have only scratched the surface of what is really happening around the IOSEA region.  The Secretariat is inevitably constrained to reporting information that is passed on to us or which we have time to ferret out ourselves with our modest resources. 
Countless endeavours that are of broad interest to the IOSEA constituency continue to go unrecognised on a region-wide scale for various reasons.  These may include: people underestimating the wider importance of their local initiatives; simple non-reporting of activities or events, however successful they may be, because the organisers are too “busy” to write them up; as well as the perceived need for organisational credit and publication on dedicated websites, with the possible consequence of the information being viewed by a smaller target audience.
If you have actually read this editorial all the way to the end, I hope the sincere appeal in last paragraph will motivate you to provide at least a couple of informative articles – however brief – about your work during the course of 2008.  They may well end up as a Feature, a Profile of the Month, an entry in the Project Database or Electronic Library, or simply a mention in the Dates of Interest calendar.  
Thanks for your valued collaboration, and … Happy New Year!
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