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Various  large  animals  have  been  categorised  as  “charismatic  megafauna”.  Terrestrial
examples include elephants, lions, tigers, and panda bears; marine examples include dolphins,
whales,  dugongs,  and  marine  turtles.  These  animals  are  easily  recognised,  and  rarely
confused with other animals.  They readily attract  the attention of the general  public,  and
routinely  instil  feelings  of  likeability,  if  not  compassion.  Such  animals  are  commonly
described as “beautiful,” “cute,” “dangerous,” “endangered,” “impressive,” “rare,” “special”,
and/or  “unique.”  Hence,  for  years,  conservation  practitioners  have  employed  images  and
stories about charismatic megafauna to engage the public, and convince ordinary people to
take actions to protect these animals and the environments in which they live. 

These species of charismatic megafauna are also known as “flagship species”; they form the
foci of natural history studies on the one hand, and on the other hand they are actively figured
in diverse communications and other social/cultural initiatives to further some cause.  In this
respect, flagship species provide a fertile and commonly recognised interface between the
broad  realms  of  natural  history  and  social  sciences.  Yet,  this  interrelationship  is  poorly
understood, and rarely investigated in a systematic and objective manner. Indeed, a single
flagship  species  may be  employed  by different  sectors  of  society  to  promote  conflicting
interests and goals.
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Marine  turtles  are  unquestionably  flagship  species  (Frazier,  2005),  and  they  have  been
employed  round  the  world  for  decades  by  different  interest  groups.  In  many  cases  –
particularly those supported by conservationists  – the flagship message is  focused on the
endangered status of the animal and the pressing need to promote and nurture attitudes and
activities  for  the conservation  of  these animals,  the beaches  on which they nest,  and the
coastal  –  as  well  as  oceanic  –  waters  in  which  they  feed  and migrate.  Pro-conservation
activities also include restricting, if not stopping, trade in their products; mitigating fisheries
bycatch;  regulating  marine  pollution;  restricting  lighting  at  night;  and  promoting
multinational  agreements  to  achieve  these  goals  at  international  levels.  However,
accomplishing any one of those objectives depends on far more than natural history; there
must be accurate and up-to-date cultural,  economic, political, and social information to be
able to design and execute effective communications  and policy programmes. In general,
comprehension about such issues that are outside of natural history is at best partial – if not
simply misunderstood or erroneous.

Moreover, flagships, including marine turtles, are also used to promote and lobby for other
objectives, for example the recognition of cultural values and traditional practices. Common
examples include social and political appeals to approve the hunting, consumption, and trade
of turtles, particularly for ceremonies, as means of cultural recovery. Clearly, when turtles are
employed as flagships for these cultural issues, there is routinely direct conflict with other
programmes were the same turtles are used to support bans on hunting, consumption, and
trade.

Although  the  natural  history  information  is  the  same for  both  conservation  and  cultural
initiatives, the social and political information and perceptions involved are quite different. It
is these areas of cross currents between differing objectives of flagship species programmes
that need systematic investigation,  to resolve conflicts and enhance both conservation and
cultural/social outcomes. In recent years there has been some – if modest – increased interest
in the social/cultural aspects of flagship species, but far more work is required. This paper
will provide additional examples and proposals to promote greater interest from the natural
history side in collaborating with social scientists on the one hand, and on the other hand to
promote more interest on the social/cultural side to investigate flagship programmes.
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