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BODY OF ABSTRACT: 

Background: 

Chagos is amongst the most remote and inaccessible archipelagos of the Southwest Indian 

Ocean (SWIO) region. Comprising some 67 islands with 235 km of oceanic coastline 

distributed across five islanded-atolls, it hosts important nesting populations of hawksbill 

(Eretmochelys imbricata) and green turtles (Chelonia mydas) that had been heavily exploited 

for nearly two centuries.  In 1973 human habitation ended at all but Diego Garcia atoll. The 

present study compiles data from nesting surveys conducted in Chagos in the 1970s and 

during the past 25 years to define current status and historical trends in the size of the nesting 

populations. We assess their relative importance to the wider region. Previous studies have 

demonstrated strong genetic links between Chagos and the Republic of Seychelles for both 

species. Our satellite tracking of post-nesting female green turtles from Diego Garcia show 

that they utilize foraging grounds throughout the SWIO region--from Chagos, to Seychelles, 

and along the East African coast. 

Methods: 

Available turtle nesting habitat and spatial distribution of nesting activity in Chagos were 

assessed during rapid surveys of 90% of the Chagos coastline conducted in 1996, 1999, 2006 

and 2016. In addition, semimonthly track counts were conducted along a 2.8-km Index Beach 

on Diego Garcia island between 2006 and 2018. These enabled us to quantify nesting 

seasonality and estimate annual egg clutch production. 

We reviewed existing estimates of turtle nesting activity elsewhere in the SWIO--including 

the Republic of Seychelles, the French Iles Eparses, Mauritius, Madagascar, Comores, and 



the East African mainland between southern Somalia and Mozambique--to assess the relative 

importance of the nesting populations of Chagos.  

Results: 

Approximately 56% (132 km) of the total 235 km Chagos coastline comprises suitable 

nesting habitat, a figure approximating that calculated for the Republic of Seychelles. 

Estimates of 6,300 hawksbill and 20,500 green turtle egg clutches laid annually in Chagos 

during 2011-2018 indicate important increases in nesting by both species since 1970, with a 

higher relative rate of increase amongst green turtles. Hawksbills showed a distinct nesting 

peak during October-February at both Chagos and Seychelles; while Chagos green turtles 

nested year-round with elevated activity during June-October. 

Regional estimates of turtle nesting activity indicate that in the SWIO, Chagos accounts for: 

a) 40-50% of hawksbill egg clutches laid, and b) 15-20% of green turtle egg clutches laid. 

Chagos and Seychelles together account for 97% of known hawksbill nesting in the SWIO.   

Conclusions: 

We conclude that the beaches of Chagos host a significant proportion of the hawksbill and 

green turtle nesting populations of the SWIO. The importance of Chagos breeding 

populations to the wider region is also indicated by genetic linkages, and by their migrations 

to foraging habitats throughout the SWIO.  

The favourable status of the Chagos populations may reflect >40 years of population 

recovery since exploitation ceased. A long-term monitoring programme is needed to capture 

inter-annual variation in nesting numbers and decrease uncertainty in population estimates.   
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