| CONSERVATION |

After page 10

mountainous stream. Inside the facility,
there is a small house. Here, stay the
guardians of these critically endangered
turtles, two young parabiologists, and is
also frequently visited by the project of-
ficer and other team members of CCA.

The Asian Giant Tortoises live inside
another makeshift enclosure. They ap-
pear like huge gnats on the forest bed,
which is soggy and almost sucks you
in as you step into it. But the tortoises
seemed to be having a merry time.

As they munched on their daily meal
of cucumbers and snake beans, the
conservationists told us of the massive
effort it took to finally kickstart the
breeding programme.

Even though some of the seven tur-
tles were mating for the last two years,
none of the female tortoises laid any
eggs.

This was cause for concern, because
if the tortoises do not lay eggs, then
these could be very well the last of the
Asian Giant Tortoises in Bangladesh.
There are a few records of these species
in the forest of Rangamati, but none
very recent, says Asif Ibne Yousuf of
CCA.

Last year, a renowned herpetologist

An Asian Giant Tortoise inside the facility at Bhawal National Park.

from India visited the breeding facil-
ity and gave a few suggestions which
eventually bore fruit in the form of a
whopping 240 eggs!

This was in March. The eggs were
immediately collected and taken into
a more controlled environment where
they were kept in sealed boxes and
incubated to ensure they hatched.

It was a nail-biting few months,
before the eggs decided to finally
hatch. They were kept inside a room
just beside their parents’ enclosure.
Here, the eggs are incubated in a small
box, where the room temperature is

A shelter built for Asian Giant Tortoises at the Turtle Conservation Center.

constantly maintained at 25 degrees
Celsius.

After three years of efforts, the Ban-
gladesh Forest Department, the Creative
Conservation Alliance, in partnership
with the Turtle Survival Alliance and
[UCN Tortoise and Freshwater Turtle
Specialist Group, welcomed three baby
tortoises bred in captivity for the first
time in the history of Bangladesh. This
was on May 23, serendipitously on

World Turtle Day of all days.

“These little giants will be roaming
their native forests once they are big
enough to fend for themselves. With
their eventual release into the Commu-
nity Conservation Areas, we will finally
be giving Asian Giant Tortoises a realistic
chance of surviving in Bangladesh,” says
Asif Ibne Yousuf.

The efforts to make the Asian Giant
Tortoises mate and eventually lay eggs
was no small feat either. Tortoises do
not lay eggs if they find the environment
stressful or consider there might be
threats in the near vicinity.

[t was thanks to recommendations
by Shailendra Singh, a top herpetologist
from India, that the results finally came
through. But not before revisions were
made. Shades were put up to cover the
area for times when the weather gets too
hot. The tortoises also love soaking in
pools and small streams. So, the conser-
vationists had to create an artificial pool
with fresh water supply, install sprinklers
in parts of the enclosure to keep the hu-
midity high and soil damp. Additionally,
leaf litter was supplied in abundance,
enough to make nests.

Their diets too were changed. The
food disbursement was adjusted accord-
ing to the seasons. And lastly, the males
were either moved or isolated when the
nesting season started because the males
could cause stress during nesting which
would result in the female not nesting
altogether.

The conservation breeding pro-
gramme that is being attempted here has
many limitations. The challenges that
the conservationists will face when tor-
toises are ready to be released back into
the wild, are manifold.

Not only does the facility host Asian
Giant Tortoises, it is also home to an
Arakan Forest Turtle and Elongated
Turtle, both critically endangered. There
are plans to also initiate captive breed-
ing programmes for all of these species.
However, mating partners are yet to be
found for all of them.

Yet, work continues. For now, days
and nights inside the facility is spent
caring for the turtles, tortoises, their
hundreds of eggs and the three newly
hatched Asian Giant Tortoises.

Chances of all 240 eggs hatching
are slim—a measly 10 percent—still
with three little tortoises already taking
tiny baby steps in their incubator and
munching on small leafy greens is rea-
son enough to celebrate.

Watching the little tortoises walk
around in their miniscule home—the
sterilised tray—and listening to the
squeals of the conservationists inside
that sealed makeshift laboratory remind-
ed me, yet again, of all the work that
goes into any conservation initiative. It
was also a reminder to celebrate the little
victories, because in wildlife conserva-
tion they are few and far between.

In fact, legendary conservation sci-
entist George Schaller put it most aptly,
“There are never victories in conserva-
tion. If you want to save a species or a
habitat, it’s a fight forevermore. You can
never turn your back.”



