A5

"

C
u
rrent

C
O
Il
SCI'
Vv




photo-story

T Puling the left and right ends
i of the net, they makes a semi-
Along the beach, a shore-seine net is circle in the sea. Back-breaking
being pulled in. work|

Towing one end of the net, a boat has Finally, the net is close o shore
made a big arc out fo sea. As the net and the cafch can be landed.

Is played out behind, it makes a semi-

circle in which to trap the fish.

Once the boat has returned to shore,
fishers pull in both ends of the net.

Words and Pictures Matthew Creasey

Sleepy early morning on the beach
in Malvan, Maharashtra. Salty
sea-dogs are combing the beach
for scraps.

The rich pickings from the fisher’s
nefs mean that the population is
growing, buf this causes conflict

and many bear deep scars. But some sharp eyes have

spotted something hidden in ‘(q"\‘,\
a corner of the netf.

A green sea furtle, caught
by mistake and hidden
amongst the fish
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The surprised and excifed
fishers carefully release the
turtle and it begins fo haul ifs
way back fo the sea

As the turtle slips back info the
water, the fish is piled high

Matthew Creasey is a biologist and science writer.
He currently works for the wildlife conservation charity
WildTeam.
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a day in the life

Scalv business

— A ay in the life of
a sea shake ecologist

Words Shawn Dsouza and Pictures Tara Sunil Thomas

What do sea snakes eat? Do different types of sea snakes eat
the same things? Do they live in the same places? Do these
behaviours change throughout the year? For the past two years
I’ve been working in Malvan, Maharashtra, trying to answer
these questions. But first there was something I had to figure
out: how does one study an animal that spends most of its
time underwater? Three words — fishers, boats and nets.

currentconservation.org 39



a day in the [ife

Perhaps before I go any further I should explain what a
sea snake actually is. They are unique marine reptiles that
evolved from land dwelling ancestors in the waters around

Australia, 2 - 3 million years ago. Like all other reptiles

they need to breathe air to survive, but can dive for up to 30
minutes at a time in search of food. Some sea snakes may
come on to land to rest or to lay eggs - these are known as

‘sea kraits’. True sea snakes on the other hand live their

whole lives at sea. To do this, they have evolved to give birth
to live young and may have around 20 babies at a time. Sea
snakes can be found all the way from Australia in the east
to the Eastern Coast of Africa. Throughout this range they

frequently come into contact with people. In Malvan, we

have found 5 species of true sea snakes, of which the Beaked

sea snake and the Shaw’s sea snake are the most common.
These are the focus of my work.

Humans have been casting their nets into the oceans in
search of food for thousands of years. As the number of
people grew, more boats with better nets, lines, hooks and
eventually engines began to operate in coastal waters.
While we got better at catching large quantities of the tasty
seafood we wanted, our nets would often also bring up other,
inedible types of sea-life we hadn’t meant to catch and had
no use for. This is known as ‘bycatch’ and it affects scores
of marine organisms in coastal areas and oceans around the
world. Sea snakes are very often caught as bycatch in fishers’
nets at Malvan, and we don’t know very much about what
effect this is having on these marine reptiles.

Every morning the fishers at Malvan set out, while it’s still
dark, around 2 am. They return to shore just after dawn, so
my project assistant Yogesh and I try to wake up before the
sun rises, as this the best time to meet them and see what
they have caught. With our notepads and snake hooks (metal
hooks with which we can gently pick up the snakes without
being bitten) in hand, we walk along the beach. The fishers
start with a bit of black tea then put on plastic overalls and
start sorting their catch. Yogesh and I wave at our fisher
friends and ask them what they caught that night. Every so
often, a fisher will call us over. “Maruza!”, he’ll say, which
means sea snake in the local Malvani. We then carefully
collect the snake from the net and ask the fishermen for
information about where they caught it, what depth the
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net was at, and what the habitat is like on the sea floor in
that area. This helps us understand more about where the
sea snakes are spending their time. Sometimes, we may show
up late for the catch and then get an earful from the fishers
for sleeping in. On average, we get around 3 - 4 snakes each
morning.

We then take these snakes back to our field base where we
measure them and check their stomachs for food, or eggs if it’s
a female snake. We also take blood and scale samples which
will tell us about what they’ve been eating and where they’ve
been moving over the past few weeks or months. Once we have
collected our data, we take the snakes back to the beach and
release them into the water.

Through this work, with the help of our fisher friends, we hope
to come a few steps closer to understanding how humans and
sea snakes interact in their shared environment and how they

can live together peacefully.

Shawn Dsouza is a researcher at Dakshin Foundation
with interest ranging from marine ecology to marine resource
management.

Tara Sunil Thomas is an illustrator/ animator from
Kerala who was based in Brooklyn. She is known for her work
in NGOs supporting causes like environmental conservation,
animal conservation and education for children.
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