THE BCG SYMPOSIUM 2017 - Report by Christine Tilley
Theme – Chelonia Through the Ages
At this year’s symposium in March at the Open
University, Milton Keynes, we were greeted
with beautiful spring weather but heightened
security. Everyone was made welcome with
refreshments on arrival and there were plenty of
display tables to browse. The 80-plus delegates
then settled into the auditorium for the morning
session, which was introduced by our Chairman,
Henny Fenwick.
The first speaker was Dr
Robert Bustard, who was
marking exactly 50 years of
reptile conservation research.
His topic, the Flatback Turtle,
was new to many of us. He
explained
the
differences
between Green and Flatback
Turtles, the latter having a range
restricted to the continental
shelf of Australasia compared
with the Greens’ pelagic
migrations. Hatchlings are
particularly easy to distinguish,
being much lighter in colour and 50% larger with a ‘pie-crust’ shape, giving them
a distinct advantage in evading predators such as crabs. They are, however,
preyed on by salt water crocodiles. We learned that adults are lighter and faster
than Greens due to their more flattened carapace, and they lay fewer eggs, often
nesting in grassy dunes in the heat of the day, rather than on the beach at night
as most sea turtles do.
The next talk was presented by Professor John Cooper and Mrs Margaret
Cooper, updating us on their reptile workshops in Kenya. It was good to hear
about progress at the venues they described last year. At Bio-Ken, there had
been successful breeding and rehabilitation of Leopard Tortoises: they were
in good health and ready for ‘soft release’. At Gedi, Hingeback Tortoises were
breeding but there had been mysterious predation by an unknown creature in
spite of a securely netted enclosure. At Mnarani, Chinese industrialisation had
benefitted the reptile set-up financially, but the new enclosures were not all
suitable and advice was given on improvements that were needed. In Mombasa,
at the Mission to Seafarers, extensive health records of the tortoises were kept
and the many species of tortoise there were able to feast on market leftovers. The
Coopers acknowledged the support of the Dr Robert Andrew Rutherford Trust
and the BCG.
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Dr Siuna Reid gave the
third talk of the morning,
comparing
tortoise
keeping in her Granny’s
time with the present day.
We were entertained by
amusing images from 50
years ago, to lighten the
sad story of the imported
tortoises’ plight. Siuna
gave us some veterinary
insight into the various
tortoise ailments that can
arise and how to avoid
them. Although much more is understood now about how chelonians function,
present day tortoise keeping has its own problems, with widespread ignorance
of correct husbandry, especially for hatchlings. Drawing on BCG archives she
concluded that well-kept tortoises imported before the 1984 ban had fewer health
issues than the present-day captive-bred juveniles with their preventable ailments.
We then broke for lunch, dispersing to enjoy the buffet, make new friends and
catch up with old ones. The array of tortoise themed sales goods, arts and crafts,
books and equipment, project literature, specimens and display boards was very
popular, as always.
After lunch, we were welcomed back to the afternoon programme by BCG Vicechairman Anne Rowberry. A lively session of CPD (Continuing Professional
Development) was led by John Cooper and Siuna Reid, with Margaret Cooper
commenting on any legal aspects that arose. This was for the benefit of students
and other young delegates from veterinary or animal management backgrounds,
who were invited on stage to enact consulting room scenarios with reptile patients.
They impressed the audience with their confidence and range of knowledge.
Audience participation was ensured by Siuna’s display of colourful posters and
tortoise anatomy models, one of which was passed round so that everyone could
try fitting the organs into the body correctly. (See p7 photgraph).
Next to speak was Ron Gerlach of the Nature Protection Trust of Seychelles
(NPTS). His history of the pillaging of the Indian Ocean Giant Tortoises to extinction
on several of the islands, although a sorry tale, is one that has to be told to put
present day conservation efforts into context. Fortunately, unlike Madagascar,
Reunion, Rodrigues and Mauritius, giant tortoises on Aldabra and Seychelles
escaped extinction and his organisation was able to study these giants during a
successful breeding programme –although ultimately this was limited by political
interference. He ended on an optimistic note, telling us that Aldabran Giant
Tortoises were being used for the “re-wilding” of Mauritius.
A break for afternoon tea at this point gave us a final chance to look at the displays,
make purchases and network with friends and colleagues.
5

The last lecture was by Jen Jones,
who described the efforts of the
Galapagos Conservation Trust (GCT)
to provide educational materials
for the islanders. The outlook is
very optimistic, with the farmers’
workshops, classroom resources for
teachers and student field trips, all of
which encourage attitudes to wildlife
that benefit both people and animals
on the islands. We also watched a
video in which Steve Blake, who could
not be present in person, summarised
the latest information gained from the Tortoise Movement Ecology Programme.
He explained how GCT are working towards a long-term sustainable plan for the
tortoises and acknowledged the support provided by the BCG.
Finally, John Hayward,
our Security Adviser, took
the stage to say a few
words, and presented the
Chairman with a cheque
for BCG funds from Exotic
Direct
Insurance.
We
then had a Question and
Answer session, with all
the speakers responding
to wide-ranging queries
from the audience. Sadly,
Matthew
Rendle
was
unable to present his
lecture on Red-footed Tortoises owing to illness, but he has been invited back
next year.
The proceedings concluded with the CPD participants invited on stage to receive
their certificates, the speakers were given tokens of appreciation, and Joy and
Paul Birch and Henny Fenwick were thanked for all their hard work organising a
smoothly run symposium.

A multitude of giant tortoises on the Seychelles
6

7

Photo credits: 1 Matt Kirton; 2-5 Margaret E. Cooper; 6 Ron Gerlach; 7 Margaret E. Cooper

