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The TSA, in partnership with Utah’s Hogle 

Zoo, has launched a Confiscation to Reintro-

duction Strategy meant to save Madagascar’s 

iconic Radiated Tortoise (Astrochelys radiata). 

This multi-faceted initiative includes a media 

campaign to put attention on the plight of A. 

radiata; development of cooperative agreements 

with communities interested in conserving the 

animals; reduction of poaching and an increase 

in confiscations; establishment of triage centers 

to rehabilitate rescued animals; development of 

reintroduction strategies and sites; and creation 

of a regional tortoise center to maintain the ini-

tiative in southern Madagascar into the future. 

We’re happy to report that many elements 

in this plan are fast becoming a reality, which is 

good news for A. radiata. We provide the exciting 

details here.

MEDIA CAMPAIGN AND COMMUNITY  
OUTREACH A RESOUNDING SUCCESS

In 2011, the TSA and its partners launched 

a comprehensive awareness campaign to 

focus attention on the worsening crisis fac-

ing Madagascar’s Radiated Tortoise. Poaching 

levels at that time were at an all-time high, with 

adults harvested as a source of meat by tribes in 

Madagascar’s south, and thousands of juveniles 

collected for illegal shipment to international pet 

markets, primarily in Asia. 

The media campaign, directed at local and 

international audiences, proved successful, and the 

resulting recruitment of local communities to help 

combat tortoise poaching is very encouraging. As 

awareness has grown in the rural South, several 

key communities have signed agreements, known 

as DINA, committing them to guarding against 

poachers. The best example is the village of Ant-

sakoamasy. It is strategically located on the eastern 

edge of the Special Reserve at Cap St. Marie, a 

locale that arguably boasts the most important 

Radiated Tortoise population in Madagascar. 

The TSA joined forces with the village and built 

a primary school for the community as a reward 

for its guarding tortoises against poachers. The 

school opening was a celebrated event and touted 

by local politicians and officials as a model example 

of the benefits associated with tortoise protection. 

Today Antsakoamasy is a beacon in the region, 

demonstrating that a village’s willingness to protect 

tortoises yields tangible community benefits.

This new spirit of community conservation 

and cooperation has resulted in an increasing 

number of Radiated Tortoise confiscations, both 

in the south and at the airport in the capital city 

of Antananarivo. Though tortoise poaching is 

still rampant, as evidenced by the large number 

of seizures TSA is asked to handle, there are 

signs that the tide may be turning slightly. 

The increase in tortoise seizures was not 
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Gregory Duplant unpacks Radiated Tortoises that were selected to join a pilot reintroduction program in the community 

of Ampotaka. Brought over from the Village des Tortues on the west coast, these tortoises will live in pre-release 

enclosures in natural habitat, and then “soft released” after an acclimation period. PHOTO CREDIT: GREGORY DUPLANT

Tina Soanomena weighs one of the tortoises in the 

pre-release enclosures at Tranovaho. One of the primary 

goals of TSA’s reintroduction program is to involve local 

communities in monitoring populations both pre- and 

post-release. PHOTO CREDIT: GREGORY DUPLANT
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unanticipated, and the TSA prepared for the flood 

of “tortoise refugees” by conducting two husbandry 

workshops in 2012 designed to build capacity among 

those who handle tortoises after confiscation.

TRIAGE CENTERS ESTABLISHED
A major outcome of the husbandry workshops 

was the realization of the urgent need for triage 

or rescue centers to process and care for tortoises 

after confiscation to reduce mortality rates 

among seized animals. Five strategically located 

tortoise rescue centers were planned, and to date, 

three have been built in Ampanihy, Ambovombe 

and Betioky. They were built under the able 

supervision of Gregory Duplant, a former TSA 

employee who managed the southern tortoise 

conservation program. The other two centers 

have been funded by Utah’s Hogle Zoo and will 

be built soon in Behoha and Tsiombe. 

Since becoming operational in August 2013, 

the centers have received a total of 50 Radiated 

Tortoises. Keepers have been trained to provide 

proper captive environments for the tortoises, 

and the facilities are now well planted to offer 

both shade and forage. Eventually the confis-

cated adult tortoises will be released in the wild 

in adherence with TSA reintroduction guidelines 

that are currently being established. Confiscated 

juvenile tortoises will not be released until they 

reach a suitable size to resist predator attacks. 

We confidently expected that the opening of 

triage centers would result in more confiscations, 

and increased compliance with tortoise protec-

tion laws, especially now that forestry agents and 

customs agents have nearby facilities where they 

can easily place animals. We were not disap-

pointed in those expectations!

TORTOISE SEIZURES RISING DRAMATICALLY
Over the first six months of 2014, the number 

of confiscated tortoises topped 1,667 individuals, 

stretching thin TSA’s available resources of captive 

space and caretakers. This figure nearly equals the 

total volume of 1,784 tortoises handled by the TSA 

in Antananarivo over the past three years!

To recap, on 4 March, customs agents at 

Ivato International Airport arrested a young 

Russian lady attempting to smuggle 60 Radiated 

Tortoises (among other Malagasy reptiles) using 

South African Airlines to Johannesburg. A week 

later, the same authorities stopped a Malagasy 

man with 93 Radiated Tortoises, 19 Ploughshare 

Tortoises, and 15 Spider Tortoises in his luggage. 

He planned to take a Kenya Airways flight to 

Nairobi, with Bangkok as final destination. On 10 

May, two suitcases full of 512 Radiated Tortoises 

and 9 Ploughshares were seized at the airport. 

The male Egyptian passenger escaped when the 

airport information desk announced his name. 

Finally, in the largest seizure on record, 968 

tortoises were confiscated in Union des Comores 

in May and returned to Madagascar in June. 

With over 1,500 tortoises in captivity and 

requiring care, the TSA facility in Antananarivo 

is now beyond its capacity to effectively manage 

all the animals with its limited space. 

DEVELOPING A REINTRODUCTION STRATEGY
The record number of tortoise confiscations, 

and resultant overwhelming of our present 

capacity to handle them, drove home the vital 

need to put a reintroduction program into action. 

That’s why TSA set a primary goal this year of 

establishing two reintroduction and monitoring 

sites for Radiated Tortoises. 

The record number of confiscations raised the 

Some of the 968 Radiated Tortoises seized in the Comoros Islands in June 2014, representing one of the largest 

tortoise confiscations on record for Madagascar. PHOTO CREDIT: ANDREA CURRYLOW

Andrea Currylow (left) and Soary Randrianjafizanaka collect data on a Radiated Tortoise near the Tranovaho reintro-

duction site. PHOTO CREDIT: ANDREA CURRYLOW
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question of how best to handle the influx of juvenile 

tortoises. While we want to repatriate the animals 

to their native range, reintroduction areas must 

be selected with caution. A hasty repatriation to 

the wrong area could quickly lead to the tortoises’ 

recollection by poachers, and might increase stress 

on tortoises already traumatized by the trade.

Two reintroduction sites were carefully 

selected near the villages of Ampotaka and Trano-

vaho, based on community interest and dedication 

to conservation. Local community involvement 

is key to the long-term success of reintroduction, 

and it is crucial that villagers play an active role. 

The selected villages have implemented a tradi-

tional local law (DINA) under which they pledge 

to monitor their forest resources and establish 

a communication network to report suspected 

poachers. Several community members have 

stepped forward and volunteered to learn how to 

monitor and care for pre-release tortoises.

The TSA has developed slightly differing 

“soft-release” strategies in the two villages and is 

supporting two PhD students—Andrea Currylow 

from the U.S. and Soary Randrianjafizanaka 

from Madagascar—to investigate the best ap-

proach. In a soft-release, tortoises are held in 

enclosures at the release site for an acclimation 

period before their actual repatriation. 

We are investigating holding time duration 

(six months vs. one year) to determine if time 

spent in the pre-release enclosures affects their 

site fidelity—the animals’ inclination to remain 

in the vicinity after release. We know from past 

experience that “hard-released” tortoises often 

move far away from the release site, which runs 

contrary to our goal of keeping the animals within 

a community-protected area that is safer from 

poachers. The soft-release holding period also 

allows researchers to monitor the tortoises’ health 

and their transition from captivity to the wild.

With the recent surge of confiscations, and 

hundreds of animals already being held and cared 

for, we initiated the reintroduction project as 

early as possible in 2013. In mid-January—near 

the beginning of the active season for Radiated 

Tortoises—we transferred nearly 100 juvenile 

and adult radiated tortoises to the two release 

sites. Many community members assisted in the 

transfer, constructing and readying the temporary 

enclosures, moving the heavy animals into the for-

est, and monitoring them over subsequent months.

This project is breaking new ground, and 

we knew unexpected challenges might arise. At 

one site, an unknown predator ate some of the 

juvenile tortoises. Not knowing the perpetrator’s 

identity (dog, fossa, rat?) it was hard to decide 

on a proper mitigation strategy. Undeterred, the 

community acted, planting dense vegetation 

inside the enclosures to naturally exclude the 

predator and better conceal the animals, while 

our team sought funding for camera traps and 

fencing. We expect to solve this problem soon, 

thanks to a Disney Rapid Response Fund grant.

Generous equipment donations from Holohil 

Systems Ltd., Andrew Walde, and IdeaWILD, are 

now allowing us to expand the pre-release stud-

ies at the two repatriation sites to include radio 

telemetry and thermoregulatory monitoring of 

the resident tortoises—this includes southern 

Spider Tortoises at Tranovaho. 

The tracking program will compare control 

groups of repatriated tortoises, contributing to 

our baseline knowledge of the species in the wild, 

and telling us if released tortoises are exhibiting 

normal behavior similar to their wild counter-

parts. Relying on the rigors of scientific inquiry 

and the passions of turtle conservation support-

ers, we hope to develop an effective reintroduc-

tion strategy that will inform and guide future 

reintroductions of Madagascar’s tortoises.

LOOKING AHEAD
TSA’s comprehensive Confiscation to Reintro-

duction Strategy, implemented in partnership with 

Utah’s Hogle Zoo, is seeing much success. How-

ever, the current practice of sending all tortoises 

confiscated in Antananarivo to Ifaty is unsustain-

able, resulting in over-crowding that places a 

burden on limited resources. What is needed now 

is a new long-term regional tortoise conservation 

center where animals can be held while plans are 

made to repatriate them to the wild.

This large regional tortoise center will be built 

in southern Madagascar, strategically located in the 

heart of the Radiated Tortoise’s range, accessible 

to our core projects, and near rescue centers and 

where confiscations occur. With services modeled 

on the Village des Tortues in Ifaty, this new center 

is tentatively planned for Anosiala, near the com-

mune of Marovato, not far from Antsakoamasy. 

We envision a center capable of providing 

veterinary and supportive care for tortoises, plus 

a training center for workshops, as well as living 

quarters for staff and visiting scientists. The goal 

is to create a multipurpose tortoise conserva-

tion center that serves the needs of tortoises and 

biologists as well as neighboring communities. 

Community negotiations, final site selection and 

design get underway late in 2014 and our hope is 

to make the new Center a reality in 2015.

Contacts: Herilala Randriamahazo, herilala@turtlesur-

vival.org; Andrea Currylow, a.currylow@gmail.com; Rick 

Hudson, rhudson@fortworthzoo.org; Christina Castel-

lano, ccastellano@hoglezoo.org
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Thiholore, Jean Kely, and Pierre have been trained to monitor tortoise populations and are closely involved with the 

tortoise reintroduction program adjacent to the sacred forest near their village of Ampotaka. PHOTO CREDIT: GREGORY DUPLANT



a publication of the turtle survival alliance    37    visit us online at www.turtlesurvival.org

A particularly colorful hatchling Radiated Tortoise found near Tranovaho. PHOTO CREDIT: GREGORY DUPLANT

Above: In the Comoros shipment, the tortoises were 

taped so as to immobilize their legs, to keep them from 

moving and making noise in transit.  

PHOTO CREDIT: HERILALA RANDRIAMAHAZO

Left: An old adult Radiated Tortoise near Lavavolo, 

sporting shell notches and a radio-transmitter, courtesy 

of our partners at Holohil Systems.  

PHOTO CREDIT: ANDREA CURRYLOW


