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THIRD WORKING MEBETING OF THE IUCN/SSC CROCODILE SPECIALIST

CROUP, CONVENED 5-12 APRIL 1976 AT MANINGRIDA, AUSTRALIA

A Sumnary Report by the Group Chairman to the Survival Service

Commission Meeting, 11-12 May 1976, Morges, Switzerland.

The Third Working Meeting of the IUCN/SSC Crocodile
Specialist Group was hosted by the Crocodile Research Station
operated by the University of Sydney and the Government of the
Northern Territory, and was attended by 20 Group members and
observers from Australia, Coldmbié, England, India, Papua
New Guinea, South Africa, Switzerland, and the United Stateg
of America. In addition, a member of the editorial staff of
National Geographic Magazine was present to gather information
for an upcoming special issue on crocodilians, their ecology,

conservation, and impact on human culture.

Status of Wild Populations. The first two days of the

meeting were devoted to reviewing the latest information on

the status of crocodiles (i.e. - all crocodilians) in the wild.
The Group notéd‘ﬁith grave concern the continﬁed |

decline in most African, Latin American, and Asian populations

of crocodiles, as a result of continued hide-hunting, sale

of crocodile souvenirs and trinkets, and "vermin" eradication
B T T D L ] B L T ey e o o Merw < s w TR s wme . Nt e e e e e ~



- bt gy

e, e

efforts. However, the Group is happy to report the
"Recovered" status of the American alligator (Alligator

mississippiensis) as a result of efforts involving several

]
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i
Group members. Members Chabreck, Joanen, and King led the i
1

early fight to protect the American alligator with a series

1
of protective state and federal laws, including the U.S. {
Endangered Species Act. Member Campbell drafted much of the ;
U.S. federal regulations which regulate the hunting, %
capture, and interstate commerce in the species today. Member f
Joanen is head of the federal Recovery Team (i.e. - the U.S. 1
Fish and Wildlife Service's equivalent of a "Specialist Group") ®
charged with directing the conservation of this species.
The Group was also pleased~to note the development

of a management plan for Papua New Guinea's two species of

crocodile (the New Guinea crocodile, Crocodylus novaeguineae,

and the estuarine crocodile, C. porosus) under the direction
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of Member Downes. This plan should insure the survival of

these species in that nation. Unfortunately, no such
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management scheme exists in neighboring Irian Jaya where the
same two species are declining.

On the side of negative developments, the Group learned
that the President: of .Colombia had. authorized the issuance of

licenses for hunting 290,000 caimans in that country during
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1976. The Crocodile Specialist Group doubts that there are

that many adult caimans remaining in the wild in Colombia.
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International Whaling Commission quotas, is sure to stimula

te

killing of animals smaller than legal size and the smuggling

of hides from neighboring nations.

The Group was extremely concerned over the low numbers

of estuarine crocodiles remaining in Australia. University

of Sydney crocodile researchers have censused the entire
Northern Territories coast and rivers and found a total of
approximately 3,000 estuarine crocodiles. ExXtrapolation of
these data suggest that fewer than 5,000 estuarine crocodil
remain in the wilds of Australia. The population was
destroyed by hide hunting in years past. A high proportion
of juveniles in the population reflects the low numbefs of
commercially valuable adults that survived. The Group
expressed their concern over the future of the Australian
crocodiles in a letter to the Australian Council of Nature
Conservation Commissioners, and congratulated the federal
government on its banning the export of hides. '

The Group singled out the critically endangered ghar
of Bangladesh, India, Nepal, and Pakistan, and the Orinoco
crocodile of Colombia and Venezuela for special attention
during the coming months. .

Surveys conducted by Romulus Whitaker (Madras Snake
Park Trust, Guindy Deer Park, Madras 6b0 602 India) and his

staff in India and Nepal from 1974 to 1976 indicate the

gharial (Gavialis gangecticus) probably numbers fewer than 5
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exist in the Chitawan National Park, Nepal, and a 40 km
-stretch of the Narayani River extending from Chitawan to the
Nepal/India border; and in the Satkosia Gorge Sanctuary on

the Mahanadi River in India. The primary cause of the decline

of this species has been hide hunting, but today's pressures
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include drownings of adults entangled in fishing nets, incidental
killing of adults by illegal dynamite fishing, and robbing ]

of nests for eggs.

f
1
2 1975 survey conducted by Group Member Medem covering *
i
252,530 km? of Colombian tributaries of the Orinoco revealed H

!

a total of only 280 specimens of the Orinoco crocodile

(Crocodylus intermedius) extant in the area. Even if 50¢% f

of the reptiles were missed in the survey, the Orinoco

crocodile is one of the most endangered species of crocodile.

Farms. A day was spent discussing commercial crocodile
farms. Crocodiles and sea turtles seém to generate more

interest in commercial farms than any other species of

e

endangered vertebrate, possibly because the market for products
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from these reptiles is enormous and there are no other species

which can readily be substituted. This is different from the
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situation with endangered fur animéls, such as the spotted
cats. In most developed nations spotted cat furs account for
less than 5% of total fur sales, so elimination of these
species from the market place does not threaten the fur
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industry. Another reason might be that the reproductive
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potential of reptiles which lay clutches of 50 or more eggs

suggests to the layman that a few breéding pairs will yield
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many hides. In any event, each year inguiries about farming
techniques are referred to the Crocodile Specialist Group by
the IUCN Secretariat, by WWF, by variéus United Nations
agencies, and by individual Group Members. The Group has
devoted considerable time to answering these requests, pointing
out the difficulties involved in farming crocodiles and the
lack of data on many aspects of such ventures. In most instances
the inquirer never acknowledges receipt of the Group's
answer, and few have actually entered into farming projects.
In an attempt to reduce the amount of time the Group devotes
to these inquiries, it drafted a standard response which will
be routinély sent to all initial inquiries for information on
farming. If this stimulates a request for further information,
the Group will then devote some time to a detailed gnd
individualized reply.

There have been several unsuccessful attempts by
reptile leather tanneries in Europe to construct and Ooperate
commercial hide farms in Africa and South America. A few
have planned to use exotic (non-native) species of crocodiles
in these ventures. Such plans ignore the potential for
introduction qf an exotic reptile predator into aquatic

habitats where it could cause major imbalance in existing

ecosystems.

In addition to the Specialist Group receiving ingquiries

’_apggngarming,cropodilcsL“UNDRmandWFAOma]so~receivewreques+SMWWmmw

from governments for assistance in developing farming programs,

marketing plans, or schemes for exploiting wild populations.
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They have responded to several of these requests by }
underwriting the expense of "experts" to advise the governmentsj
Unfortunately, with the exception of Dr. Robert Bustard, who
is presently working in India on an FAO sponsored crocodile '
conservation/farming program, tﬂese advisers are not expért
in the field. The European reptile leather industry has !
complained to the Crocodile Speciélist Group that one U.N. '
“experf" advising the government of the Sudan on tanning
and marketing of hides has no knowledge of reptile leather
tanning or of crocodile management. Similarly, the Group '
knows of one U.N. "expert"” who is responsible for devising '
and administering a harvest/research scheme that caused the

near extermination of the already endangered crocodile

it

populations in Botswana.

What may well be the largest crocodile rearing program
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in the world, and one which was deVeloped by Group Member
.Downes, is getting underway in Papua New Guinea (PNG). This -t
program is part of a comprehensive conservation/exploitation
scheme under which adult crocodiles are protected in the wild

to insure the survival of a healthy breeding population,

s Sl

and eggs and young are collected from the wild and raised in
captivity to supply the hide market; Eventually, there may
be hundreds of individuals, villages, and companies involved
in rearing crocodiles in Papua New Guinea. To date the
development costs have been borpé by’E§S~92X§£nng; of PNG,
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but they are seeking UNDP funding for further implementation

and expansion of the program. In this one instance, UNDP

contacted the Crocodile Specialist Group chairman for
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assistance in evaluating the total program. The chairman
was able to locate a herpetologist who visited the area and also
interviewed PNG officials before submitting a detailed, and
favorable, review of the program to UNDP. In addition, at
the invitation of the PNG government, the Specialist Group
sent Members Medem and Pooley to conduct an independent
evaluation of the crocodile conservation/exploitation scheme
immediately prior to the Working Meeting in Australia. Their
findings were discussed at the Meeting (see attached report).
It is hoped that the PNG program might serve as a pilot
scheme for crocodile conservation in many developing countries.
It is further hoped that UNDP and FAO will continue ﬁo
consult with the Group on crocodile conservation matters.
Crocodile farming interests have claimed that hides
from captive stocks will replace wild hides inh the international
hide market, thereby relieving pressure on the wild
fﬁt» populations. They have even expressed the belief that a steady
| source of hides from farms, constant in number, size, or
quélity, would make them preferable to wild hides. On the
other hand, conservationists have expressed fears that the
sale of hides from the few extant crocodile farms might
stimulate, but faii to satisfy, the international market.
This might result in renewed exploitétion of the dwindling wild
populations in an effort to meet the increased demands of the

o .-M”§QFKQF', In an effort to determine which of these beliefs

might be nearer the truth, the Specialist Group reviewed the
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impact that commercial farming of wild species has had on

conservation of those species. No example could be found

I e ]

where farming clearly had either a beneficial or harmful '
effect on the wild populations. The example which the Group

found came closest to being beneficial was the farming of

[

ostriches for their plumes. However, the replacement of
wild Ostrich plumes with farmed plumes was possible because '
most Eﬁropean and North American "consumer" nations closed

their markets to wild plumes. It is doubtful that ostrich '
conservation would have benefited from farming efforts without
the wild plume prohibitions. Since the Convention on
International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and
Flora contains prohibitions on trade in some endangered |
crocodilians, captive-reared hides might eventually replace l
wild hides if the ratifying ﬁations cooperate and the "}

technical problems of captive management are overcome.

i

Research and the Biological Basis of Crocodile Conservation.

Several days were spent reviewing the latest data on crocodile

ecology and behavior. Particular attention was focused on
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the impact of crocodiles on their environment ~- in Africa,
where crocodiles have been exterminated the amount of fish

caught for human consumption has decreased; in North America,

g AW, o

the alligator increases marsh productivity by digging deep

!
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aquatic species during periods of drought; in Latin America,

den holes that retain water and serve as refuges for other
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caimans speed up the recycling of energy by consuming large

oy NN e

numbers of rough fish and defecating the nutrients into the
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water, which in turn supports a wider variety of fish,
invertebrates, and plants, and where the caimans have been
removed there has been a decrease in productivity and a
reported increase in schistomiasis and liver fluke infestation.
These effects must be called to the attention of nations

bent on exploiting or exterminating their wild crocodile
populations.

During the last three years, research has revealed
that crocodiles possess a complex series of social signals
and a surprisingly elaborate pattern of parental care of
eggs and hatchlings. These findings have been reported in
scientific journals and more are in press at the present
time. Some of this behavior was the subject of a Time-Life

Wild, Wild World of Animals television show in the United

States during 1975. The show was filmed largely at Member

<Pooléy's crocodile research station in the St. Lucia Game

Refuge in Natal.

New research techniques and equipment from the United
States, Africa, and Australia were discussed and demonstrated.
Of particular interest was the method of examining the stomach
contents of living crocodiles which was developed by the
University of Sydney's crocodile research team under the
guidance of Member Messel., Its development eliminates the
need to kill crocodiles in order to document what they are
eating. Also of ggggmy§§wthewsolar:batteryhradigrtelemetry‘m

units developed by University of Sydney. The unit fastens to

the skull of the crocodile without the aid of surgical clamps
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or sutures and recharges its batteries every time the

crocodile basks in the sun. ;

Discussions revealed gaps in our knowledge of crocodilé

biology and yielded new cooperative programs to fill some |

of those gaps.

Trade and marketing. The Group continued its efforts

to monitor the trends in hide marketing. The number of

crocodile hides marketed internaticnally each year is

i
§
estimated to be 2,000,000. A majority of these hides are i
produced in Latin America. Africa is the second largest )
£
i

producer of hides. France, Germany. and Italy are the larges

consumers of hides. England, Japan and the United States also

consume large numbers. New laws and regulations enacted to

protect and conserve the wild crocodile populations were

§
!
|
reviewed. .
}
Considerable time was spent debating the placement of
1
I
n

particular crocodiles on Appendices I and II of the Conventio
on International Trade in Endangered Species. Part of this
discussion was prompted by the receipt of a letter from the

German Reptile Leather Association in which the Group was

asked to recommend the removal of some Appendix I species to
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Appendix II and vice versa. In return for these changes,
the industry had offered to impose a voluntary ban on the use
. 3

of certain size classes of hides. They also offered to E
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contribute funds for crocodile conservation and farming }
research through the Frankfurt zoological Society. The )
{

Group drafted a reply to the industry letter in which we .
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indicated wve c&uld not support many of their recommendations
(see below and attached letter).

The Group debated the problems associated with
restocking areas depleted of their wild crocodilians, and
concluded that this will pe impossible in many instances

without public education programs and/or an economic incentive

“to tolerate the animals® bresence. Also examined was the

disposal of confiscated hidesg --— should'they be destroyed

Or sold to produce revenue for conservation. The majority of
the Members were of the opinion that confiscated hidesg

should be destroyed. If hides are sold,. they re-enter the
trade and supply the very same buyers who were buying them

as 1llegal hides. The only way to avoid this is to destroy
the hides. A few Members reported thét their governments

had no legal basis for destroying hides and so were prevented
from doing so, but they were allowing the hides to deteriorate

through improper storage.

ACTION PROGRAMME

Rather than promulgate a program so large that it
would be impossible to implement, the Group decided to

Concentrate on a few important and realizable goals. Primary

among these were efforts to save the gharial and Orinoco

crocodiles fron extinction.
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