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One day at school, a student
approached his teacher about some bad
news he had heard about the radiated
tortoise. He said to his teacher “I heard
some very worrying news about the
radiated tortoise or Sokake. I heard it is
threatened by the people of
Madagascar! I am proud that we have
this species in our country. It is part of
our national heritage, and many people
from around the world come to our
country to see them.”

The next day the guest arrived and
introduced himself : “My name is ----, I
work on conservation of the natural
resources in this area. I heard that you
have many questions about the Sokake.
I am happy to answer as many
questions as I can. Please feel free to
ask”. The students in the class were
excited to learn about the species and
raised their hands and asked questions
one by one.

What is the Sokake?

Another student raised her hand and
said, “We live near the park and reserve
in Ankaranila village and we know little
about the resources in it. Many people
from around the world come to our
area to see the wildlife, specially the
radiated tortoise. Why is this a special
place? Why is the sokake special? I
don’t know very much about this
species. Let’s learn about our
environment.”
All of students agreed that they would
like to learn ore about their
environment and the special Sokake, or
radiated tortoise. The teacher decided
to bring a guest speaker to meet the
children – a researcher who works on
conservation of natural resources in the
area.

“The Sokake is the radiated tortoise,
found nowhere else in the world except
in southern Madagascar. They are
endemic to Madagascar and are also
known by other names (if any),
including, --- etc.
“The radiated tortoise is one of four
tortoise species endemic to the island of
Madagascar. It depends on a unique
and unfortunately highly threatened,
ecosystem, making it truly an iconic
species to the nation.”

Where do they live?
“The radiated tortoise inhabits the
southwestern portion of Madagascar in
the dry spiny forest ecosystem. This
habitat covers a narrow band
approximately 10-50 km wide along the
southern and western coastlines of the
island.”

Where exactly can we find these
special tortoises?
“The distribution of the radiated
tortoise begins to the north of Tulear

and extends south to the Cap Sainte
Marie Special Reserve area, and east to
an area near the port city of Fort
Dauphin.

“There are a number of reasons why these
once numerous tortoises are now so
endangered.

•
•
•

Illegal poaching for bush meat
The illegal pet trade
Deforestation of their spiny
forest habitat

“The decline is due largely to the illegal
harvesting for bushmeat and collection
for the international pet trade.
Researchers have recently estimated
that the annual harvest of radiated
tortoises exceeds 50,000 individuals.”

Unfortunately, while the radiated
tortoises
were
historically
“too
numerous to count,” with a population
numbering well over ten million, this
important species is now declining at
unprecedented rates in recent years.”

What is the current status of the
Sokake?

“Today, the greatest concentration of
radiated tortoises is mostly coincident
with regions occupied by two local
tribes, the Mahafaly and Antandroy,
who have upheld the taboo against
touching or eating tortoises.”

The radiated tortoise (Astrochelys
radiata) of Southern Madagascar is
currently listed as Critically Endangered
by the IUCN (International Union for
Conservation of Nature).

But why are they critically
endangered? What has
happened?

The researcher looked very sad. He told
the children: “ Radiated tortoises will

disappear in 2-3 years from now if no
measures are taken to stop the illegal
harvesting and poaching, as well
smuggling of these tortoises”.
The students were shocked to hear this bad
news. They couldn’t believe how bad the
situation was, and turned to their teacher to
hear from him.

“Historically, radiated tortoises were
protected against hunting throughout
their range by the Ankaranila village’s
local tribal taboos known as “Fady”,
which characterized the tortoise as
being either dirty or sacred,” the
teacher said to the children.

“But who is causing these threats
today?” the students asked.
“Tortoise collection is mainly conducted
by the Antanosy tribe who do not obey
the Fady. This was exacerbated with the
recent
infrastructure
changes,
development pressures, and increasing
immigration from the Antanosy tribe
into the region. Consequently, the
effectiveness of the taboo to protect the
radiated tortoises was compromised. In
some villages the local people will go
out of their way to confront the
Antanosy poachers. In others, however,
locals are increasingly reluctant or
unwilling to intervene.”

One student raised her hand.
“But what is the government
doing to help?” she asked the
researcher.
“Well”, the researcher said, “The
government has taken some measures
to ensure the long term survival of the
species. For instance, due to fears of
unsustainable harvesting, radiated
tortoises were placed under protection
under Malagasy law in 1961 and listed
on Appendix I of CITES (Convention on
International Trade of Endangered
Species) in 1975, effectively prohibiting
both national and international trade of
the species.”
“However, enforcement is sporadic and
poaching goes largely unpunished, as
the national law must be enforced from
far away in Antananarivo or at a
regional
office.
Because
phone
communications are nonexistent and
transportation is limited, enforcement is
often several days away, and has not
been sufficient to halt the overexploitation.”

Thus, much work is needed from the
government’s side, including:
•
•

•

•

•

•
•

•

Enhance the control, monitoring
and enforcement of local
conventions (Dina)
Provide communities with
equipment for monitoring the
tortoises, and recording losses.
More exchanges and better
communication between
communities, NGOs, and law
enforcement.
Help communities to raise their
standards of living, so that they
aren’t dependant on income
from the trade in sokake.
Encourage and reinstate
Mahafaly’s protective taboos
More sensitization and
education on tortoises and
forest protection.
Introduce and enforce high
penalties for those community
members who are accomplices
of traffickers.

“And what can we do to help?
We want to be involved too!”
said all the students
“There is a lot you can do to help save
the sokake” said the researcher, smiling.
“And your teacher will be able to help
you with these activities”
•

Establish a nature club in the
school and undertake activities

•

•
•

•

that help to protect the
environment.
Celebrate an annual Sokake Day,
with games, quizzes, dramas and
art competitions all based
around the sokake and its
habitat.
Educate your friends and family
about the importance of
preserving these tortoises.
Report poachers to the
authorities
Write to government and local
newspapers about the problem

and what you are doing to help.
Make posters about the sokake
and the threats it faces, and
place these posters in local
shops and businesses.

What can the EWCL do to help?
The role of the Emerging Wildlife
Conservation Leaders (EWCL) in this
education effort will primarily be to assist
local individuals and organizations working
on the ground in developing and
implementing this community-based
campaign, in order to build on pre-existing
knowledge, established relationships, and
in-country resources. As described below,
we will assist these groups in four key
areas, while also working to increase
coordination between groups working to
protect the tortoise, both in the United
States and Madagascar.

Our project seeks to support and promote a coordinated public
awareness and education campaign to decrease poaching
pressures on radiated tortoise in Madagascar. Our goal is to help
empower, bring together, and strengthen the ability of groups
working on the ground to reduce poaching and other major
threats while advancing the conservation needs of the species.

This booklet is produced by EWCL Radiated tortoise group to
help save the species and can be modified in the best suitable
way in the local context

