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Abstract: Identification and tracking of individual marine turtles is mostly achieved through 
invasive methods using artificial tags (metallic or PIT tags). These methods require capture 
and handling of the animals and may induce stress or even cause damage. They are also 
difficult to apply to large individuals that forage outside the reef barrier. Photo-identification, 
relying on natural marks on the body, can be used in complement with these methods (e.g. if a 
tag is lost), or it may even eventually replace them. We investigated the suitability of this 
method for green (Chelonia mydas) and hawksbill turtles (Eretmochelys imbricata) at 
Reunion Island, Mayotte, and Glorieuses (South West Indian Ocean). For individual 
identification we developed a code which is based on the position and shape of scutes in the 
facial profile of turtles. We also developed a database to manage photographs and sighting 
reports, furthermore permitting quick individual identification using code recognition. 
Analysis of pictures showing the facial profile of marine turtles at the three study sites proved 
adequate for individual identification and site fidelity studies. The method was validated 
using green turtles that were both flipper-tagged and photo-identified. Population monitoring 
using Photo ID requires the participation of scuba divers providing pictures and sighting 
information from different locations at different times. Such active participation may also 
help to raise public awareness about the conservation status of these endangered species. 
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