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AT DAPHNI BEACH, ZAKYNTHOS, GREECE
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INTRODUCTION

Caretta caretta is the only sea turtle species nesting in
Greece. Extremely important nesting areas were discovered
in 1977 on the island of Zakynthos (Margaritoulis, 1982).

The most important threat for the loggerhead nesting
areas, in Zakynthos, is the uncontrolled development of tour-
ism (Arianoutsou, 1988). On Zakynthos, all of the areas ad-
jacent to nesting beaches are privately owned. The Greek
State, in order to stem the destruction of the sea turtles’ nest-
ing areas, has implemented restrictive legal measures since
1984. However, legislation is poorly enforced and the failure
of the state to compensate the affected by restrictions land-
owners, has led to uncontrolled development adjacent to
nesting beaches (Charalambides, 1990; Dimopoulos, 1991).

In this paper we focus on the effects of uncontrolled
development on the nesting beach of Daphni and how this
situation was reversed.

SITE DESCRIPTION

The island of Zakynthos is situated in the Ionian Sea
west of the Greek mainland. The nesting beaches of Zakynthos
are found at the southern part of the island, in the Bay of
Laganas.  The bay is almost semicircular in shape with an
opening of about 12 km and a total length of coastline ex-
ceeding 20 km. Only 5 km of the 20 km of the coastline of the
Bay are used by the turtles. The six nesting beaches of
Laganas Bay, starting from the western part of the Bay, are
Marathonissi, East Laganas, Kalamaki, Sekania, Daphni, and
Gerakas.

Daphni beach is situated between the beaches of
Sekania and Gerakas at the Northeast part of the bay. It is
about 800 m in length and 20 to 30 m in width. The beach has
generally a large proportion of pebbles and stones but there
are also parts with fine soft sand. Daphni is backed by steep
hills covered with sclerophyllous, evergreen vegetation
(maquis). Two dirt roads lead to a flat area on the western
part of the beach.

METHODOLOGY

The Sea Turtle Protection Society of Greece (STPS)
has been monitoring Daphni beach since 1984, in order to
determine nesting activity.  The nesting activity is deter-

mined by surveying the beach early in the morning on foot,
from the end of May until the beginning of September every
year. The aim is to locate the previous night’s adult sea turtle
emergence. Emergences are checked, by visual examination
of the nesting spoor, whether they have resulted in egg lay-
ing or not and then recorded. The results of the beach sur-
veys provide information on the total number of emergences
and nests made during the nesting season. The same meth-
odology is used on the other nesting beaches in the Bay,
allowing comparisons between the nesting beaches of
Laganas Bay.

RESULTS

After 14 years of monitoring it was found that Daphni
is the second most important beach in terms of nests with
12.1% (157 nests per annum) of the total number of nests

made in the Bay of Laganas (Figure 1).
Daphni is also the second most important nesting beach

in terms of emergences with 18.4% (913 emergences per an-
num) of the total number of emergences in Laganas Bay (Fig-
ure 2).

The annual fluctuation of the percentage of nests on
Daphni, in relation to the total number of nests recorded on
Zakynthos nesting beaches, over the last 14 years is shown
in Figure 3.

Figure1. Beaches in geographical order from west eastwards.
MAR: Marathonissi, LAG: East Laganas, KAL: Kalamaki, SEK:
Sekania, DAP: Daphni, GER: Gerakas.
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DISCUSSION

As described before, Daphni beach is a small beach,
running only for about 800 meters. The west sector is the
main nesting area of the beach, as the east sector is very
narrow (6 m to 15 m in width) and only a very few turtles nest
there. The west sector is about 400 m long.

The most important problem that Daphni beach is fac-
ing, at present, is that of uncontrolled and unplanned tourist
development. The effects of this kind of development are
various and can be very important for the characteristics of a
beach as a nesting beach. These threats may be the direct
influence of human activities, such as light, noise distur-
bances and the human presence on the beach during the
night, or the loss of the nesting habitat due to the beachfront
development.

Prior to 1989, there was only one small tavern at the
back of Daphni beach, which was operated only during the
daytime. A small-unpaved road led to this taverna through
the hills. In 1990, a second tavern was built at the back of the
beach and a new dirt road was opened through the hills,
leading to the new tavern. Another two huts were settled on
the hills above the beach. In that year the two tavern’s oper-
ated only during the day. In the following two years the
construction of new buildings and the expansion of the old
ones continued. Thus at the end of 1992 there were 13 build-
ings at the back of Daphni beach, including the two taverns
and one bar. In the beginning of the 1993 nesting season, the
two taverns started to operate during the night. All of these
new buildings were illegally built, with the tolerance of the
local authorities, and without any planning permission. Most
of these buildings were used as holiday homes or were rented
to tourists.

The consequences of these constructions and their
use, for the nesting beach of Daphni were multiple:
• The erection of these buildings and the removal of

the surrounding vegetation caused considerable ero-
sion, which degraded the sand quality of the beach.

• The operation of these buildings, as holiday homes
or rooms for rent, increased human presence on the
beach, especially at night.

As a result of the above, the nesting activity was seri-
ously affected in the years, 1993 and 1994 on Daphni beach.

From Figure 1 it can be observed that Daphni beach

holds the second place in terms of nests with 12.1% mean
value.  It is also in second place in terms of emergences with
18.4% mean value (Figure 2), in comparison to the nesting
beaches of Zakynthos. In 1993 a drop in nesting activity
brought Daphni beach to the fifth place, in terms of nests,
among the nesting beaches of Zakynthos. The percentage
of Daphni’s nests in relation to the total number of nests on
Zakynthos beaches during 1993 nesting season dropped to

8.3% (Figure 3), a decrease of 3.8 points compared to the
average.

Another drop occurred in 1994 when Daphni beach
held fourth place, in terms of nests, among the nesting
beaches of Zakynthos. The percentage of the number of
nests to the total number of nests dropped to 7.9% in 1994
(Figure 3), a decrease of 4.2 points compared to the average.

Following national and international pressure the Greek
government enforced existent legislation, in the beginning
of 1995, and closed down the illegal business and buildings
on Daphni beach before the nesting season. This conse-
quently reduced human presence on the beach during the
night. As a result the nesting activity increased to initial
levels and the percentage of Daphni’s nests, to the total
number of nests, bounced back to 13.2% in 1995, 11.2% in
1996 and 12.5% in 1997 nesting season (Figure 3).

There are many sea turtle nesting beaches around the
world with much greater levels of development. However we
believe that the small size of the beaches in Zakynthos and
the very high nest density mean that any development of
them has a significant effect on nesting activity. We believe
that the drop in nesting activity on the one single beach of
Daphni that has been observed during the nesting seasons
of 1993 and 1994 was due to the construction and the opera-
tion at night of these illegal buildings. The closing down of
these buildings is a temporary solution, but the final solu-
tion must be the demolition of these buildings that have
been officially declared as illegal.
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Figure 2. Beaches in geographical order from west eastwards.
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Figure 3. Fluctuation of the contribution (in percent) of Daphni's
nests to the total number of nests per year.
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