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Front cover photo:  
 
Baby Olive Ridley sea turtle (Lepidochelys olivacea) struggles against the swell to swim 
away from the beach where it hatched, Ostional, Costa Rica. Winner of the Underwater 
category of the German GDT 2010 competition

© naturepl.com / Solvin Zankl / WWF-Canon
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Fiscal year 2012 has been a very exciting year for 
WWF’s marine turtle programme. We started 
off with the recruitment of the Global Cetacean 
and Marine Turtle Leader, a new position that 

completes the team of Species Action Plan leaders in WWF. Aimée Leslie 
joined us in June 2011 with an international advocacy and campaigning 
background, including cetacean and marine turtle conservation roles with 
Greenpeace, IFAW and The Leatherback Trust. Aimée is the perfect fit for a 
conservation management position with a global helicopter view on the marine 
turtle conservation progress of the network. She gives structure and guidance 
to the programme, identifies current and future needs, cross-fertilizes projects 
with lessons learnt, provides technical and operational support to the offices 
and adapts the strategy to emerging trends. 

She determined that a Programme Implementation Agreement (PIA) was 
the best way to move the programme forward. It establishes the roles and 
responsibilities of participating offices from an implementing and supporting 
perspective. It was no minor task to get 30 offices with different projects to 
agree on terms and sign on to the PIA. The many months of calls, emails and 
negotiation were worth the efforts as we still have new offices wanting to 
sign on today. We anticipate efficient and well-coordinated resourcing and 
implementation of the strategy as a result. 

At the marine turtle PIA meeting in September 2011, it was agreed that the 
Global Marine Turtle Strategy (GMTS), which was developed in 2009, needed 
to be updated. This required a review of new available literature, consultation 
with external experts, and of course the active feedback of all offices. With 
revised 2020 objectives and a refreshed narrative, the Global Marine Turtle 
Strategy 2.0 was born, designed and published one year later  
(http://awsassets.panda.org/downloads/globalmarineturtlestrategy2012.pdf).

This is the first Marine Turtle Highlights report from and for the network. It 
shares the stories of the projects that were selected through the peer review 
process of our internal reporting system. Therein you will find reference to 
conservation achievements by our colleagues in the past year that are inspiring, 
as well as to the key challenges we need to face for the protection of these 
species in the coming years. I trust that you will be impressed by the success 
and diversity of the turtle projects portrayed.

As I write these lines, the three-year strategic plan for the marine turtle 
programme is being developed to provide clarity on the priority issues and 
projects, accountability, expected results per year with monitoring indicators, as 
well as the financial and programmatic gaps that need to be filled to be able to 
live up to these challenges. I am very grateful to all participating offices for their 
welcoming support to Aimée and their persistent conservation efforts, which I am  
sure will continue to be fruitful for turtles, as demonstrated in this first report.

Keep up the good work!

FOrEWOrd

Carlos Drews
Director Global Species 

Programme December 2012   
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Australia, Canada, Colombia, Coral Triangle GI, Costa 
Rica, Cuba, Fiji, France, French Guianas, Gabon, 
Greece, India, Indonesia, Italy, Kenya, Madagascar, 
Malaysia, Mexico, Mozambique, Netherlands, 
Pakistan, Papua New Guinea, Peru, Philippines, Smart 

Fishing GI, Solomon Islands, Suriname, Turkey, United Arab Emirates, United 
Kingdom, United States, West Africa Marine Eco Region, and Trade Records 
Analysis on Flora and Fauna in Commerce (TRAFFIC) are just some of the WWF 
offices and programmes I’ve had the pleasure to work with over the past year 
in the marine turtle programme. Without their valuable input, the Programme 
Implementation Agreement, Global Marine Turtle Strategy 2.0, turtle programme 
report and this highlights report would not have been possible.

We have been able to form a global team that participates actively through email 
exchanges, information sharing, asking questions and resolving issues. It is 
because of the people in this team that we have been able to get this far, to meet 
the growing conservation challenges that marine turtles face today.

Because we cannot do everything, everywhere, it is part of our strategic mandate 
to make hard decisions and determine the priority issues and projects where 
WWF’s efforts can have the biggest conservation impact. This we have decided 
as a group, and I feel confident that by keeping our work focused on where it’s 
needed most, and through continued team work, we will be able to fill in the gaps 
that hinder the progress we must make.

We are currently working on the three-year strategic plan that will guide the 
network until June 2016. We are clearly not starting from zero. There is so much 
to learn from the developments that have already been achieved in WWF’s 50 
years of experience in marine turtle conservation. This report focuses on the 
highlights of fiscal year 2012, as well as the challenges in the years to come; but 
it is far from being broad enough to encompass all the achievements WWF and 
partners have accomplished to date.

Nonetheless, in only one year advancement is noteworthy. The way WWF-Fiji 
has been able to embrace local communities to change their attitudes from 
consumption to conservation is an inspiring example that we can appreciate 
through the eyes of their youngest turtle monitor in this report. The efforts of 
an extremely small WWF team in Cuba, hand in hand with local partners, have 
strengthened government surveillance with a notable reduction in reported 
poaching. In Malaysia similar efforts have led to the highest number of recorded 
hawksbill nests in Melaka, which would not have been possible without 
continuous beach patrols for years.

Although bycatch is still the greatest threat marine turtles face today, this year’s 
second runner-up to the Smart Gear competition literally sheds some light on 
gillnets through a device that illuminates these nets in an attempt to reduce 
turtle entanglement. At the same time WWF-Indonesia has made incredible 
progress in favour of the use of circle hooks in longline fisheries in their waters.

The tools WWF has been able to make available for turtle conservation projects 
in the Wider Caribbean and the world are an excellent example of multiplication 
by design. The guidance provided by the Adaptation to Climate Change for 
Marine Turtles (ACT) initiative to marine turtle conservation projects, that are 

OvErviEW
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making efforts to assess their vulnerability to climate change and implement 
adaptation measures, will continue to be vital for the incorporation of these 
important strategies to our turtle conservation work in coming years.

The collapse of leatherback populations in the Eastern Pacific has made the 
conservation community unite in a unique regional effort to address the tragedy. 
This is a top priority that WWF will redouble efforts to continue addressing.

The increase in protection measures for the North Pacific loggerhead is 
desperately needed, since the population has the highest recorded bycatch 
incidence in the world. Grupo Tortuguero has extended a request to WWF-Gulf 
of California in a search for solutions that are agreed amongst local authorities 
to be implemented with the support of fishers.

Illegal overexploitation and trafficking continues to be a main threat to marine 
turtles. The extent of the trade in marine turtle products in the Coral Triangle 
to China and Japan has reached an overwhelming scale, as documented 
by TRAFFIC East Asia in the report Market Forces: an examination of 
marine turtle trade in China and Japan (http://wwf.panda.org/what_we_do/
where_we_work/coraltriangle/?206604/TRAFFIC-urges-consumers-not-to-buy-
marine-turtle-products-after-new-report-highlights-ongoing-illegal-trade). This 
is an issue that deserves our attention as part of WWF’s continued fight against 
illegal trade of endangered species.

So with that in mind, I leave you to enjoy the first edition of WWF’s marine 
turtle highlights: en marche. For more information about the marine turtle 
programme and WWF’s global marine turtle strategy, please visit:  
http://wwf.panda.org/what_we_do/endangered_species/marine_turtles/

Aimée Leslie
Global Cetacean and Marine Turtle Leader

aleslie@wwfint.org
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In Fiji the top achievement over the past 
year has been the strengthened capacity of 
the established network of community-based 
turtle monitors. This is primarily due to the 
streamlined reporting mechanisms established 
at the last biannual meeting of the monitors 
where targets were set for the ten sites where we 
are active.

At just 18 years old, Josua Muakula is the youngest 
Dau Ni Vonu in Fiji.

The Dau Ni Vonu, or turtle monitors, are those few 
men, just 25 in all, who have taken on the massive 
challenge of protecting turtles and boosting their 
numbers by advocating for sustainable harvesting.

Why would a teenager get so involved in a bid to 
protect the one creature he has been feeding on for 
most of his young life?

He answered simply, “The turtle is my friend!”

It’s been around two years since Muakula last 
ate turtle meat. The transformation hit him like 
a storm one day while participating in a turtle 
monitor training session organized by WWF at 
Nakalou village in Macuata. It was then that he 
realised just how defenceless the ‘vonu’ really is.

“This is one animal that doesn’t put up a fight, from 
when we catch it to when we kill it for the pot,” he said.

“It’s a sad creature, the way it just quietly waits to die.”

For a boy who has hunted turtles for game and 
food, the realization stirred deep regret in him and 
he wanted to make a difference for turtles.

“I wanted to stand up for them because I found out 
how their numbers kept on going down,” he said.

“I know that if we don’t do something about it, 
future generations will never get to see a turtle and 

knowing the important role the turtle plays in our marine environment helped 
cement my decision.”

Muakula said he has consumed between 70-80 kilograms of turtle meat in his life. 

Growing up at Denimanu village on Yadua island in Bua, his life has been 
closely intertwined with the sea.

Ever since he can remember, he has been out fishing or diving for turtles.

COmmUNiTY 
mEmBErS iN Fiji 
BECOmE TUrTLE 
FriENdS FOr LiFE
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He caught even more when he dropped out of school in Form Four and took up 
bêche-de-mer diving as a career.

Muakula said it was always a proud, vainglorious moment to walk home with 
a turtle in tow.

“Everyone at the island loved turtle meat, it’s so tasty so if you came with one, 
then you would truly make people happy because island tradition is such that 
the meat is shared out equally,” he said.

“And all the young boys competed, so if you caught a turtle it was like a stamp of 
approval for manhood, or you were seen as having the potential of becoming a 
great diver one day!”

“The WWF training changed my life, I saw a turtle cry after that, and the tears 
moved me.

“It wanted my protection so I decided to leave behind my once favourite dish.”

These days Muakula actively rallies behind turtles, sharing the turtle gospel 
wherever and whenever he can – especially with his worst critics – his peers.

In the first few months of his new journey, they often teased him, taunting him 
with mouth-watering turtle meat dishes, challenging his knowledge about the 
decline in numbers of the marine reptile.

“It was hard even to watch them kill one so I just stayed away from where this 
occurred,” he said.

“But I kept on telling them about the need to protect turtles and eventually 
some of them started changing too.”

“Now several want to sign up as turtle monitors and have decided to also make 
a stand for turtles.”

“They know me, and they see the change and they wonder about it so I work 
hard to impress upon them the importance of turtles, not just as a source of 
food, but also the role it plays in the sea.”
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“We wouldn’t enjoy a lot of the other fishes that we earn an income from if we didn’t have 
turtles.”

“We need them, so I show them how serious it is by not eating turtle meat and they see I 
mean business.”

“Now like me they want to be turtle friends for life.”

Partly as a result of WWF-Fiji’s awareness campaigns, policy development, and community 
initiatives, the country’s Department of Fisheries has declared additional protection for 
turtles. Hunting permits will no longer be issued between the months of November and 
February for a period of ten years. 

For more information please visit:  
http://www.wwfpacific.org.fj/what_we_do/species/turtles_cfm/ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Theresa Fox
Communications Officer, WWF-Fiji

tfox@wwfpacific.org.fj
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Illegal harvesting, or poaching, is a major 
threat to sea turtles in Cuba, despite the efforts 
made by the National Fisheries Inspection. It 
is done mainly in two ways: illegal fishing with 
nets in feeding areas and migratory corridors, 
and capturing females on nesting beaches. 
Additionally there are a number of illegal 
captures by spear fishing.

Illegal fishing is done mainly between April and 
September. This period is called the ‘run of the 
chelonian’, because it is the time green turtles and 
loggerheads reproduce in the Cuban archipelago. 
The final destination for the captured turtles is the 
black market, where a pound of turtle meat costs 
between two and three US dollars.

These takes are done because of the easy access 
of illegal fishers to near-shore areas along which 
sea turtles transit. For this fishery, bottom nets 
are positioned perpendicular to the coast, mainly 
distributed in areas along the North coast of 
Cuba. The nets are made   from discarded tractor 

tires and drown most turtles that get caught in them. Data provided by 
people close to poachers indicate that they catch about 70 turtles each year 
in some areas.

Every year during the time of the ‘run’, over a thousand kilograms of sea 
turtle meat and tens of thousands of kilometres of nets used in this illicit 
activity are confiscated. There are also seizures of craft items made of 
hawksbill shell, sold illegally in different parts of the country.

Table 1. Confiscated illegal fishing nets and marine turtle meat in Cuba (2004-2011).

YEAR CONFISCATED NETS
(in meters)

CONFISCATED MEAT
 (Kg. of meat)

2004 71 775 6 329.40

2005 63 294 3 391.96

2006 58 000 5 591.96

2007 79 000 8 355.84

2008 70 000 10 084.40

2009 43 320 7 872.94

2010 40 081 7 504.00

2011 69 376.00 16 124.00

Nesting beaches in the Cuban archipelago are inaccessible to most coastal 
communities and are mostly located within the National System of Protected 
Areas. However, they are occasionally visited by poachers who kill females 
and prey on nests. 

rEdUCiNG  
POAChiNG iN CUBA
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WWF has donated equipment to Jardines de la 
Reina and San Felipe National Parks to help to 
improve implementation of field activities such as 
habitat management, monitoring and surveillance. 
Management plans of these two parks have been 
drafted with the direct technical support of WWF.

WWF also continues the support the strengthening 
of the monitoring system at nesting beaches 
through field visits. WWF specifically supported the 
surveillance of critical areas at nesting beaches of 
several marine protected areas during the summer 
nesting seasons, San Felipe and Guanahacabibes 
National Parks and the South of Isle of Youth.

A marine turtle community festival was successfully carried out in partnership 
with the organization Flora y Fauna and a corporate image was designed for a sea 
turtle conservation campaign under the name ¡Hola Tortuga! (Hello, sea turtle).

Table 2. Illegal marine turtle capture reported in nesting beaches in the 
seasons of 2010-2011 and 2011-2012

The significant reduction of illegal take of sea turtles in nesting areas in Cuba with 
respect to last year has been a major achievement where WWF played a key role.

Protected Area
Place

TURTLES TAKEN

2010 -2011 2011 -2012

Green 
Turtle

Logger-
head

Hawks-
bill

Total 
2010

Green 
Turtle

Logger-
head

Hawks-
bill

Total 
2011

Sur de la Isla de la 
Juventud 31 6 2 39 7 1 1 9

Cayos de San Felipe 24 2 0 26 0 0 2 2

Guanahacabibes 6 0 0 6 3 0 3 6

Jardines de la Reina NR NR 2 2 2 0 5 7

Cayos de Ana María NR NR NR 3 0 8 11

TOTAL 61 8   4 73 15 1 19 35

Jose L. Gerhartz
Cuba Conservation Programme Director

jgerhartz@wwf.nl
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The year 2011 ended on an optimistic note for the 
hawksbill turtles of Melaka, Malaysia. A total of 
568 nests were recorded along Melaka’s coastline 
last year, the highest ever for the state. This 
number is comparable to the amount of nests found 
in the Sabah Turtle Islands, the premier nesting 
site for the hawksbills in Malaysia. 
 
This positive development is a culmination of hard 
work and perseverance displayed by everyone 
involved. Patrolling teams that consistently 
monitored key nesting beaches were the key to 
securing more egg clutches than ever before for 
incubation. During the peak nesting season of April 
to September, patrolling was carried out every day 
from sunset to sunrise, and at times covered a 
cumulative distance of approximately 40km. The 
team comprised of WWF-Malaysia staff, daily paid 
assistants, local youth, interns and volunteers made 
up the patrolling teams. 
 
In addition, the teams worked closely with the staff of 
the Department of Fisheries and licensed egg collectors 
in safely transferring the eggs at to a hatchery.  
 
This year the patrols also extended to a beach 

where in the past, many egg clutches have been poached. Committed and 
continuous engagement with local communities also greatly facilitated safe and 
effective beach patrols. 
 
The success of this year’s monitoring programme would not have been possible 
without the generous funding from the Malaysian public and WWF–Netherlands.  
With this support, the critically endangered hawksbill population of Malacca now 
has a good chance of bouncing back.

For more information please visit:  
http://www.wwf.org.my/about_wwf/what_we_do/species_main/turtles/

PrOTECTiNG 
TUrTLE NESTS iN 

mALAYSiA

Lau Min Min
Malacca Turtle Conservation Team Leader

WWF-Malaysia
mmlau@wwf.org.my
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The second runner-up to the last Smart Gear 
competition is a device designed to reduce the 
bycatch of sea turtles in gillnets, a solution that 
could have global implications. Studies have 
suggested that in some locations, the mortality 
of sea turtles attributed to gillnet fisheries may 
be comparable to that of industrial-scale longline 
fisheries. Coastal gillnet fisheries are one of the 
most common forms of fishing and are often 
problematic because of their non-selective 
impacts, which have significant sea turtle bycatch 
rates. As such, developing techniques to reduce 
the incidental capture of sea turtles in coastal 
gillnets has become a priority for fishers, fishery 
managers, and conservationists. 

The device, turtle lights for gillnets, uses widely 
available fishing lights, such as light-emitting 
diodes (LEDs) or chemical light sticks, to 
illuminate gillnets. It has the potential to be an 
effective device for turtle conservation all over 
the world. 

The use of lights to illuminate gillnets in order 
to reduce sea turtle bycatch has not been tested 
in gillnets fisheries prior to this research and is a 
creative use of a widely available product. 

Conservation Potential
The experimental work for this project was 

undertaken in Baja California, Mexico, in an area with high concentrations 
of green turtles. The team hypothesized that illuminating nets creates 
enough of a visual cue to alert sea turtles to the presence of a barrier, 
allowing them to avoid it. Anecdotal evidence suggests that sea turtles swim 
up to an illuminated net and move along side it until they turn away. 

The use of LEDs or light sticks to illuminate gillnets has been shown to 
reduce sea turtle captures by 40 to 60 per cent without affecting target 
fish catch and market value. Building on this initial work, WWF provided 
funding for additional testing to be carried out during 2012. 

These experiments found that UV illuminated nets had a 40 per cent 
decrease in green sea turtle capture rates. The experimental nets also 
showed a 45 per cent increase in capture of the target species California 
halibut (Solea solea) or lenguado. The tests found an overall decrease in 
bycatch of 30 per cent and nearly a 60 per cent reduction in accidental 
capture of scalloped hammerhead sharks. The results suggest that 
UV illuminated nets may not only be useful in reducing sea turtle 
interactions with gillnets, but may also be a method of reducing scalloped 
hammerhead bycatch. 
 
Future work will incorporate testing in Brazil and Peru, as well as testing 
on additional species including loggerhead and leatherback turtles.  
 

SmArT GEAr 
rUNNEr-UP: 

TUrTLE LiGhTS 
FOr GiLLNETS
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Mike Osmond
Senior Programme Officer, Fisheries Programme

WWF-US
Michael.Osmond@wwfus.org
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WWF hopes to continue to support this work, as well as to provide 
funding for testing with leatherback turtles, the most endangered of all 
sea turtle species.

For more information please visit:  
http://smartgear.org/smartgear_winners/2011/runner_up_winner2/ 
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Bycatch, or the incidental catch of untargeted 
species in fishing lines, is one of the most critical 
problems faced by many threatened or endangered 
marine turtles today. 

Since 2005, WWF-Indonesia has facilitated efforts 
to reduce sea turtle bycatch in tuna longlines in 
Indonesia. WWF continues to collaborate with 
a spectrum of stakeholders to determine and 
promote best practices. Main activities include the 
implementation in the field, gear replacement (i.e. 
circle hooks) and fleet adoption of guidelines. This 
work encompasses exchanges and trainings, as well 
as onboard observer programs. 

The onboard observer program began in 2006 
and was well accepted and supported by the tuna 
longline industry. The observers collected bycatch 
data and trained boat crews and fishermen on 
bycatch mitigation techniques including de-
hooking. Presently, more than 1000 longliners 
and trawlers boat crews have received the 
training. This program has been successful in 

releasing 366 incidentally caught (hooked or entangled) sea turtles, mostly 
olive ridleys from longlines and trawls.

In the Coral Triangle, approximately 200,000 new circle hooks are now 
utilized, over 100 vessels are involved in bycatch mitigation training and 
implementation, and hundreds of fishers have been provided with essential 
awareness-raising materials and training. 

 
WWF has distributed over 75,000 circle hooks in Indonesia. Approximately 20 
per cent of longline vessels have tested circle hooks and six per cent of longline 
vessels have active onboard observers, compared to the industry average of 
only 2 percent. The results of circle hook trials revealed an ideal size hook that 
has proven to reduce bycatch by more than 80 per cent. 

SAviNG TUrTLES 
WiTh CirCLE hOOkS
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In the last few years, bycatch issues had been brought into the agendas of fisheries 
associations at different levels of the supply chain to improve vertical integration 
and increase awareness. WWF facilitated the establishment of the Coral Triangle 
Fisher Forum as a platform for the exchange of experiences, information and 
practical solutions among peers in addressing issues related to sustainable 
fisheries such as bycatch, illegal fishing, sustainable seafood trade and associated 
linkages to food security. The forum has expanded into a group of over 300 
members across a range of sectors including fishing communities, associations, 
exporters, processors, retailers, scientists, technicians and government managers.

 
WWF has found that combining efforts with both the private sector and the fishing 
community is the best approach for optimizing conservation results in dealing with 
mortality of marine turtles. This method will continue to be duplicated in the future. 

For more information please visit:  
http://www.wwf.or.id/en/about_wwf/whatwedo/marine_species/about_marine_species/

Tetha Hitipeuw
Marine Species Programme Leader

WWF-Indonesia
chitipeuw@wwf.or.id 
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Climate change is affecting ecosystems globally, 
bringing new challenges and changing the way we 
approach conservation. In the Caribbean, WWF 
is working to understand how marine turtles and 
coastal ecosystems are vulnerable and what we can do 
to address threats from climate change. 

There are still many gaps in our knowledge of 
how marine turtles are being affected by, and 
responding to, the changing climate, but a growing 
body of literature is identifying impacts on nesting 
and feeding areas. For example, marine turtle 
reproduction is closely tied to temperature. Eggs 
will only successfully incubate within a specific 
temperature range and the sex of hatchlings is 
also determined by sand temperature; warmer 
temperatures produce more females, cooler 
temperatures more males. Increasing sand 
temperatures could skew sex ratios, possibly resulting 
in a decline in reproductive success. 

On nesting beaches, sea-level rise could limit the 
availability of nesting habitat in developed areas, 
and increasing sea surface temperatures and 
ocean acidification will alter foraging areas and 

potentially the availability of prey. As they move from beach to open ocean 
to shallow coastal waters throughout their lives, marine turtles are excellent 
flagship species for coastal ecosystems and can also help us to examine the 
broader impacts and implications of climate change for the millions of people 
that live and work in these areas.

Marine turtle conservation requires a greater understanding of impacts, but we also 
need to explore what action we can take now to reduce the vulnerability of marine 
turtle populations. WWF launched the Adaptation to Climate Change for Marine 
Turtles (ACT) initiative, funded by the MacArthur Foundation, to do just that. In the 
first phase of the project, the team worked to assess the current state of knowledge 
about how climate change is affecting marine turtles, and what sort of conditions 
they may face in the future. A second step was to explore different adaptation options 
to reduce vulnerability to specific climate change impacts. One simple example is 
restoring coastal vegetation in places where it has been removed to provide shade on 
warming nesting beaches. During this first phase, an adaptation toolkit, containing a 
series of reports, manuals, and an online, interactive tool, was developed to provide 
guidance to conservation practitioners, coastal managers, scientists and educators. 
Now in its second phase, the project is focusing on supporting efforts to incorporate 
climate adaptation action into conservation and management plans and national 
legislation. 

Highlights for the project over the past year have included three capacity building 
workshops, one in Colombia and two in Mexico. Participants explored the 
climate adaptation process, from understanding the potential impacts of climate 
change, monitoring change and carrying out vulnerability assessments, through 
to prioritizing and implementing practical measures to reduce vulnerability to 
the negative impacts of climate change. The adaptation toolkit also received its 
first new materials in the form of a manual for monitoring the impacts of climate 
change on beaches. 

TACkLiNG ThE 
ThrEAT OF 

CLimATE ChANGE
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Dr. Marianne Fish
Marine and Coastal Adaptation Program Officer for 

Latin America and the Caribbean. 
mfish@wwfcanada.org 

Next steps for the coming year include a new version of the adaptation toolkit, online 
trainings and development of a coastal climate change website, which will host 
the updated kit, alongside other useful publications, resources and outreach and 
awareness materials.

For more information please visit: http://www.panda.org/lac/marineturtles/act
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WWF Observer and fishermen pulling up a bycaught olive ridley turtle



ChALLENGES
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The Eastern Pacific leatherback turtle 
(Dermochelys coriacea) is the most ancient and 
largest reptile that continues to inhabit the Eastern 
Pacific Ocean. The main leatherback nesting 
beaches in the Eastern Pacific are located in the 
coasts of Mexico and Costa Rica. Scattered, but not 
less important, nesting beaches are along the coasts 
of Nicaragua, Colombia and Ecuador, contributing 
to maintain the integrity of the species. 

Despite the great work carried out by Mexican and 
Costa Rican governments with the contribution 
of national and international organizations, local 
communities and marine turtle experts, the efforts 
have not been enough to stop the dramatic decline 
of leatherback breeding rookeries in the region. 
The number of females has declined by nearly 90 
per cent since 1980. The species population has 
been reduced from thousands of nesting females 
per year to no more than 1,000 adult females in 
total. The population now averages roughly 150-
200 nesting females per year. This devastating 
situation urgently needs the attention of turtle 

experts to start working together in the design of a recovery plan to bring 
Eastern Pacific leatherbacks from the brink of extinction. 

In 2012 WWF, the Oceanic Society, leatherback experts from the region, and other 
participants with vast experience in marine turtle conservation, developed a Recovery 
Action Plan for the conservation management of the Eastern Pacific leatherback turtle. 

The plan establishes ambitious but realistic population goals, defines key 
activities to address major threats to Eastern Pacific leatherbacks, and outlines 
specific actions, metrics, timelines and financial needs to ensure success. In 
doing so, the plan provides a roadmap for the recovery of the Eastern Pacific 
leatherback population through the following three strategies:

Reduce mortality from fisheries bycatch: This includes reducing bycatch 
in areas already identified as high bycatch areas, identifying other high bycatch 
areas, and identifying and areas that are important for leatherbacks at different 
life stages that need protection.

Protect nesting beaches and increase hatchling production: This 
includes reduction of egg harvest for local and commercial consumption, 
establishing and/or maintaining monitoring of nesting beaches, preserving 
important nesting habitats, and maintaining favourable conditions for 
hatching success.

Promote and strengthen implementation of regional actions 
through existing networks and instruments: This includes efforts to 
identify high bycatch areas, analysis of information on leatherback bycatch 
and population status, reach agreements with fishing fleets to reduce 
leatherback bycatch, ensure compliance with existing resolutions to protect 
leatherbacks, and disseminate relevant information about leatherback 
conservation to policy-makers and decision-makers.

ThE EASTErN PACiFiC 
LEAThErBACk rECOvErY PLAN: 

A rEGiONAL COOrdiNATEd 
CONSErvATiON EFFOrT
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Accomplishing the plan will not only mean implementation of the highest-
priority individual actions, but will also be an investment in a strong network 
of stakeholders whose commitment to achieving shared goals ensure successful 
population recovery in the long-term. Next generations will be grateful if we 
succeed in conserving this magnificent and ecologically valuable marine turtle 
in the Eastern Pacific region.

For more information please visit:  
http://wwf.panda.org/es/hacemos/especies/tortugas_marinas/
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Diego Amorocho, Ph.D.
WWF LAC Species Program Coordinator

dfamorocho@wwf.org.co 
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Precipitous declines in nesting over the past 
three generations to fewer than 2,000 turtles 
per year qualify the North Pacific population 
of the loggerhead sea turtle (Caretta caretta) 
as endangered. The population is currently 
fluctuating at low, remnant levels and is 
recognized as among the most endangered sea 
turtle populations worldwide.

In their juvenile stage, which lasts several decades, 
loggerheads can migrate across the North Pacific. 
Japanese-born loggerheads spend considerable time 
in a nursery area in Mexican waters. Intense coastal 
fishing overlaps with high densities of loggerheads at 
their nursery hotspot, producing among the highest 
bycatch rates reported worldwide. 

Bycatch results in extremely high rates of mortality. 
Fortunately, bottom-set longlines were voluntarily 
retired from the hotspot in 2007 as a result of 
conservation partnerships between the Santa Rosa 
fishing cooperative and the conservation groups in 
the region. But loggerheads are also killed by large-
mesh bottom-set gillnet fleets that remain present. 

In April 2012, WWF convened a three-day 
workshop to find a way for moving forward with 
conservation of the loggerhead turtle in Baja. 
After learning about the context, a shared vision, a 
common goal and main threats were defined.

Shared vision – Sustainable use of the marine 
resources of the Golfo de Ulloa that improves 
welfare of human communities in the region, while 
increasing the population of loggerhead turtles.

Common goal – By 2020, bycatch in Golfo de Ulloa will be reduced to 50 
individuals (bycatch is currently estimated at 2,000 turtles a year).

Main threats – (1) Bycatch – accidental catch of turtle in other fisheries; (2) 
direct catches –turtle catches as a targeted fishery; and (3) illegality – illegal 
activities for both by catch and direct turtle catches was identified as a separate 
threat that needs particular attention. 

For tackling the main threats the group defined four strategies:

1. Fishing technologies - In July 2012, a research vessel made its first trip to the 
region for preliminary gear tests. Based on the results of these tests, the research 
protocols and procedures needed for testing alternative gear will be designed. 

2. Social participation - Workshop participants unanimously agreed that 
without the fishers, it will not be possible to save the turtle. Collaboration 
on the issue is a necessary component. Another important agreement was 

BAjA CALiFOrNiA:  
ThE NOrTh PACiFiC 

LOGGErhEAd’S 
BLACk hOLE
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to create a common website where participants could upload their findings 
and have dialogues on the process. The website http://tortugasos.wordpress.
com/ was launched in November 2012 in accordance to the agreements of the 
workshop.

3. Legal compliance - Participants developed a legal compliance strategy focused 
on building capacity for federal inspectors, navy personnel and the local community.

4.  Fishing Ordinances- Fishing ordinances are the set of policy instruments 
that regulate a fishing activity. The instruments that are part of a fishing 
ordinance are: registry of users (skiffs and fishers), complete list of fishing 
resources (commercial species) and management plans created by registered 
users for the target resource. Without clear fishing rules the conservation 
programs could hardly be implemented successfully.

Collaborative work among civil society organizations, fishermen and 
government is the only way to save the North Pacific loggerhead population 
from extinction while maintaining the welfare of fishers and their families.

For more information please visit:  
http://wwf.panda.org/what_we_do/where_we_work/california_gulf/

Enrique Sanjurjo 
Public Policy Officer – Gulf of California,  

WWF-Mexico
esanjurjo@wwfmex.org 
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The Coral Triangle is home to six of the world’s 
seven species of marine turtles, and yet thousands 
of them are being wiped out in the high seas due 
to the growing market demand from outside 
the region for their shells, meat, eggs, and other 
derivative parts.

Food, souvenirs, jewellery, medicine, cosmetics and 
pets are just some of the many ways marine turtles 
are being used. Across the region, the demand for 
turtle meat and eggs continue to rise. 

Illegal trade of marine turtles is undoubtedly one 
of the most significant threats facing these species 
in the Coral Triangle region, and could undermine 
national marine turtle conservation efforts 
happening on the ground. 

To supplement WWF’s work of protecting nesting 
beaches and feeding grounds in Coral Triangle 
countries, the WWF Coral Triangle Global Initiative 
has partnered with TRAFFIC to help crack down 
on illegal marine turtle trade in key trading and 
consumption hubs in Asia. The programme started 
in Hainan, China—one of the largest destination 
markets of marine turtle parts coming from Coral 
Triangle countries such as Indonesia, Malaysia, and 
the Philippines.

A national advocacy campaign in Hainan, led 
by TRAFFIC China, led to the following positive 
outcomes in 2011:

• Enhanced political will, for both policy and 
enforcement, through sharing marine turtle 
trade survey results at relevant wildlife 
enforcement training workshops;

• Strengthened relations with the Fishery 
Department of Agriculture Administration in 
China through direct meetings with relevant 
government officials on marine turtle trade 
issues;

• A better understanding of the dynamics of illegal marine turtle product 
trade in China by revisiting markets in Haikou, Qionghai and Sanya of 
Hainan Province and other cities;

• The development of a consumer campaign in Hainan and Guangxi 
Provinces; and

• The finalization of a Coral Triangle marine turtle trade report and its 
subsequent socialization among relevant Chinese government agencies and 
other key stakeholders. 

TUrTLES iN ThE 
COrAL TriANGLE: 
dYiNG ONE SALE  

AT A TimE
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Last November, TRAFFIC launched its report Market Forces: An Examination 
of Marine Turtle Trade in China and Japan. 

The previous summer, TRAFFIC launched an awareness campaign in Hainan 
in cooperation with a local radio station, which operates 24 hours and covers 
the whole island and adjacent waters.

The radio campaign is tailored to target key stakeholders in marine turtle 
trade. Three key messages are being broadcast at least nine times per day 
and will go on until March 2013. About 45 interviews have been conducted 
in Hainan with fishermen, restaurant owners, souvenir sellers, tourists, 
conservation activists, and scientists. These comprehensive messages have 
been delivered from diverse perspectives to re-enhance awareness on the topic. 
The team is also planning to interview some high-profile figures in China’s 
customs and other enforcement agencies, and broadcast these programs 
during the Chinese Lunar New Year to highlight the issue.

Additionally, a show will be performed in December, 2012 to demonstrate 
to local fishermen and their families the setbacks caused by overfishing and 
harvesting of marine turtles and other endangered marine species. Pledges to 
protect marine turtles and to throw back or rescue marine turtle bycatch will 
also be collected. 

One thousand marine turtle conservation advocacy posters were produced 
in partnership with China’s General Customs and CITES management 
authority. The posters will be distributed through local customs and fisheries 
departments in both Hainan and Guangxi provinces. Exhibition stands and 
pamphlets on protecting marine turtles are also being designed and produced 
for display at key locations. 

Currently, market monitoring is being conducted at quarterly intervals with 
the information being sent to Hainan and Guangxi fisheries departments, as 
well as to local CITES management authorities. So far, market monitoring 

© Carol Phua  /  WWF-Netherlands
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results indicate that illegal trade in marine turtles still remains in some places. 
However, the monthly online survey results indicate that online illegal trade in 
marine turtle products of e-commerce websites has been declining, due to self-
regulation after the signing of a zero-tolerance declaration. 

TRAFFIC China produced marine turtle identification guides that were 
distributed at the enforcement training workshops in Hainan and Guangxi 
Province.

There are also plans to conduct an additional enforcement exchange workshop 
to be attended by enforcement officials from China, Malaysia, Indonesia, 
Philippines, and possibly Vietnam. 

For more information please visit: 
http://wwf.panda.org/what_we_do/where_we_work/coraltriangle/solutions/marine_turtles/

 
Paolo Mangahas

Coral Triangle GI Communications Manager
pmangahas@wwf.org.my 
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“Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, 
committed people can change the world  indeed  it 

is the only thing that ever has ”  

margaret mead
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