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SEA TURTLES IN THE GULF OF MEXICO: THE FACTS

For a large part of their lives, leatherback and
loggerhead sea turtles traverse the waters of the Gulf
of Mexico and the Atlantic Ocean in search of food.
After as many as three decades,’ they will return to
nest on the same Gulf Coast beaches where they
were born. Surface longline fishing gear makes that
return a dangerous trip.

REMARKABLE REPTILES
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There are more interactions between the Gulf of Mexico surface
longline fishery and leatherback sea turtles than any other longline
fishery on the East Coast.?

Leatherbacks are one of the largest reptiles on
Earth.® Unlike other marine turtles, they have leather-
like skin covering their shell. Unique adaptations
allow adult leatherbacks to travel as far north

as Newfoundland, Canada. They are nourished
primarily by jellyfish.4

Loggerhead turtles are named for their dispropor-
tionately large heads. Adults weigh about 250
pounds and can crush shellfish with their powerful
jaws. The most important nesting area in the
Western Hemisphere for loggerheads.® Both species
spend the majority of their lives in coastal and

offshore waters of the Gulf of Mexico, Caribbean Sea
and Atlantic Ocean.¢

THREATS

Leatherbacks and loggerheads are exposed to many
threats, including beachfront development and man-
made debris. The Gulf of Mexico oil spill disaster
presented an additional threat to turtles in the Gulf,
either directly to the turtles themselves and their eggs
or indirectly by contaminating their prey.

In recent years, surface longline gear has been
especially detrimental to these species because

it catches and kills ocean wildlife creatures
indiscriminately. In the Gulf of Mexico, longline
fishing vessels set lines an average of 30 miles
long with hundreds of baited hooks. The lines, left
unattended for hours, use light sticks, which also
attract loggerheads.” Many reproductively mature
loggerheads and leatherbacks are hooked or
entangled,® resulting in serious injury and death.?

In 2008, National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS)
surface longline observers recorded 60 leatherback
and four loggerhead sea turtle interactions in the Gulf
of Mexico. The actual number, however, could be
much greater: Observers witnessed only 27 percent
of the 2.3 million hooks deployed in 2008."° Most of
the recorded interactions confirmed injured turtles
being released with the hook still imbedded in their
skin or beak.

Despite past efforts by NMFS to rebuild sea turtle
populations, leatherbacks have been listed as
endangered and loggerheads as threatened for more
than 30 years under the Endangered Species Act.”
These classifications mean that both species are
nearing extinction throughout a significant portion of
their range.



THE SOLUTION

The Pew Environment Group is working with a
coalition of environmental organizations and
recreational fishing groups to end the wasteful and
indiscriminate use of surface longline fishing gear. A
prohibition of surface longlines in the Gulf of Mexico
would be an important step toward the recovery of
these federally listed sea turtles. And because there
are more selective alternative types of fishing gear,
fishermen can still keep fishing.
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Loggerhead sea turtle, Ambergris Caye, Belize

TAKE ACTION TODAY

We need your support now. Please visit
www.PewEnvironment.org/GulfTuna to
tell Dr. Jane Lubchenco, administrator of
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration, to prohibit surface longline
gear in the Gulf of Mexico.
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