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I n 1995 the IUCN/SSC Marine Turtle Specialist
Group (MTSG) published A Global Strategy for
the Conservation of Marine Turtles to provide a

blueprint for efforts to conserve and recover declin-
ing and depleted sea turtle populations around the
world. As unique components of complex ecosystems,
sea turtles serve important roles in coastal and ma-
rine habitats by contributing to the health and main-
tenance of coral reefs, seagrass meadows, estuaries,
and sandy beaches. The Strategy supports integrated
and focused programs to prevent the extinction of
these species and promotes the restoration and sur-
vival of healthy sea turtle populations that fulfill their
ecological roles.

Sea turtles and humans have been linked for as
long as people have settled the coasts and plied the
oceans. Coastal communities have depended upon sea
turtles and their eggs for protein and other products
for countless generations and, in many areas, continue
to do so today. However, increased commercializa-
tion of sea turtle products over the course of the 20th

century has decimated many populations. Because sea
turtles have complex life cycles during which indi-
viduals move among many habitats and travel across
ocean basins, conservation requires a cooperative, in-
ternational approach to management planning that
recognizes inter-connections among habitats, sea turtle
populations, and human populations, while applying
the best available scientific knowledge.

To date our success in achieving both of these
tasks has been minimal.  Sea turtle species are  recog-
nized as “Critically Endangered,” “Endangered” or
“Vulnerable” by the World Conservation Union
(IUCN). Most populations are depleted as a result of
unsustainable harvest for meat, shell, oil, skins, and
eggs. Tens of thousands of turtles die every year after

being accidentally captured in active or abandoned
fishing gear. Oil spills, chemical waste, persistent plas-
tic and other debris, high density coastal development,
and an increase in ocean-based tourism have dam-
aged or eliminated important nesting beaches and
feeding areas.

To ensure the survival of sea turtles, it is impor-
tant that standard and appropriate guidelines and cri-
teria be employed by field workers in all range states.
Standardized conservation and management tech-
niques encourage the collection of comparable data
and enable the sharing of results among nations and
regions. This manual seeks to address the need for
standard guidelines and criteria, while at the same time
acknowledging a growing constituency of field work-
ers and policy-makers seeking guidance with regard
to when and why to invoke one management option
over another, how to effectively implement the cho-
sen option, and how to evaluate success.

The IUCN Marine Turtle Specialist Group be-
lieves that proper management cannot occur in the
absence of supporting and high quality research, and
that scientific research should focus, whenever pos-
sible, on critical conservation issues. We intend for
this manual to serve a global audience involved in
the protection and management of sea turtle resources.
Recognizing that the most successful sea turtle pro-
tection and management programs combine traditional
census techniques with computerized databases, ge-
netic analyses and satellite-based telemetry techniques
that practitioners a generation ago could only dream
about, we dedicate this manual to the resource man-
agers of the 21st century who will be facing increas-
ingly complex resource management challenges, and
for whom we hope this manual will provide both train-
ing and counsel.

Karen L. Eckert
Karen A. Bjorndal

F. Alberto Abreu Grobois
Marydele Donnelly

Editors
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Reducing Threats to Turtles
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Around the world, the survival of seven species
of sea turtle is threatened by a variety of man-induced
factors, including the direct and indirect harvest of
adults and juveniles (see Oravetz, this volume), threats
to eggs and hatchlings (see Boulon, this volume;
Mortimer, this volume), the degradation or loss of
nesting habitat (see Witherington, this volume), and
pollution of the seas (see Gibson and Smith, this vol-
ume). Perhaps no threat is as pervasive and devastat-
ing to declining populations as the persistent take of
adult and juvenile turtles. The take continues, often in
contravention of existing national and international
legislation, largely because of familiar and ineffective
“top-down” approaches to conservation, and a lack of
grassroots support for or understanding of conserva-
tion initiatives. In response, conservation organizations
and regulatory agencies alike are investing heavily in
community-based conservation (see Frazier, this vol-
ume). Community-based conservation involves chang-
ing habits and outlooks, neither of which happens eas-
ily.

Changing Habits
One of the greatest and most complex challenges

to the long term conservation of sea turtles is chang-
ing the habits of coastal communities in which natu-
ral resource use is a vital source of income and essen-
tial to survival. Conservation of endangered species
has traditionally implied interfering with human sur-
vival in such communities. It is necessary to change
the paradigm that conservation is a barrier to human
survival, or to socio-economic development. Local
people who depend on these creatures for their liveli-
hood must be drawn into conservation and research
programs which generate direct and indirect benefits
to their communities. This is the only way to imme-
diately address the challenge without negatively af-

fecting the socio-economic structure (or potential) of
those involved in natural resource use.

Assess and Understand Primary
Community Needs, As Well as
Potential Program Benefits

In establishing a conservation program, it is es-
sential to evaluate all pertinent socio-cultural issues.
To propose viable alternatives, it is necessary to learn
about and understand the most important needs of each
community, respect local culture, and analyze the role
of sea turtles in generating family income. Creating
jobs and new environmentally friendly sources of in-
come tailored to each individual community are real-
istic ways of promoting the conservation not only of
sea turtles, but of the ecosystem as a whole.

Alternative ways of life can only be identified and
understood when program managers live in local com-
munities. By participating in local celebrations and
meetings, witnessing day-to-day problems, identify-
ing natural leadership and organized groups, and help-
ing whenever possible, communication with residents
is increased. The information obtained from these in-
teractions is valuable in evaluating practical measures
intended to compensate for previous harvesting ac-
tivities. Community involvement also allows the pro-
gram to represent or aid the communities in gaining
support from government and non-government orga-
nizations involved with sustainable development,
health, education, and, consequently, conservation.

Program managers and participants should sup-
port existing community organizations, such as resi-
dential associations, groups of fishermen, schools,
cooperatives, and regional producers; to encourage
the formation of such groups where they do not al-
ready exist so that collectively beneficial activities
are carried out; and to actively participate in commu-
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nity and environmental councils at local, state, and
federal levels, as a means of sharing responsibility
and obtaining more support for and knowledge of
measures required for implementing conservation pro-
grams.

Develop Alternative Programs and New
Sources of Income

Program activities can increase community in-
volvement if local circumstances (training, available
materials) are considered. Such activities, ranging
from production to education, can provide income and
disseminate information and culture, heightening en-
vironmental consciousness and preparing new gen-
erations for the future. Production and marketing of
conservation oriented products based on species con-
servation programs has provided an alternative for
financing such activities through a direct relationship
with the communities, where profit is reinvested in
education, health, jobs, and training. With these ob-
jectives in mind, small companies producing cloth-
ing (T-shirts, hats, beach wear) or artisan groups may
be organized by the conservation program or encour-
aged to work as cooperatives or individually, always
aiming to include as many people as possible.

Before initiating such activities, a budget must
be projected which will support them until they be-
come self-sufficient. There are many ways of financ-
ing specific social programs, including various
inter-governmental development banks, non-govern-
ment organizations, and government sources. Inte-
grated activities, such as the production of T-shirts in
cooperation with a paper recycling group whose prod-
uct is used as packaging, make more efficient use of
local talent, increase profitability and broaden the
educational scope of the program. Selective garbage
collection is required for paper recycling, and thus
those responsible for one project must become in-
volved in related projects, enabling the system to func-
tion as a whole.

Many lucrative activities can be carried out by
children and young people, as long as these jobs
do not replace school (which often happens in de-
veloping countries). The formation of links between
sea turtle conservation and tourism in suitable com-
munities (that is, in communities where essential
infrastructure, including access, is available) can
involve a significant percentage of the population
and fuel local economies. These endeavors (e.g.,
small permanent visitor’s centers, museums, bars,
bed and breakfast facilities, restaurants, craft out-

lets) should aim to provide direct benefits to each
community. Economic exploitation “from the out-
side to the inside”, where only a small part of the
profits effectively reach the communities, is coun-
terproductive and should be avoided.

Visitor’s centers in areas of program activity
provide opportunities for direct contact between
residents, visitors, and sea turtles. Such centers,
which may include a small museum, retail store(s),
display tanks containing local species in various
life cycle stages, and signs explaining species bi-
ology and status, as well as program activities, are
important tools for education and fund-raising cam-
paigns. They must be adapted to local characteris-
tics, ranging accordingly from small structures tai-
lored to local demands, to more sophisticated
projects capable of accommodating large numbers
of tourists. The museum may serve multiple pur-
poses, sponsoring activities such as video clubs, art
centers, and school group presentations.

Hiring fishermen to carry out sea turtle conserva-
tion and management activities not only provides an
alternative source of income, it also makes future re-
source administration by the community possible.
Providing information about more efficient and re-
sponsible fishing methods may improve local living
conditions and avert stock depletion. Other ecologi-
cally viable solutions include changing habits and
implementing nontraditional activities, such as man-
aged fisheries, thus exposing young fishermen to con-
servationist views.

Changing Outlooks
In establishing conservation programs, it is im-

portant to identify where gaps exist in the knowledge
of the constituencies being addressed. Local commu-
nities are indispensable to conservation programs, as
are other sectors of society, including politicians, cor-
porate interests, the scientific community, foundations,
donors, sponsors, and opinion-makers in general. Pub-
lic support perpetuates the conservation program, and,
consequently, enhances the survival of sea turtles and
other target resources.

Those responsible for technical and legal aspects
of conservation (legislation in priority feeding and
breeding areas, creation of national parks and biologi-
cal reserves), are often physically distant from the
problem, or may not possess basic information on the
subject. This is also the case with foundations and
sponsors (government, non-government), as well as
coastal landowners and developers. As a deeper un-
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derstanding of (and public approval of) the pertinent
issues increases, leverage is gained for achieving ad-
vances in all aspects, including improving legislation,
securing financial resources, and garnering further
private and public sector support.

It is increasingly important for conservation pro-
gram managers to understand that technical work
plans and personal dedication are insufficient for suc-
cess. It is essential that the process of securing finan-
cial resources for conservation activities be profes-
sional and viable. Involvement of executive directors
must be complete, integrated to all aspects required
for successful project completion, and not only those
linked to academia, administration, or conservation.
There are many formal and informal ways of promot-
ing environmental consciousness and consequent in-
creases in favorable public opinion.

Environmental Communication and
Education

Promotion and development of educational cam-
paigns can be undertaken using various communica-
tion tools, such as marketing (publicity, public rela-
tions, events, merchandising), mass media (radio, tele-
vision, newspapers, magazines) and others, includ-
ing multi-media, flyers, posters, exhibits, oral presen-
tations, debates, and publications regarding program
initiatives. Many politicians, businessmen, and insti-
tutional leaders, among others, possess neither the
opportunity nor the will to learn about conservation
program initiatives, including field activities. These
are usually carried out in remote areas which are dif-
ficult to reach and offer limited accommodations.
Therefore, it is important to “bring” these programs
to all relevant sectors, using the means described
above.

Media interest in environmental issues is on the
rise, and can be taken advantage of by providing in-
formation regularly to media channels. This presents
a difficult task for program directors, whose profes-
sional education typically has not included this pro-
cess. Nevertheless it is as important as field work, for
distribution and granting of financial resources, as well
as public approval, are often heavily influenced by
media coverage. Conservation programs must absorb
and use all of the modern communications tools avail-
able, just as other public and private institutions do.

The relative ease with which sea turtles can be
photographed or filmed, as compared to other wild
animals, is a positive aspect of using visual images in
publicity campaigns. Images of females nesting, ju-

veniles diving and foraging, and hatchlings crawling
to the sea have great visual appeal, and are thus ca-
pable of positively influencing public opinion. Incor-
porating these images in public events, campaigns,
T-shirts, festivals, and handicrafts, as well as publi-
cizing the idea of conservation and encouraging vari-
ous sectors of society to support it, also benefits local
community members who emphasize the familiar
images in their own marketing initiatives.

Sponsors are more interested in financing pro-
grams that provide potential market advantages, where
results and achievements can be publicized. Public-
ity increases institutional, financial, and political cred-
ibility. Thus, the “image” of the program must be val-
ued as much as possible. By creating an exclusive
logo that identifies the program, it is even feasible to
partially finance field work by charging royalties and
licensing the logo’s use. Programs with well estab-
lished images are also more easily publicized.

Short institutional videos (12-20 minutes) focus-
ing on project aspects and sea turtle biology are an
effective means of presenting a conservation program.
Technical films, often too long and too detailed, are
not as effective for most viewers. To most efficiently
counter the persistent lack of funding besieging con-
servation, promotional videos and films should be
generic and simple, so as to be useful in various situ-
ations (communities, sponsors, schools and universi-
ties, government and non-government institutions; the
videos can also be sold).

A high quality photographic collection is essen-
tial for organizing exhibits and talks. It is also useful
for compiling teaching materials (e.g., pamphlets,
posters) and providing images to newspapers and
magazines. Those working in the field are most likely
to document natural phenomena; thus, it is always a
worthwhile investment to include high quality photo-
graphic and video equipment in the project budget.
Presentations which include photographs, videos,
multi-media and other resources in well visited areas
(e.g., aquaria, museums, schools and universities, re-
tail malls) also increase public awareness of sea turtle
conservation.

Support for the conservation program in terms of
the legal aspects of protection is secured through a
steady and constant relationship with Government.
Sea turtle conservation is also promoted by employ-
ing lobbying techniques that seek to educate govern-
ment sectors and demonstrate that cooperation is pos-
sible. It is also important to involve renowned politi-
cians in environmental issues, to participate in deci-
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sion making, and to share positive results. A priority
in meeting program goals should be to undertake an
educational campaign that makes use of media chan-
nels targeting particular constituencies, such as the
policy-making community.

At the grassroots level, integrating the program
into daily life ensures that new generations are raised
with a more conservationist outlook. Applied meth-
ods of environmental education include specific
courses and activities (e.g., paper recycling, selective
garbage collection, junior ecological tour guiding,
community gardens) that involve youth groups. It is
also useful to include local inhabitants in enjoyable
program aspects, such as the release of hatchlings. In
this way, sea turtles act as “flagship species”, encour-
aging a general ecological sensitivity and concern.
Isolated conservation programs which do not have
public support become fragile and vulnerable.
Chances for long-term success are increased by sup-
port on all levels, from ministers to fisherman.

Secondary and University Student
Training Programs

Training programs and internships for secondary,
university, or post-graduate students provide practical
experience and are vital in educating future conserva-
tionists and natural resource managers. Interns should
be exposed not only to sea turtle biology, but also to
the realities and difficulties of conservation programs.
Courses taught in school do not often include commu-
nity interaction, fund-raising, and institutional repre-
sentation in varying real life situations. At the same
time, programs must also make research that comple-
ments conservation activities a priority. Technical co-

operation and partnerships with local and international
universities are indispensable in this respect. Univer-
sities, besides being focused research institutions, are
endowed with financial and human resources usually
unavailable to conservation programs.

Evaluating Success
The following milestones should be taken into

consideration when evaluating program success: (1)
the number of community members involved in the
program’s conservation, production, and marketing
efforts and other related services, or receiving in-
direct benefits from the program; (2) improvements
in quality of life at the community level (e.g., edu-
cation, per capita income, access to consumer
goods, health); (3) a decline in the number of nests
poached, nesting females killed, and animals cap-
tured accidentally or intentionally during fishing;
(4) the implementation of specific, effective legis-
lation for the protection of sea turtles; (5) creation
of and support for protected areas benefitting sea
turtles; (6) profit generated by program products,
and the percentage invested in the protection of sea
turtles and in local community programs; and (7)
an increasing number of community members and
others familiar with the sea turtle conservation pro-
gram.
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