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MARINE TURTLES IN THE MID-ATLANTIC IBLANDS 

r. Introducticn 

The pr-esent repor-t summarizes available information on 
marine turtles in the Mid-Atlantic Islands, as commended by the 
DG. XI Section 8.3 of the Commision. 

Data have been colleeted fr-om the literature, pr-ess and fr-om 
dir'ect interviews with local experts and colleagLles (July-August 
19891 for who's collaboration 1 like to express my gratitude. 

To Mi ss Hel en Rost Mar·t i ns and Mr-. Ri cardo Ser·r·;áo dos Santos 
fr'om the Físhe ... ·íes and Oeeanogr'aphie Depar-tment of the Univer·tity 
of Azores; to Mr. Jose M. 8i seoi to and Mr·. Günthe ... · E. Maul fr'om 
the Municipal Museum of Funchal; to Dr. Alberto 8rito Hernández, 
from the Depar-tment of Marine 8iology of the Univer-sity of La 
Laguna and par-ticularly to Dr. Luis F. López Jur-ado fr-om the 
Veterinar-y Department and ASCAN, in Las Palmas, for their' unpu
blished data. 

11. About the species 

Sea turtles are long-living reptiles adapted to live in the 
water, but returning to land several times in their life to leg 
eggs in the sand of beaches. Five species of sea tur·tles have 
been ... ·eported from Mid-Atlantie Islands' water·s. In the following 
par'agr'aphs 1 have summar-ized so me gener-al infor'mation of interest 
r'egar'ding eaeh speeies. 

A. Dermoehelys cor-iaeea coriaeea (L. 17581 Fam. DERMOCHELYDAE 

Common names: Letheary turtle (Engl.I, Tar-taruga de coi ro 
(Port.1 Tor·tuga laud <Span.). 

The biggest tur-tle in Atlantic water-s; it 's ear-apaee can 
measure 1.4 to 1.8 m with normal weights around 125 (maximum 725 
Kg. l. Easy to r-eeognize because of it smooth and str-iped car'apa
ce, without plates. 

A wide spr-ead pelagic species living singly and mainly from 
medusae and tunieates. A very good swimmer' of open sea, seasona
Ily near the eoast. Migration has not been fully confirmad. 
Pr'esent in Mediter-"'anean and Atlantie waters. Breeding eonfi""med 
in the Mediter-"'anean (SALVADOR, 1985) and Wester'n Atlantie, but 
main nesting gF'ounds (FAO, 19811 in Liber-ia and Gulf of Guinei; 
egg laying from September to February. 
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Fam. CHELONIIDAE 

Common names: Hawksbi 11 (Engl.), Tortuga car-ey (Span.). 

Easy to recognize because of the imbricate dorsal scutes. 
Normally about 60 Kg weight and 80 cm of carapace length, maximum 
120 Kg and 90 cm. 

Hawksbills live commonly in coral reefs and are somewhat 
sedentar-y, but long tr-avels (1.600 Km) are also known. An omni
vore species that breeds singly or in small groups between August 
and March. More frequent in tropical waters, accidental in the 
Mediterranean, the Canaries and Western Atlantic. 

C. Caretta caretta caretta (L. 1758) Fam. CHELONIIDAE 

Common names: Logger-head (Engl.), Tartar-uga do mar (Por-t.), 
Tortuga boba (Span.). 

Very common and widespread species. Normal weights of adults 
105 Kg (max. 140), and length of carapace 110 cm (max. 125). To 
separate it from other chelonidae of similar aspects, count 
ventral marginal scutes: three without pares. Juvenile and sub
adults show serrate carapace margin with bifid caudal scute. 

Atlantic Loggerhead's life history is not fully understood. 
The most important rookeries are in the Atlantic coast of penin
sular Florida. The hatchlings leave the nesting grounds to return 
4 or 5 years later, as adulto They travell as plantonik migrants 
in some kind of association with the Gulf Stream. Evidence exist 
(CARR, 1986) that at least one seasonal European colony forms 
regularly in the Azores (summertime) and perhaps seasonal stops 
repeat southwards (Madeira, Canaries 0 ) in a sort of step-wise 
mi gr-ati on. 

Very r-ecently ECKERT 8, MARTINS (1989) r-eported of a 73 cm 
specimen tagged in Cape CaRaveral (Aug. 1986) that was recovered 
552 days later (Feb. 1988) in Sao Jorge, in the Azores, 2 cm 
1 onger-. 

In any case, it seems to exists a regular transatlantic 
migration of Loggerheads. Thus specimens that we see in Mid
Atlantic islands' waters are not waifs, but apperently from the 
West Atlantic. On the other- hand, breeding takes place also in 
the Mediterranean (Greece, Turkey, Israel and Egipt) and FAO 
(1981) reports nesting in the Cape Verde Islands, where eggs are 
heavily eaten by people. 
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D. Lepidochelys kempii (Garman, 1880). Fam. CHELONIIDAE 

Common names: Kemp's Ridleys (Engl.), Tartaruga loura (Por.) 
Tortuga golfina (Span.). 

Its carapace is typically as long as broad, but because of 
its similar resemblance, can bee easily confused with a Logger
head. The presence of inframarginal pores is a good character to 
separate them. Normal specimens are of 70 cm length and 42 Kg 
weight; maximum values 75 and 45 respectively. 

Endemic to the Car"ibean Sea, it lives in shallow water"s, 
eats mainly crabs and breeds in the coast of Mexico during May 
and June. Nesting takes place sinchronically at daylight and in 
hiugh groups. Hatchlings are drifted with sargassus by the Gulf 
Stream and reaching Florida and the NW coast of the USA, they 
turn back to the south to bread. So me individuals are taken by 
the Gulf Stream to the East-Atlantic and may sporadically be seen 
in Mid-Atlantic Islands waters. 

WheteF' there ex i sts seasonal IIstay-ar'eas 11 duro i ng their' 
voyages, it is not known. Maturity arrives at 7 years age. 

NOTE: The Pacific Ridley, Lepidochelys olivacea (Eschscholtz, 
1829), has been pointet by SALVADOR (1985) as a possible acciden
tal visitor of the Canaries, but 1 have not been able to found 
any evidence that confirms it. 

E. Chelonia mydas mydas (L. 1758). 

Common names: Green turtle (Engl.), Tartaruga esverdeada 
(F'or"t. ), Tor"tuga ver"de (Span.). 

Carapace of a characteristic olive tint, with 4 marginal 
non-imbricated scutes. Normal sizes about 90 cm, maximum of 105 
cm. Weight from 80 Kg up to 140 Kg. 

Green turtles are mainly herbivorous and take up to 50 years 
to reach breeding age. Females nest in the same spot year after 
year, but it has not been solved the question wheter they were 
also born there or noto They are known to be long distance voya
gers. Important breeding grounds exist in Turkey, Southeast coast 
of Africa (Cape Verde, Senegal, Congo), Brasil and Costa Rica 
(Tortuguero). Developing young live as planktonic migrants in the 
bor"der"s of curr"ents in the open ocean (sargassum r"afts?), perhaps 
in a similar squeme as that described for Loggerheads. 
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111. Local references 

A. LEATHERY TURTLE 

There are few and sporadie reeords from Madeira and the 
Canaries and almost all of single individuals. 

SARMENTO (1948) reports from Madeira a 190 Kg speeimen 
eaptured in January 1937, off Puerto Moniz, and says that in the 
last 10 years only six were seen in the veeinity of the eoast. 

In the Canar"ies, two r"eeent obser"vations wer"e made NE of 
Fuerteventura not far from the eoast, and another more a few 
miles South of Gran Canaria. 

All individuals seem to be adulto Two dead males measured in 
Fuerteventura were of 1.20 m length. Stuffed speeimen kept in the 
Museum of Funehal, the local Natural History Museum of Santa Cruz 
de La Palma, another in Hierro and those eaptured and shown in 
pictures in the newspapers are of similar sizes or much bigger. 

Crew members of merehants eovering the trip Gran Canaria 
Cape Verde tell that Leathery turtles are steadily seen along the 
whole erossing. The speeies is easyly identified. 

B. HAWKSBILL 

There is very little information about this speeies. BRON
GERSMA (1968) wr"ote that the oeeassi onal pr"esenee of ~.mbr"i cata 
in European Atlantie waters was not definitely proven. He reeor 
ded it for Madeira on base of two museum speeimens kept in Fun
chal. More reeently, BRITO HERNANDEZ & CRUZ SIMO (1982) eonfirmed 
its presenee in the Canaries, Southeast of La Palma. No informa
tion is available from the Azores. 

C. LOGGERHEAD 

Loggerheads are by far the most eommon turtles in Mid-Atlan
tic waters. They are well known by seamen and can easily be seen 
in schools in calm waters, particularly in the Azores and around 
Madeir"a. In Madeir"a people speak of "mar" de tartar"ugas" (tur"tle 
sea) when it is very calm. Judging from experts references, it 
seems that Loggerheads are mOre abundant in the Azores and Madei
ra than in the Canaries. Summer is the best season. 

Regarding the Canary Islands, STEINDACHNER (1891) mentioned 
that Loggerheads where somewhat more eommon in the shallow waters 
along the eoasts, oeeuring singly and not in sehools like it doe. 
on the Afriean eoast opposite the Canary Islands. However, reeent 
observations refer to floks of several dozens of individual •. 
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They have been reported various times from ships covering Las 
Palmas - Cádiz, about half of journey. More floks were observed 
between Lanzarote and Fuerteventura and one between Tenerife and 
Gran Canaria. Merchant·s crew report of a very rich area 60 miles 
NNW of the little island of Lobos. Perhaps Loggerhead schools are 
more common in the Canaries, especially in Eastearn waters, than 
has been considered untill now. 

CARR (1986) refers to a special age group (the so called 
Ulost year- U tur-tles sizes = 150 - 300 mm of car-apace length) to 
be localized in the Azores, but the presence of bigger sizes (750 
mm) demonstrates that the situation is similar to that in Madei
ran and Canarian waters. Sizes varie considerably, but with a 
clear dominance of young and halfgrown Loggerheads. 

A 90% of some 50 Canarian specimens that arrived dead to the 
coast of Fuerteventura were young or subadults (all less than 450 
mmm); only a few were clearly adults. 

In fact, because of the repeated capture of young specimens 
in the Northeast coast of La Palma, there was a controversy in 
the newspapers of 1981 regarding the possible nesting of Logger
heads in the Playa de Nogales. A study undertaken by lCONA (con
servation authority) revealed that in spite of existing good 
feeding grounds there were no good conditions for turtle breed 
(sandbanks were unsuited because of subterranean sweet water 
discharges to the sea). 

D. KEMP'S RIDLEYS 

Kemp's Ridleys has been from the Azores only one time, a 
very young specimen. It is accidental in the Canaries (BRITO
HERNANDEZ & CRUZ-SIMO, 1982) but perhaps much common in Madeira 
(5 specimens in 30 yeac·s, G. Maul in BRONGERSMA, 1968). Specimens 
studied from the latter archipelago showed half-grown to adult 
sizes. 

However, it is probable that several observations of Logger
heads are in reality of Kemp's Ridleys. These species can be 
easily mixed if not being paid some attention. 

E. GREEN TURTLE 

Like Kemp's Ridleys, Green Turtles are sometimes met in 
European Atlantic waters, but less off ten. This applies also to 
Azorean and Madeiran waters. SARMENTO (1948) writes about speci
mens captured by Madeiran fishermen below 1 m length, and also 
very little ones. 

Young specimens have been repeteadly observed near the 
coast of Gran Canac·ia -especially in summec· months- and Lanzaro
te. LOPEZ-JURADO (i.p.) believes that it may be rather common in 
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Canarian waters, even not having been recorded by BRONGERSMA 
(19681 or posterior authors. Four specimens that were kept in a 
local aquarium were also of small sizes. 

Confirmed observations (LOPEZ-JURADO, i.l.1 come from the NW 
of Gran Canaria (in Sardinal and at least 5 specimens in the 
Northeast (off Arinagal. 

IV. Conservation 

Turtle meet is not much appreciated. It is told to be fi
br·ous and can only be of sorne help in a soup. Thus, fisher·men 
rarely take them home when captured. They are thrown away as a 
leftover of fisheries. 1 can still remember (Tenerife, in the 
sixtiesl when big specimens were ocassionally brought to the quay 
as a curiosity and given to the children just to play. 

Only in Funchal, in Madeira, there has been a traditional 
exploitation of Loggerheads: the selling of stuffed specimens. 
BRONGERSMA (19681 visited the island in 1967 and wrote about it: 

CHow many turtles are captured around Madeira I do not know, 
but judging by the number of freshly butchered specimens I saw at 
Funchal in about two hour's time, I estimate that a thousand (and 
probably morel are taken eaeh year.» 

After the ratification of CITES by Portugal, this activity 
was a elear violation of the Convention. Thus, the Madeiran 
Government prohibitted their capture and eommerce by Regional 
Legislative Decree n2 18/85/M of 7th of September. The reorgani
zation of the whole harbour in Funchal helped also to stop this 
aetivity and today it can be eonsidered fully forgotten. 

Legal protection for all sea turtles was adopted in Spain by 
Royal Decree 3181/1980 of the 30 of Deeember. There was no eom
mercial use of turtles like in Madeira, but people liked to keep 
them in aquariums, hotel or coastal pools as an attraction. 
In the present, Canarian conservation authorities confiscate 
these animals and bring them baek to the sea. 

Local scientist think that the possible existence of nes
ting grounds in these islands should not be totally disregarded. 
There are some vague referenees of turtles being observed on land 
in the beach of Cofete, in Fuerteventura, but SARMENTO (19481 
tel1s about turtles comming out of the sea in ealm moonnights, 
just to rest on the sand. 

At present time there exist only few marine proteeted zones 
in the islands under study but with none or very little relevance 
for sea turtle conservation. They are related to coastal nature 
protected areas, of reduced extention, with no development jet 
and could'nt be considered strictly as marine reserves (some in 



COMMISSION OF THE EUROPEAN COMMUNITIES 
DG. XI, B-3. 
Contract B6610/88/59 

Page 7 
CEE. 2/89 

22 August 1989 

project). None or very little relevance for conservation of sea 
turtles can be expected from those areas, i.e. Nature Reserves of 
the Bays of Praia, of sao Loren90, the Anjos and Maia, in Santa 
Maria (Azores) or the Nature Park of Corralejo and Isla de Lobos 
in the Canat'"'ies. 

An off ten overseen and permanent threat for sea turtles is 
the increasing abundance of all sorts of floating garbage in the 
oeean. For instanee, NIEROP & DEN HARTON (1984) tell of finding 
tar, plastic scraps and nylon in the stomachs of young Logger
heads kept in the Cape Verde. However, little can be done to 
fight this civilization's calamity. Moreover, wind and eurrents 
favour the coneentration of such garbage in driftlines, where 
seaturtles seem to convey. 

V. Mass mortality 

Dead stranded turtles are not unusual in the exposed coasts 
of the Mid-Atlantic Islands. They are dragged by dominant 
currents and their death may be refered to natural or known 
"ar,tificial" causes. Sorne individuals show scar'ces of hooks or
nets, hooks and perhaps some plastics in the intestine. On the 
other hand, as mentioned before, fishermen do disregard turtles 
when troapped in nets (they L1sually die) or in "palangroes" (long 
fixed line with hundreds of hooks). This can affeet several 
individuals at a time; perhaps dozens. 

However, since 1981, and especially during 1982, 1984, 1985 
and 1987 (july) hundreds of dead Loggerheads arrived by sea to 
the northern coast of Alegranza, MontaRa Clara, Graciosa, Lanza
rote, Lobos and Fuerteventura, in the Eastern Canary Islands. A 
few arrived also to the NE of La Palma (Barlovento). 

A ehek of 1 km coast in Fuerteventura showed 49 dead Logger
heads and 2 Leathery Turtles). In only case the cause of death 
was confirmed: a hook with nylon snarled around head and flip
pers. Pitch on the body was probably affixed after death. 

Post-mortem anlaysis of turtles was not feasable because 
they all were in different stages of advanced decomposition. An 
estimation of some 3-7 days floating dead in the sea was made, 
thus pointing to the origin of mortality being somewhere North of 
the Canaries. No offieial conelusions are available, but it is 
considered an unusual mortality. 

Nontheless, very reeently (July 1989) some local and main
land newspapers have speeulated with the possibility of radiae
tivity being the origin of turtle mass mortality. It is known 
that nuclear wastes were dumped in 1955, 1957-58 and 1961 SW and 
SE of Maderia, but no scientific confirmation of leakeage or sueh 
a relation e){ists. 
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There has not been recorded mass mortality from Madeira nor 
fr-om the Azor-es. However-, i f the r-efer-ed phenomenon keeps r-epea
ting in the Canaries, it is worthwile carrying out a more deeper 
study of its causes. 

VI. Research activities 

A. AZORES 

An interesting research program on Loggerheads is carried 
out by the «Archie Carr Center for Sea Turtle Research» in col1a
bor-ati on wi th the Depar-tment of Oceanogr-aphy of the Uni ver-si t y of 
Azor-es, with base in Hor-ta, Faial. Heads of pr-ogr-am ar-e Dr-. f':ar-en 
Bjorndal and Dr. Allan Bolten IDept. of Zoology, Univ. of Flori
da, Gainesville, FL., USAl. The coordinator at Horta is Miss 
Helen R. Martins 

During the last six years turtles have been captured in 
Azorean waters specia11y during tuna fish campaings. Most of them 
come from South of Pico and South of Faial and are brought alive 
by fisher-men who are paid some 500 - 600 PSc for- each (= ECU). 
Weight and biometric data are being reported and the turtles 
marked befare tur-ned back to sea (about 600 in last campaign). 
More r-ecently, blood samples are taken to study DNA affinities 
between populations. 

Mr. Ri cardo Ser-r-,ªo i nfor-med that the r-esearch pr-ogr-amm wi 11 
be increased during the ne,.,t four- years, involving testerone 
analysis for dating age of individuals and also a complex sate-
11ite traking program a10ng their Gulf-stream voyage. 

B. MADEIRA 

At present no research Is being carried on sea turtles in 
Madeira. The only existing institution that could tak1e such 
activity is the «Museu Municipal do Funchal» which has so me 
suited infrastructure (laboratories, ship, etc). rt depends from 
the Town Council of Funchal and financement is short. 

C. CANARIES 

The situation in the Canary Islands regarding sea turtle re
search is similar to that in Madeira. Only very little has been 
done. Some of the confiscated specimens have been measured and 
marked before returning them to the sea; some areas have been 
checked, etc. 

The r-ecent i nter-est on sea tur-tl es due to the mass mor-tal i ty 
news has promoted some official activity, but with little results 
nor continuity. However there are scientist (Dr. L.F. López 
Jur-ado, Veterinar-y Dep.) and amateurs (in Gr-an Canaria and Fuer--
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teventural that are demonstrating a growing interest in these 
r"epti 1 es. 

The main Gran Canarian conservationist association ASCAN has 
started distributing questionaries on turtle observation to the 
maritime companies that cover the trip between the East Canarian 
Islands. 

There are various private consultings and scientific insti
tutions which could takle a formal research programo Official 
institutions are: 

- The University of La Laguna with Departments of Marine Biology, 
and Animal Biology with a secti.on of Veter"inar"y placed in Las 
Palmas, in Gran Canaria. 

- The «Instituto Oceanográfico de Canarias», based in Tenerife 
and dependent of the C.S.I.C (National Research Councill. 

- The «Museo Insular de Ciencias Naturales» of the «Cabildo 
Insular» de Tenerife (island governementl. 

- The «Centro Tecnológico Pesquero de Taliarte» of the Cabildo of 
Gr"an Canar"ia. 

VII. Conclusion 

Five species of sea turtle have been recorded from Mid
Atlantic Islands waters. Only two of them, Loggerheads and Leath
ery Turtle can be considered as constant, the others, as occasio
nal or accidental visitors. However, more research is needed 
regardin Green Turtles in the Canaries. Leatherey Turtles are 
scarce and seen only singly, whether Loggerheads are very abun
dant and can be observed all year around, but particularly in the 
summer, in large schools. 

For all species one can asume that their presence in these 
water s is somehow related to the current circulation of the North 
Atlantic. They all probably come from the Eastern Atlantic where 
they breed, travelling along the Gulf Current with more or less 
delay in their voyages. The presence of young and half-grown 
specimens speaks in favor of this hypotesis. 

In this region, no special factors seem to threat turtle 
population besides the normal ones known from other areas. Howe
ver, the repeated mass mortality phenomenon observed in the 
Canaries point to some unknown causes that merit research. 

An intensive research program on migration of Loggerheads 
and some other aspects of their biology is being developed in the 
Azores. Apart from that no other mayor research is undertaken in 
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Madeira or the Canaries, wheter there are institutions capable to 
doing so. 

La Laguna, 22 of August 1989 
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