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Repor t
MARINE TURTLES IN THE MID-ATLANTIC ISLANDS

I. Introduction

The present report susmarizes avalillable information on
marine turtles in the Mid-Atlantic Islands, as commended by the
Bh. XI Section B.3 of the Commision.

Data have been collected from the litgrature, press and from
direct interviews wlth local zxperts and colleagues (July-fugust
198%) for who's collaboration I like to express my gratitude.

Te Mizs Helen Rost Martins and Mr. Ricardo SerrSoc dos Santos
from the Fisheries and Oceanographic Department of the Univertity
of Azores; tg Mr. Joss M. Biscgito and Mr. Ginther E. Maul +from
the Municipal Museum of Funchal; to Dr. Albertg Brito Hernandez,
from the Department of Marine EBiolaogy of the University of La
iaguna and particularly to Dr. Luls F. Lépez Jurado from the
Vetarinary Department and ASCAN, in Las Falmas, for their unpu—
blished data.

iI. 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
2ggs in the sand of beaches. Five species of sea turtles have
been reported from Mid-Atlantic Islands’ waters. In the following
paragraphs I have summarized some general information of interest
regarding each species.

A. Dermochelys coriacea coriacea (L. 1758} Fam. DERMOCHELYDAE

Common names: letheary turtle {Engi.), Tartaruga de coiroc
{Fort.} Tortuga laud {(Span.}’.

The biggest turtle in Atlantic waters; 1t’'s carapace cah
meastire 1.4 to 1.8 m with normal weights around 125 {(maximum 72
Hg.}. Easy to recognize because of it smooth and striped carapa-—
ce, without plates,

A wide spread pelagic species living singly and mainly from
medusae and tunicates. A very good swimmer of open sea, seasana—
lly near the coast. Migration has not been Ffully confirmed.
Fresent in Mediterranean and Atlantic waters. Breeding confirmed
in the Mediterranean (BALVADOR, 1983) and Western Atlantic, but
main nesting grounds (FAD, 1981) in Liberia and Gulf of Buineij;
egg laving from September to February.
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B. Eretmochelys imbricata imbricata (L. 1738 Fam. CHELONIIDAE

Common names: Hawksbill (Erngl.), Tortuga carey {(Span.’).

Easy to recognize because of the imbricate dorsal scutes.
Normally about &0 kKEg weight and 80 cm of carapace length, maximum
120 g and 90 cm.

Hawksbills live commonly in coral reefs and are somewhat
sedentary, but long travels (1.&600 Em) are also known. An omni-—
vore species that breeds singly or in small groups between August
and March. More freguent in tropical waters, accidental in the
Medi terranean, the Canaries and Western Atlantic.

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

Common names: Loggerhead {(Engl.!), Tartaruga do mar (Fort.?,
Tortuga boba (Span.l.

Very common and widespread species. Normal weights of adults
105 Kg (max. 140), and length of carapace 110 cm (max. 125). To
separate i1t from other chelonidae of similar aspects, count
ventral marginal scutes: threse without pores. Juvenile and sub-
adults show serrate carapace margin with bifid caudal scute.

Atlantic Loggerhead’s life history is not fully understoond.
The most important roockeries are in the Atlantic coast of penin-—
sular Florida. The hatchlings leave the nesting grounds to return
4 or 5 years later, as adult. They travell as plantonik migrants
in some kind of association with the Gul+f Stream. Evidence exist
(CARR, 19862 that at least one seasonal European colony forms
regularly in the Arores (summertime) and perhaps seasonal stops
repeat southwards (Madeira, Canaries™) in a sort of step-wise
migration.

Very recently ECKERT & MARTINS (1989) reported of a 73 cm
specimen tagged in Cape Cadaveral (Aug. 198&) that was recovered

wwd days later (Feb. 1988) in Sac Jorge, in the Azores, Z com
longer.

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 FAD

(1981) reports nesting in the Cape Verde Islands, where eggs are
heavily eaten by people.
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D. Lepidochelys kempii (Garman, 1B8Q). Fam., CHELONIIDAE

Common names: Hemp’s Ridleys (Engl.), Tartaruga loura (For.)
Tortuga golfina (Span.i.

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 7O com length and 42 Kg
weight; madimum values 795 and 43 respectively.

Endemic ta the Caribean Sea, it lives in shallow waters,
eats mainly crabs and breeds in the coast of Mexico during May
ard June. Nestimg takes place sinchronically at daylight and in
hiugh groups. Hatchlings are drifted with sargassus by the Gul+
Stream and reaching Florida and the NW coast of the USA, they
turn back to the south to bread. Some individuals are taken by
the Gulf Stream to the East-Atlantic and may sporadically be seen
in Mid-Atlantic Islands waters.

Wheter there exists seasonal "stay—areas" during their
vavages, 1t is not known. Maturity arrives at 7 years age.

NOTE: The Facific Ridley, Lepidochelys olivacea (Eschscholtz,
182%9), has been pointet by SALVADOR (19835) as a possible acciden—
tal visitor of the Canaries, but I have nobt been able to found
any evidence that confirms it.

E. Chelonia mydas mydas (L. 1738).

Common names: Green turtle (Engl.), Tartaruga esverdeada
(Fort.), Tortuga verde (Span.).

Carapace of a characteristic olive tint, with 4 marginal
rnan—imbricated scutes. Normal sizes about 20 cm, maximum of 103
em. Weight from BO Kg up to 140 kKg.

Green turtles are mainly herbivorous and take up to 30 years
to reach breeding age. Females nest in the same spot year after
year, but it has not been solved the guestion wheter they were
also born there or not. They are known to be long distance voya-—
gers. Important breeding grounds exist in Turkey, Southeast coast
of Africa (Cape Verde, Senegal, Congol), Brasil and Costa Rica
{Tortuguero?!. Developing young live as planktonic migrants in the
borders of currsnts in the open ocean {(sargassum rafts?), perhaps
in a similar squeme as that described for Loggerheads.
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111. Local references

A. LEATHERY TURTLE

There are few and sporadic records from Madeira and the
Canaries and almost all of single individuals.

SARMENTO (1948) reports from Madeira a 190 kg specimen
captured in Januwary 1937, off Fuerto Moniz, and says that in the
last 10 years only six were seen in the vecinity of the coast.

In the Canaries, two recent cbservations were made NE of
Fuerteventura not far from the coast, and another more a few
miles South ot Gran Canaria.

All individuals seem to be adult. Two dead males measured in
Fusrteventura were of 1.20 m length. Stuffed specimen kept in the
Museum of Funchal, the local Natural History Museum of Santa Cruz
des La Palma, anocther in Hierro and those captuwred and shown in
pictures in the newspapers are of similar sizes or much bigger.

Crew members of merchants covering the trip Gran Canaria -
Cape Verde tell that Leathery turtles are steadily seen along the
whole crossing. The species is easyly identified.

E. HAWKSEILL

There is very little information about this species. BRON-
BERSMA (19468) wrote that the occassional presence of E. iabricata
in European Atlantic waters was not definitely proven. He recor-—
ded it for Madeira om base of two museum specimens kept in Fun-
chal. More recently, BRITO HERNANDEZ & CRUZ SIMO (1282} confirmed
its presence in the Canariess, Southeast of La Falma. No informa-—
tion is available from the Azores.

C. LOGGERHEAD

Loggerheads are by far the most common turtles in Mid-Atlan—
tic waters. They are well known by seamen and can esasily be seen
in schools in calm waters, particularly in the Azores and argund
Madeira. In Madeira people speak of "mar de tartarugas" (turtle
geal 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 common in the shallow waters
along the coasts, occuring singly and not in schools like 1t does
on the African coast opposite the Canary Islands. However, recent
observations refer to tloks of several dozens of individuals.
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They have been treported various times from ships covering Las
FPalmas — C4&diz, about half of journey. More floks were observed
between Lanrarote 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 (1984) refers to a special age group (the so called
"lost year" turtles sires = 130 -~ IGO0 mm of carapace length) to
e localized in the Azores, but the presence of bigger sizes (750
mm) demonstrates that the situastion 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 B0 Canarian specimens that arrived dead to the
coast of Fuerteventura were young or subadults {(all less than 450
mmml} s 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 Flaya de Nogales. A study undertaken by ICONA (con-
servation authority) revealed that in spite of existing good
feeding grounds there were no good conditions for turtle breed
{sandbanks were unsulted because of subterranean sweet water
discharges to the seal.

D. KEMP'S RIDLEYS

Femp’'s Ridleys has been from the Azores only one time, a
very young specimen. It is accidental in the Canaries (BRITO-
HERNANDEZ & CRUZ-SIMG, 1982) but perhaps much common in Madeira
(% gpecimens in 30 years, 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 offten, This applies also to
Azorsan 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 Canaria —-especially in summer months- and Lanzaro—
te. LOPEZ-JURADDO (i.p.) believes that it may be rather common in
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Canarian waters, even not having been recorded by EBRONGERSMA
(1968) or posterior authors. Four specimens that were kept in a
loral aguarium were also of small sizes.

Confirmed observations (LOPEZ-JURADO, i.l.) come from the NW
of Gramn Canaria (in Sardina) and at least 5 specimens in the
Northeast (off Arinaga).

Iv. Conservation

Turtle meet is not much appreciated. It is told to be fi-
brous and can only be of some help in a soup. Thus, fishermen
trarely take them home when captured. They are thrown away as a
leftover of fisheries. I can still remember (Tenerife, in the
sixties) when big specimens were ocassionally brought to the guay
as a curiosity and given to the children just to play.

Oniy in Funehal, in Madeira, there has been a traditional
explaitation of Loggerheads: the selling of stuffed specimens.
BRONGERSMA (1248) visited the island in 1967 and wrote about it:

#How 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 more) are taken each year.®

After the ratification of CITES by Fortugal, this activity
was a clear wviolation of the Convention. Thus, the Madeiran
Government prohibitted their capture and commerce by Regiocnal
Legislative Decree n2 18/83/M of 7th of September. The reorgani-
zation of the whole harbouw~ in Funchal helped also to stop this
activity and today it can be considered fully forgotten.

l.egal protection for all sea turtles was adopted in Spain by
Royal Decree 31B1/198B0 of the 30 of Decembet. There was no com-
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 confiscates
these animals and bring them back to the sea.

l.ocal scientist think that the possible existence of nes-—
ting grounds in these islands should not be totally disregarded.
There are some vague references of turtles being cobserved on land
in the beach of Cofete, in Fuerteventura, but SARMENTO (1948)
tells about turtles comming out of the sea in calm moonnights,
just to rest on the sand.

At present time there exist only few marine protected zones
i 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
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project). None or very little relevance for conservation of sea

turtles can be expected from those areas, i.g. Nature Reserves of
the Bays of Fraia, of S0 Lorengo, the Anjos and Maia, in Santa
Maria (Azores) or the Nature Park of Corraleijo and Isla de Lobos
in the Canaries.

An offten overseen and permanent threat for sea turtles is
the inereasing abundance of all sorts of floating garbage in the
ocean. For instance, NIEROF % 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 ecalamity. Moreover, wind and currents
favour the concentration of such garbage in driftlines, where
seaturties seem to convey.

V. Mass mortality

Dead stranded turtles are not whusual in the exposed coasts
of the Mid-Atlantic Islands. They are dragged by dominant
currents and their death may be refered to natural or Enown
"artificial" causes. Some individuals show scarces of hooks or
nets, hooks and perhaps some plastics in the intestine. On the
other hand, as mentioned before, fishermen do disregard turtles
when trapped in nets {they usually die) or in "palangres" (long
fired line with hnundreds of hooks). This can affect several
individuals at a time; perhaps dozens.

However , since 17981, and especially during 1982, 1984, 1983
and 1987 (july) hundreds of dead loggerheads arrived by sea to
the northern coast of Alegranza, Montada Clara, Graciosa, lanza-
rote, Lobos and Fuerteventura, in the Eastern Canary Islands. A
few arrived also to the NE of La Falma (Barlovento).

A chek of 1 Km coast in Fuesrteventura showed 49 dead lLogger-—
heads and 2 Leathery Turtles). In only case the cause of death
was confirmed: a hook with nylon snarled arocund head and flip-
pers. ritch on the body was probably affixed after death.

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

Nontheless, very recently (July 198%9) some local and main-
land newspapers have speculated with the possibility of radiac-
tivity being the origin of turtle mass mortality. It is kpnown
that nuclear wastes were dumped in 12955, 1967-88 and 1961 SW and
B of Maderia, but no sciemntific confirmation of leakeages or such
a relation exists.
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There has not been recordsed mass mortality from Madeira nor
from the Azores. However, if the refered phenomenon keeps repoa-—
ting in the Canaries, it is worthwile carrying out a more desper
study of its Ccauses.

VI. Research activities
. AZORES

An interesting research program on Loggerheads is carried
out by the “Archie Carr Center for Sea Turtle Research® in colla-—
boration with the Department of Oceanography of the University of
Azores, with bass in Horta, Faial. Heads of program are Dr. Faren
Biorndal and Dr. Allan Bolten (Dept. of Zoology, Univ. of Flori-
da, Gainesvilles, FL., USAY. The copordinator at Horta is Migs
Helen R. Martins

Buring the last six years turtles have been captured in
fBrogrean waters specially during tuna fish campaings. Most of them
come from South of Fico and Scuth of Faial and ars brought alive
by fishermen who are paid some SO0 — &80 PSc for sach (= ECU}.
Weight and biometric data are being reported and the turtles
marked before turned back to ssa {about &00 in last campaignl.
Mors recently, blood samples are taken to study DNA affinities
betweesn popul ations.

Mr. Ricardo Serr8c informed that the research programm will
be increased during the next four years, involving testerone
analysis for dating age of individuals and also a complex sate-
llite traking program along their Bulf-stresam voyage.

E. MADEIRA

At present no reseasrch is being carried on sea turtles in
Madeira. The only existing institution that could takle such
activity 1s the <Museu Municipal do Funchal® which has some
suited infrastructure {laboratories, ship, etc)y. It depends from
the Town Council of Funchal and financement is short.

L. CANARIES

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

The tecent interest on sea turtles dus to the mass mortality
news has promoted some official activity, bub with little results
nor continuity. However there are scientist {Dr. L.F. Lépez
Jurado, Veterinary Dep.! and amateurs {in Gran Canaria and Fuer-—
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teventura) that are demonstrating a growing interest in these
reptiles.

The main Gran Canarian conservationist association ASCAN has
started distributing guestionaries 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 program. Official
institutions are:

— The University of La Laguna with Departments of Marine Riology,
and Animal Riology with a section of Veterinary placed in Las
Falmas, in GBran Canaria.

~ The #Instituto Oceanografico de Canariaszs#®, based in Tenerife
and dependent of the £.5.1.0 (Mational Research Council).

-~ The “#Musec Insular de Ciencias Naturales® of the «#Cabildo
Insul ar® de Tenerife (island governement).

=~ The «Centro Tecnoldégico FPesquerno de Taliarte® of the Cabildo of
Gran Canaria.

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
waters is somehow related to the current circulation of the North
Atlantic. They all probably come from the Fastern 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
daing so.

La Laguna, 22 of August 198%

ANTONIO MACHADOD
Consultant Ecologist
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