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ABSTRACT

Sea turtles are one of the flagship species which play avital role in maintaining the coral reef ecosystem and 
sea grass meadows. It provides critical habitat for other marine life, helping to balance aquatic food webs 
and facilitating nutrient cycling from sea to beach. Flagship species are also called charismatic species. Sea 
turtles are marine reptiles that breathe air to survive and are found in tropical and subtropical seas 
worldwide. Seven species of sea turtles are protected under the Endangered Species Act (ESA) and the 
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES). These are the 
green, hawksbill, Kemp's ridley, leatherback, loggerhead, flatback and olive ridley sea turtles. Considering 
the Indian status, these sea turtles are protected under the Wild Life (Protection) Act, 1972, banning the 
consumption of turtle meat and eggs except for indigenous tribal communities, including the Onges and 
Shompen, in the Andaman and Nicobar Islands. Major threats to sea turtles are natural and anthropogenic, 
including pollution, fishing practices, ghost gear, overexploitation of eggs and adults, trading, climate 
change, etc.
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INTRODUCTION
Flagship species: This is the species selected to act 

as an ambassador, icon or symbol for a defined 

habitat, issue, campaign or environmental cause. 

They are generally large, charismatic, and attractive 

species, valued traditionally and culturally (Fig 1).

Sea Turtle: Sea turtles are cold-blooded migratory 

marine reptiles with streamlined bodies and large 

flippers that are well-adapted to life in the ocean. 

Sea turtles can be spotted in all oceans except for the 

Polar regions. They are known for their migratory 

behaviour, especially leatherback sea turtles, which 

are among the most migratory species, crossing the 

border of  both the Atlantic and Pacific oceans.

Adaptations in sea turtles: They have lungs for 

breathing in air and can dive for 4-5 hours at rest or 

Epibionts: Small organisms, called epibionts, can 

live on the surface of a sea turtle's shell. Examples 

are barnacles, algae, even small crabs and parasitic 

organisms like sea turtle leech (Ozobranchus 

margoi). Remora are fish that have developed an oval 

suction pad on their dorsal side, just above their 

heads.

Distribution of sea turtles in India: Five species of 

sea turtles in the Indian Ocean, and all are 

considered endangered and placed in Schedule I of 

the Indian Wildlife (Protection) Act of 1972. These 

species are listed under Appendix I of the 

Convention of International Trade in Endangered 

Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES).  

THREATS TO SEA TURTLES: Sea turtles are found 

all around the world's oceans, except in the Arctic. 
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Fig. 2: The IUCN status of seven sea turtle species around the world.

(Source: https://www.projectbiodiversity.org/sea-turtles).

Diversity of Sea Turtles (Fig 2): 

Unfortunately, Sea turtles face a wide variety of 

threats (natural and anthropogenic) throughout 

their life history (Fig 3).

Natural Threats: Adult Sea turtles have few natural 

predators due to their size and hard shells. However, 

sharks, crocodiles, large fish, and octopuses can 

attack adult sea turtles on the beach and on the way 

to the sea. Ants, rats, raccoons, crabs, birds, foxes, 

coyotes, feral cats, dogs, mongooses, and mammals 

often prey on the eggs of the hatchlings. 

Global warming (climate change): Global warming 

has drastic impacts on wildlife and the aquatic 

environment. Sea level rise is already contributing to 

the loss of beach and sea turtle nesting habitats. A 

rise in the sea surface temperatures will increase 

sand temperatures, which can cause only females to 

be born.

Sex determination: The temperature of the 

developing eggs decides whether the offspring will 

be male or female. This phenomenon is called 

Temperature-dependent Sex Determination, or TSD. 

Climate change poses a threat to species with 

temperature-dependent sex determination (Fig 4).

Anthropogenic (Human) Threats

Commercial Fishing (Bycatch): Each year, more than 
thousands of adult and immature sea turtles are 
accidentally captured by mechanized crafts around 
the world. Accidental catch in fishing gear is the 
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Fig. 4: Temperature-dependent sex determination 

and Sex ratio-temperature response curve.

biggest threat facing turtles and many other marine 
species. It is estimated that approximately 40% of all 
animals caught in fisheries are discarded as they 
were not the intended target.

Illegal trade and consumption of eggs and meat: 
Even though there are laws protecting sea turtles 
worldwide, poachers are still targeting turtle eggs, 
shells, and their flesh. Researchers estimate that 
hawksbill populations have declined by 90% during 
the past 100 years. 

Coastal Armouring / Coastal Development: Coastal 
armouring structures such as sea walls, rock 
revetments and sandbags are being built to help 
protect from sand and soil erosion. All sea turtles are 
affected by manmade activities such as coastal 
development and sea wall construction. Sometimes 
can prevent sea turtles from continuing their life 
cycles.

Plastic Pollution (Marine Debris and Ghost 

Fishing): Over one million marine animals are killed 

each year due to plastic debris in the ocean. Plastic 

bags are eaten by sea turtles because they are 

confused with their natural diet of jellyfish and algae. 

The plastics get trapped in their stomach, resulting in 

starvation and death.

Bubble butt: It is a condition in turtles where the 

back of their body becomes too buoyant, making 

their butts float. Bubble Butt problem in sea turtle, 

first time reported at the Turtle Hospital, Long Key, 

Florida Keys (March 25, 1989).

Beach Activities: The most severe threat is caused by 

increased human presence on the beach and driving 

at night & day, which negatively impacts nesting 

turtles, nests, hatchlings and sometimes females 

return to the ocean without laying eggs.

Chemical Pollution: Pollutants may concentrate in 

the liver, kidneys, tissues and eggs of sea turtles. 

Fibropapillomatosis (FP) is a disease that affects sea 

turtles in Florida and around the world. FP was first 

described in green turtles from Florida in the early 

1920s.

Oil pollution: Oil spills can be devastating for 

various marine life, especially for endangered 

species like sea turtles. Ingestion of oil or oil-

contaminated prey, external effects from swimming 

in oil, impacts on sea turtle nesting.

Vessel Strikes: When sea turtles come to the surface 

for breath, that time they are vulnerable to boat 

strikes. Damage to the carapace, buoyancy 

syndrome, damaged limbs, and even death are all 

possible injuries.

Artificial Lighting: Nesting turtles depend on dark, 

quiet beaches to reproduce successfully. Other light 

sources, such as seashore lighting, street lights, light 

from cars, campfires, and so on, might lead 

hatchlings astray, causing disorientation. Turtle 

Friendly Lighting (TFL) is the technique of shielding 

light emitted from a property from the beach-side, 

also known as Beach-side Shielding.
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Fig. 3: Nine major threats.
(Source: https://www. 
projectbiodiversity.org/seaturtles)



Fig. 5: Some new technology for the conservation of sea turtles.

INFORMATION ABOUT SEA TURTLES 
CONSERVATION STRATEGIES
Sea turtle conservation has inherent challenges due 

to complex life cycles, long-lived, late maturity and 

migration patterns, and natural and human-made 

threats. All over the world, the sea turtle population 

continue to decline. Marine Turtle Conservation Act 

(MTCA) of 2004: provide financial support for 

projects that conserve nesting populations and 

habitat.

1. They are protecting nesting turtles and guarding 

nesting sites.

2. Do not disturb nesting turtles, nests, or 

hatchlings.

3. Keep nesting beaches dark.

4. Restricts activities such as beach re-

nourishment, construction of seawalls and other 

structures during sea turtle nesting season.

5. Reduce marine debris and participate in coastal 

clean-ups and reduce plastic use.

6. Remove recreational beach equipment.

7. Educating people not to buy turtle products also 

helps reduce the demand for the trade.

Turtle Watch and the new National Oceanic and 

Atmospheric Association (NOAA) software called 

EcoCast have made provisions for Pacific fishermen 

to reduce by catch.

In 2003, SEATURTLE.ORG launched the Satellite 

Track ing  and  Analys i s  Tool  (STAT)  a t  

www.seaturtle.org /tracking to help scientists 

manage satellite telemetry data and study and 

conservation of sea turtles (Fig. 5). 
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HOW CAN TURTLES BE SAVED?

1. Local management & community engagement

2. Regional protection

3. Global Protection or International Agreements

Convention on the Conservation of Migratory 

Species of Wild Animals (CMS)

§ It is a global platform for conserving and 

sustainable use of migratory animals and their 

habitats.

§ Appendix I & II - Leatherback, Loggerhead, 

Green, Hawksbill, Kemp's Ridley, Olive Ridley.

§ No Listing – Flatback sea turtle.

Convention on International Trade in Endangered 

Species (CITES) 

§

Appendix I of CITES.

CONCLUSION
As sea turtle populations decline worldwide due to 

tremendous threats like coastal development, 

pollution, poaching, disasters such as oil spills, and 

climate change. We can increase public awareness of 

conserving this charismatic species by carefully 

designing environmental education programs. The 

future of our sea turtles can be bright if we work to 

encourage the conservation of these ecosystem 

engineers.

All species of sea turtle are listed under 
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