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This is in response to your let ter of  December 21, L979, reguest ing
information on the presence of endangered species in coastal Louisiana
by February 1, 1980.

It would have been of assistance to us to view the map described in
Seetion 910 as we cannot te1l where, what typer or how rnuch aquatic
habitat is inVolved. Generally speaking, however, the lenp!s ridl-ey,
leatherbaek, and l-oggerhead sea turtles are known from that area.
Enclosed is a .recent report by Dr. Henry lli ldebrand that indicates a
concentration of Kempts ridleys in the Louisiana coastal area.

I f  we can be of further assistance, please contact Carol  Just ice,
Endangesed Species Biologist, at 813-893-3366.

Sineerely yours,

€ , e--Jt,l*
Willian II. Stevenson
Regional Director
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A B S T R S C T

A l l o f t h e f i v e s p e c i e s o f s e a t u r t l e s i n t } r e w e s t e r n G u l f o f
Mex icohavea" . t i , , " a inabur ,da 'nce in . "Y . ' I s ta te f ro rnT-ou is ib - r ra to
yucatan with t l :e possible "t."prion of the ieatherback' DerrnochelYs

cor iacea,  becausl  o f  an in tense depredat ion by man on both the eggs

:- ' r ' 'ts and adult trrrtles'
and t}re subdaurrs a'uLr d'u'"! 

I

T h e r n a j o r f e e d i l g g r o u r r d ' s o f t h e K e r n p ' s r i d l e y a r e i d e n t i f i e d I
as the crustace"o,i.r.  !*rta" of Louisiaua and the ' iabasco- t

C a r n p e c h e a r e a o f t h e s o u t h e r n G u u . T h i s p l a c e s b o t } r t l : e f e e d i n g g r o r : : r r d s
a'rd. the nesting grou'ads in the western GuLf of Mexico'

T h e h i s t o r i c a l d e c l i a e o f t h e g r e e n t u r t l e f i s h e r y i n T e x a s i s

part ial ly chart '-4ed' At i ts peak it  was in excess of 500'000 pounds

an. the catch ;].-;r;uy notrring when tJre catc-h of t'rtles was

outlawed i-n 1963' Evidence *"t pi"sented that clirnatic conditions as

well as overfishing played' a role in this decline"

T h e . s m a l l p o p u l a t i o n o f l o g g e r h e a d t u r t l e s i n t } r e w a t e r s o f T e x a s
is being furtlelalpi*t"a ty inciie-ntal catches in shrirnp trawls'

The state of rarnaulipas al least in rnost years is not an

important ru"JJg groull_s for turtles but it is an extremely important

nesting gror:rds iol trr" Kernp's r idley and in {he past for other species

as welI.

T h e s t a t e o f C a r n p e c h e h a e t } r e g r e a t e s t l a n d i n g s o f a n y s t a ' t e

i,o t1.e western Gulf but the catches of "11 fit'u species which occur there

bave been declining foi rnore tlan a decade

Louisiana is the rnoat irnportant feeding grounds for the.xeme's 
I

ridley .oa u.ulp".i." couLd well be rer:a.mea thJ Lorrisiana turtle' 
t



The data  base fo r  th is  survey  leaves  rnuch to  be  des i red '  In  Texag

the  tu r t le  f i shery  began about  the  midd le  o f  the  las t  cen tury  and by  1900

the  ca tch  had dec l ined to  ins ign i f i car rce .  In  o ther  wordq one is  le f t  w i th

the  chore  o f  wr i t ing  tJ re  ob i tuary  o f  f i shery  wh ich  d isappeared be fore

any scient i f ic gathering of data was atte: tP::d '  In Louisiana'  on the other

n*rra, an orgahized, f ishery never existed. However '  an u-nlcrrown but size-

able nurnber of turt les becarne a delectable part  of  the shr irnpers'  diet

whi le at sea. Again t l is fyPe of exploi tat ion by excel lent Cajr :n cooks

leaves few records. oa t f }e Mexican Gulf  coast u-at i l  the middle of t ] � is

century ,  tu r t les  were  regu la r ly  taken in ,a  subs is tence fype f i shery  and

very few anirnals were sold. outside the local rr i l lage'  Turt le stat ist ics

gat l re red  f rom tax  records  are  ava i lab le  f ro rn  1948 to  the  present '  how-

ever  there  is  no  breakdown by  spec ies .  S ince  1956 da ta  have accurnu la ted

f ro rn  a  good sc ien t i f i c  p rograEl  deve loped by  the  Mex ican f i sher ies

departrnent.  Rene Maryuez has contr ibuted great ly to these invest igat ions'

Laud o !  lea therback ,  Dermoche lys

A HISTORICAL REVIEW OF THE STATUS OF SEA TURTLE
POPUI-ATION IN TI{E WESTERN GULF OF MEXICO

c o r l a c e a

InJormation on t1.e leatherback is very sParse in the western

Gulf  o{ Mexico. I t  is occasional ly taken by shr irnp boats in offshore waters

but the numbers are so srnall that one cannot classify this rnortalify as

signif icant.  Furthermore t l :ere seelTls to be no da' ta that can be used to

" " , " s s c h a n g e s i n a b u . n d . a n c e o f t h e l e a t h e r b a c k o v e r t h e y e a r s .

L e a r y  ( 1 9 5 ? )  o b s e r v e d  o n  D e c e m b e r  1 7 ,  L 9 5 6 ,  a n  e s t i m a t e d l 0 0

leat lerbacks along a 30 mi le l ine extending north frorn Port  Aransas'

Texas. The turtles wete apparently feed.ing on the de'nse 
'aggtegations of

cabbage head jel lyf ish, stornolophus rneleaFris.  This jel lyf ish is carr ied

out of t1.e bays by the etrong "ffit" p""duced by tJee northers' This

concentrat ion of feedirg leatherbacks so near the beach is unusual but

' : rdoubtedly they "t .  " I t"cted to these jel lyf ish concentrat ions rvhich

occur each year with the onset of winter.  After the cold wave of

Jaouary 31 to February 2, LgSLrI observed fwo dead leatherbacks

adrift in tf,e chanuel ai port Aransas. The potential for heavy mortality

in  w in te r  schoo ls  o f  lea fherbacks  ie  cer ta in ly  p resent  bu t  no  records  o f

euch a cataEtrgphe has been r: Iearthed in interrr iews or in the l i terature'

The species is certainly wid.ety distr ibuted in Mexical  waters, but

only- in Tabasco ( ldarquez 19?6) have srnal l  concentrat ions been reported'

These aggregations are found particularly off Ba'rra de San Pedro during



fhe  months  o f  August  to  October  o r  Novernber .

N e s ^ u i n g  r e c o r d s  a r e  r a r e .  H i l d e b r a n d  ( 1 9 5 3 )  r e p o r t e d  t h e  e p e c i e s
nes t ing  a t  L i t t le  She l l  on  Padre  Is land.  One repor t  was  based on  the
record of a ta:ciderrnist  who had mounted one in 1928. I t  was turned on
the  beach and he  s t i l l  had  an  egg preserved in  a  rnason ja r  in  h is  shop
f ro rn  th is  tu r t le .  The o ther  au thor i ty  fo r  nes t ing  lea therbacks  was Lewis
Rawalt ,  an Audubon warden and a recognized authori ty on Padre Is land.
He had observed the  spec ies  nes t ing  i -n  the  mid-1930 's  and he  had taken
a p ic fu re  o f  one occur reace.  I  have no  records  o f  lea therbacks  nes t ing
on Padre Is land. dur ing the last 40 years.

The nes t ing  o f  the  spec ies  in  Mex ico  is  based.  on ' in Io r rned. ,
ind iv idua ls .  The spec ies  has  nes ted  in  the  pas t  a t  Rancho Nuevo,
Tamaul ipaa according to residents of t le is rancherr ia.  A few t i rnes
i-n t le past,  they had rendered a leatherback for oi l .  The oi l  is
reputed to have medicinal  value part icular ly for skin and lung disorders.
The leatherbackwi. l l  produce up to thir ty l i ters of oi l  according to rny
inforrnant.  Apparent ly tJre species is also used for shark bait  in Yucatan
according to Carr?.nza (1959).  Fishermen at Anton Lizardo have told
rne that the species occa sional ly nested oD a Dearby is land. Carranza
(1959)  a lso  repor ted  the  spec ies  nes t ing  on  A lacranes .

Carey or lrawksbil l ,  Eretmochelys imbricata

According to the iaforrnation available to rne the hawksbill is the
rarest rnar ine turt le i :a the Grr l f .  Flowever,  despite tbe gathering of eggs
aad tb.e capturing of turtles at all. sizei for the curio trade, a srnall
populat ion has persisted at Veracruz during t f ie 25 years tJ:at I  have
known the  area .  Accord i -g  to  Veracruz  f i shermen t } le  spec ies  nes ts  f ro rn
Is la  Lobos  to  AntoaL izardo .  They  a lso  s ta te  tha t  the  spec ies  'p re fe rs '

to nest on storrny nighte. Perhape, thie explains i te persistence i :a
Veracruz. Al though the species is not readi ly takeu with ordinary
cornnlercial  gear,  i t  is easi ly captured by skin divere. According to
Carranza (1959) ald Fqentes (1953) the species is taken in smal l ,nurnbers
i:r both Campeche and Yucatan, but its greatest abuadance is in Quintana Roo
on the Caribbean coaet of t$e peninsula, a region outside rny purwiew.

There are few records of the hawksbi l l  f rom Texas. Most epecirnens
which I h-a.ve Eeen are srnall iadividr:a.ls (i.a tfreir first year of life)that wash
upon the beach in a rnoribr:nd coad.ition. Sorne of tfrese have surrrived
when cared for in aqr:ar ia.  ID 25 years of obserrat ions on the Texas coast
I bave seeD only two hawkebiU, which were captured ia a healthy condition.



One was caught along tJ:e jet ty at Port  Mansf ield and t lee other at an off-

shore  o i1  r ig ,  Both  o f  these spec imens were  erna l l r  poBs ib ly  in  t } re i r  second

year of l i fe.  There are no records for adult  hawksbi l l  f rorn the coast

of Texas or Lorr is iana.

Cahrrarna or loggerhead, Caretta caretta

In  the  western  At lan t ic  tJ :e  g rea tes t  concent ra t ion  o f  loggerheads is
for: :nd along the At lant ic coast from North Carol ina to southern Flor ida.
Smaller concentrat ions are for: :nd aloag the ent ire Gulf  coast f rom

the Flor ida Keys to Qui:etana Roo. Lund (1973) est i rnates the eastern

Uni ted  Sta tes  popu la- t ion  a t  ?5 ,000 to  50 ,000 adu l t  loggerheads.  There  is
no rel iable cor.rnt for loggerheads elsewhere in the Grr ' l f .  I t  is certainly
a:n ubiquitous species but i ts total  nurnber is smal l .  The species is regular ly
f ished iu t l :e waters of the Yucatan peninsula where i ts center of abu-n. lance
is certainly on the Caribbean side. There is a eecondary but rnuch srnal ler
concent ra t ioa  in  tJ :e  s ta te  o f  Carnpeche.  For  exarnp le ,  Fuentes  (1963)  g ivesa '

catch of approxirnately 365 cahr:arna for Campeche during a year. Since ti:e
f ishermen wi l l  capture everyone th.y can, tJr is catch is indeed, indicat ive
of a smal1 and depleted.population.

In Texas inforrnat ion gathered by rne i ld icates that the species occurs

throughdut the su.nr::rer as isolated individuals around oil field platforrns,
rock reefs and obstruct ions. Sports f isherrnen rr lay, at  t i rnes, see large
adults feeding on Portuguese rrran of war at considerable distance from the
coast. There rnay be a soutl:.ward migration in the fall and a aorthward one
in tJ:e spring but this has not been corrfirrned by tagging data.

There is no f ishery for t lee loggerhead in Texas. I t  was ut i l ized before
World War I by the inhabitants of the coastal willages aad a few were rnb.rketed.
In recent years a nurnber of dead loggerheads etrand on the beach.
Rabalais and Rabalais ( in press) ha.'. studies tl:e strandings of rnarine hrrtles
on the coast of soutb Texas frorn Cedar Bayou to Brazos Sant iago. They logged
Z0? dead loggerheads during the period from Septernber 1975 to October 1, 1979.
Most of these turt les were subadult  ( t8 per cent were srnal ler than ?6crn).
$f l3Irr l ings were greatest dur ing the ful I  and epring and in this Bense they
were correlated witJr peak i lshore shr irnping for white shr irnp. A few
loggerheads are also enagged by sports f isherrnen, but rnost of  thern are
relea'ged unharrned because i t  is i l legal to harrn turt les in Texas. There
has been no organized tagging effort  on the Texas coast because of the srnal l
and scattered populat ibn. However over t} :e couree of eeveral  years in tJ:e
ear ly  1960 's  rny  s tudents  tagged e igh t  loggerheads.  One h= l f  o f  t$ese tag6 were
recovered within a year. These results aupport a high rnortalify rate due
to the act iv i t ies of rnan. Dead turt les ou the beaches of sout l  Te:cas is not



a new phenomenon, but no coults were rnade duriog tJre ear. ly 1950's

lchen I frequently traveled the beach'

Nearly al l  substantiated' records for nesting loggerheads are in I

the eastern Gul f  o f  Mexico.  There is  a  reco"d.  o i  a  loggerhead nest insf

on Chandeleur lsland {Ogren L9771 and rnany reports of turt le tracks t

poss ib ly  th is  species on- t l :e  sanne is lands.  I  have repor ts  of  f ishermen

lather ing loggerhead eggs on Grand rs le  in  the 1930's .  Texas is

i".,oUy f ia."a i :o t]re nesting range of the loggerhead rnainly on the basis

of i f forrned' observers. A nurnber of reports of the nesting of large

trrrt les where tJre species was not deterinined rnust surely be this species'

Indeed, the now nearly 300 year-old accor:nt of the gathering of sea turt le

eggs by members of La salle's i luated erpedit ion rnay refer to t l3e

tJlg"ri."a. llowever, I have been able to fully docurnent only two nests--

one ia 197? and the other i]l 19?9 on soutl: Padre Isla:ads. Flatchlings frorn

these nests were identif ied bY me'

ln Mexico I have gathered' numerous reports of t l .e tracks of

large turt les on tf}e beaches of Tarnaulipas north of La Pesca and

ir] veracruz frorn Tarnpachichi to Barra de corazoDes' In any case
'whether  t l :ese nests  Prove to  be the , loggerheadr  as I  t f l ink  t ] :ey wi l l

rnay be of l i t t le irtportatce because aknost al l  of thern are soon despoiled

by rnan. Isolated. ioaivia.tals do nest in sorne years at Rancho Nuevo,

Tarnaulipas. Loggerheads also aest around tlee pe:rinsula of Yucatan' but

rnost of tf.e known sites are on the caribbean side rather than tlte GuU'

Lora or Kernp's Ridley, Lepid'ochelys kernpi

AltJrough the Kernp's r idley waB described a century ago by Garrnan'

rnost of the . information of tJ:e species has been gatJ:ered during the past

25 years. There'was rro organized f ishery for the species anywh€l€ €x-

cept as a by-catch of a green turt le f ishery Dear ced'ar Key, Florida' I t  is

prou"ulu that the gray loggerhead eaten occasionally by Port Aransan

prior to World War I was a r i 'd1eY'
{ .

Hildebrand (1963) estirnated tfle nesting population at Rancho Nuewo

at 42,000 ridteys baeed on a etaternent of Andres F{errera and an a"lysis

of tfre arear coi.ceottation of tbe turtles in the filrn. Exploitation of

tJris population bas beea high for an undeterrnined nrrrnber of years' Ia fact'

the colony was located. by followiog up a chance rernark of a friend that

an Arab trader packed out jute eacks ful l  of eggs oD a Pack train of 40 or

50 burros. Although the data frorn the investigators canaot be ueed to

rnake precise population couats on tf.e nesting ground, it ia obvious tl.�at

the population has declined- At the atart of the investigations in tbe late

1950's  a few thous:nd (5 to  6000)  nested there '  but  by 19?5 i t  had decl ined

to a few h'nd.red. However, siace tJ:at tirne there ha.s been a very slight

increase in the nrrrnber of neeters'

'4



Exploitat ion of t leie rookery prior to i ts off icial protection in 1965

was conflned aknost eutirely to t l :e col lection of eggs. In fact fhis activity

was so widespread i -n  the I950 's  and the ear ly  1950's  that  t } re  demise of  the

species was predic ted (Hi ldebrand i953)  i f  i t  was not  s topped.  I  arn not

p-er"orral ly aware of any large scale butcherj.ng of turt les for t leir meat

or skir, although I have heard and seen such reports. A perrnit to

slaughter r idleys was graDted, in 19?0 , but fort 'urately the arribada

did not arrive on schedul.e and only f ive turt les were ki l led according

to off icial accouats. '

one can legit imately ask i f  t i :e present rookery at Rancho Nuevo

in t1,e M*aicipio de Aldarna is tf:e eole surwivor of rnany former nesting

colonies along tfre GuIf coast or is it r:a"ique. There is no clear ewi-

dence of t1'e species nesting in arribadas elsewhere along the GuIf coast.

There are records of scatlered nesti.ng from Port Aransas to Alvarado,

Veracruz. L:e regard to the rookery at Rancho Nuevo, f isherrnen frorn

Rancho Crv-z told rne that the lora nested by tJ:e thousands at Rancho

Nuevo and by tfre hu-od.reds in tJ:e area frorn Pu-Dt:. Jetez to Barra del

Tord.o. E. Liner (pers. cornrn) i :a.forms me t lat this species probablyf

nested on I le Derniere in Lorrisiana and Percy Vioscai stated that i t  I
nested on the Chandeleur Isla,nds. It  is interesting tJrat Ogren (I97?) 

|
saw a srnall turtle which may have been tJris species crawling up a

beach in the sarne geaeral area naore t.l}an a century later. . Positive

identification could, not be rnade frorn tJre air, but daytirrre ernergence aud

srnall size indicate a ridleY'

In outlining t}1e l;fe history of this species, ma.ny inJerences have

been rnade or, ,""ofy.data. The following hypot].ebis best explains the

existing data on th'e fudley in rny opinion. First, tf.e species feeds

prirrrarily on decapod. crustaceans particularly two genera (q'alipes a-nd

bl[nectes) of tbe awirni-ag or portunid craba. Portunid crabs occur 
I

t th. gr".test concentratioa in Louisia.'' and the Tabaeco -carnpeche I

area oi M"*i.o. Secondly current patterns-- eit$er the loop curreat

for northward trangpoTt or an eddy for eouthward transport--favor t l ]e

distr ibution of the Rid.ley to the two areas. It  is recognized beca'use of

the variabifiry of these current that large nurnber of youlg in sorne years

couLd be transported through the Florida Straits via the Gul:t Strearn. The

sporad.ic nature of the records frorn the Atlantic coast certainly supp'ozt

thig contention. Most of the turt les which Pass through tJre straits are

probably lost to tJ:e population. It is possible fJ.at sorne do rnake it back

to the ancestral nesting gror::ads. Particularly if we cornPare tJre long

rnigrations frorn the crab ric'h grounda off the Gu-a'yaqrril area of Ecuador

to nesting groujads i-n Mexico by ita congeDer fhe olive ridtey. Thirdly'

ternperatures are favorable in both areas for the r idley. The Mieeissippi

River has buil t  a ramp acroae the sheU a' 'd the water ternperafures

are not subject to as nnuch fluctua.tion as elsewhere in the western Gu}f ' and

iJ these water ca]l Bupport a winter populatiop of ki-ng rnackeral, Scornberornorus

cavalla,t lr .ere is no reason that tfr.ey-canaot auppo:rt feedir ig r idleys. Furtherrnore



oranges are gro\Fn at Venice, Louieiana, tJre only place on the Gulf coaet

nortlr of Z'1", FourtJrly, fJre offshore drift lines of logs and ot$er debris

frorn tfre rivers should prorride a hiding and feeding place for the young
juveniles. There are accor: l ts by sports f isherrnen of seeing large nurnber
of  srnal }  tur t les in  such areas.  F{owever ,  condi t ions must  be ideal  (  f la t
ca6n)  i f  one is  to  see the tur t les.  These srnal l  tur t les have not  been.

caught and identif ied but their location points to the ridley and lhis is

further suppgrted by the behavior pattern reported for i ts congener in

t11e Pacific. Fifthly, youjag ridleys were forrnerlytake"I in shrimp trawls

in shaLlow water near the outer Gulf beaches. Li ler (1955) did not
give catch rates for the eleven ridleys caught off Terrebonne Parish in
L95Z in L? feet of rpater. Howewer these d-ata do give support to a catch
rate of one ridley per trawler per day during the spring of the year; his

tgrt les ranged frorn 7 to 58-por:-nds. Howevet, rnanyof i lre r idleys caught

off Louisia''" {fien and now were r:-nder ten pounds. ia weight. The utilization

of the Tabasco-Campeche white ehrimp grou:ad.s by irnrnafure ridleys

is supported by *y obsenrations with accornpanying f isherrnen's gtaternents

at  Dos Bocas,  Tabasco and Fuentes(1963 and 1967) .  S ix th ly ,  the use of  both areas

as feeding grounds by tJre fully rnature adult is supported by tag returns

frorn nesting fernales (Cb.avez L9691. The e>risti-ng da.ta frorn tag returns

a-nd. incidental capture at sea support the concept that the species rnigrates

prirnarily alongshore rather tJ:aa in the open Gulf.. It is also probable

tlrat the mature turtles frequent deeper water tha- the imrnatureq, e. 8.,
Carr and Caldwell (1948) reported a rnature fernale from 14-fathorns off

Terrebonne Parish. In other words tJ:e Kernp's r idley nests in arribadas

at Ra.ncho Nuevo, Tarnaulipas and tJre feeding grounds for t.|e subadults I
a:nd adults are tJre highly productive white shrirnp-porh:lid crab beds of I
Louisiana (Marsh Ieland to the Mississippi Delta) and Tabasco- I
Carnpeche ( Chupilco, Tabasco to Champoton, Carnpeche), As i:n the case

of the nesting grounds there is sorne leakage of individuals and srnall

groups to otler areas away from the prirnary sites.

New inforrnation will be difficult to obtai-n because the present law on err-

dangered species has virtually dried-up all inJormation frorn t]:e fishermen

who accidently catch tle species and tJ:is rnakes tagging prograrns hardly

worthwhile in elucidating rnigrations and rnot'tality.

Tortuga bl- ' 'ca or green furt lg Chelonia rnvdas

The history of the green turt le f isbery in tfre western Gulf of
Mexico sti l l  rernains to be written. The f ishery was the f irst to develop
i-n the new etate of Texas and it was the first to disappean.



The f ishery wat l i f t le rnore t i :an a rrremory by f900. The histor ian wi l l
h=ve the di f f icul t  job of separat ing fact f rorn f ict ion in the let ters,
d ia r ies ,  newsPaPer  accou l ts  and the  brochures  o f  p romoters .  In  any  case
tfre abr: ldance of large green turt les in the bays were cornmented upon by
tfre f i rst  European entrepreneut and sett lers of the sta.te,  part icuJ-a.r ly the
Ger rnans .  When t rade s ta r ted  w i th  marke ts  ou ts ide  the  s ta te  o f  Texas  is
u-u.certain but i t  rnust have been short ly after independence from Mexico.
Turt les cou-ld be shipped by schooner to New york or they coul.d go by
s tearner  to  New Or leansand thenbe t ransh ipped to  o ther  po in ts .  Th is
'was an ideal. method. because tJ:e h-rrtles 'coul.d. 

be shipped. alive. The ot-]:er
rnethod was to process the turt les into rneat and soup which could be
transported as a canned product.  Again there is some quest ion when the
f i rst  calrnery was esta.bl ished. Certainly,  orre was in operat ion in 1859
wheo 151000 do] lars worth of turt le soup was caTrned at Iadianola. l lowever,
there is an iadicat ion t lat  tbe f i rst  can:nery was establ ished ten years before
that date in 1849. The cannery ran an ad..  in t f re Corpus Christ i  Ranchero for
four rnonths in 1850. The canaery would pay-f f l r r  dol lars for every turt le
del ivered to India::ola.  No rnent ion was rnade of s ize or species, but per-
ha.ps, that was u-rrderstood by the f ishermen. Ia any case this carrnery
disappeared probably very early in t f :e Ciwi l  

'War 
years. After the war

a' 'd t lee yel low fever epidernic of 1857 there was again interest in food
Processiag i l  Texas. Turt le canning carne to be closely associated with
t ] le beef packgries. At f i rst  the packers sal t-cr.rred beef in the
winter and rendered the arrirnals for tallow in tJ:e su.rnrner. Ray Stephens
(pers. comm.) inforrned rne that the waste was deposited in the bay and
it  at tracted large nurnber of turt les. I  assrrrne tJ.at the packers tJrought i f
tltey l,vere going to faften tfre turtles tJ:ey rnight as well can them for a
prof i t .  Turt le can::er ies were reborn at Fultoa, Texas probably in l8?2.
In 1877 the camery was buying turtles at two cents a pou-nd. A catch of
eleven trlrtles in one week at Sha611ock poiat during the last half of Septernber
agTl waa recorded ia tf:e Mercer diary,

Charles Stevensou (1893) rnade a canvas of Texas f isheries for the
U.  S .  Cornrn iss ion  o f  F ish  a : rd  F isher ies  .  He repor ted  a  ca tch  o f  585,000
poulds of green hrrt le for the enf ire coast of Texas. Nearly al l  the turt les
were caught in Aransas'Bay, Matagorda. Bay and the lower Lagr:- :ni  Madre.
Most of tJ:e furt les were caught in furt le nets--49O,000 in Aransas Bay and.
48,000 pounds in the lower Laguna Madre. In addit ion 45,000 pound.s were
caught in f ish eeines in Aransas 

'Bay 
and 2000 por:rds in Galveston B"y.

The rnaia f ishing towaon Matagorda B"y, Indianola, was destroyed by -
a  hur r i cane i .n  r885.  The c i ty  was  a lso  des t royed by  the  Ig?5
burricane, but this tim_e tJrey called it quits and the city was not rebuilt.
Tbe f ishernnen rnowed to AraneaB or Corpua Christ i  coneeguent ly the
Matagorda Bay statistics for 1890 are included in tl:e figures given above.
for Aransas Bay, the point where tfre landings took p1ace.



2{ rsafl ing of t f ]e scattered accorrnts of t}re f iehery shows it  'was

prim"ari ly prosecuted. from Apri l  to November. The turt lea were eaid to

i" - poor cond.it ioniatieearly.Part of tJ..e year but fat fron August to

N o v " , . , b . r . W h e | h e r t b e t u r t l e s r n i g r a t e d e o u t h w a r d i n t f r e w i n t e r i s n o t
clear. John Priour (pers. cornrn.) told rne t}at after severe cold waves a

few people would take wagons along tf.e south shore of corpus christ i

torrliog rnoribu'd turtles on the way out and loading them into the wagons

or. the-way back It was real hard work loading a 400 pound tutfle

i-nto a *"!orr. .The turt les Were carted to John Superach, a local restuarant

ow.rcer, who would buy thern. one rnight wonder why tf.e fishery wae so

intense when tf.e price was never rnoTe thaa z cents a por:-nd and tfle

average catch was less tban one turt le per day' According to Joh-n Priour

in otleer f,ypes of work you worked' with both hands frorn sunuP to sundown

for 50 cents " dalr to trt t l .  f ishing even if  you caught one 400 pound turt le

a week was attractive to a mrrnber of peo ple

Mosfly the hrrt le nets were set near tJre major Pa6ees but wifhin

tJ:e bay. The rnajorify of the turtles were caught as they r.eturned to

their feeding grounds frorn t leeir nightJy resting places i-n the deeper

water of the bay. In t]le lower Lagr:::a. according to Yil<tor Delgado (pers'

cornm.) t]'ey used, a d.ifferent rnethod. A rnan was placed in the rnast of

a Port Isable scow to find the turtles and deterrnine the directioa tltey

.were rnoviug ia the clear water. They would sail aror:nd tf]e turtle and

set their aets across his Path'

The hrrt le cannery which packed' !00 green trrrt les weightiag 243'0OO

pouads in 1890 (stevensolr 1893) rnoved to Tampico in 1896 apparently

because of a greater supply of turt les in tJ:at area' In any case the f ishery

d.eter iorated badly  in  fhe last  ha l f  o f  t ] le  1890'6.  The severe f reeze of  1894-95

was a disaster and t lee rnuch rnore 6evete freeze of 1899 irovided t l1e coup de

grace. Ottrers blamed overfishi::g particularly on the nesting gror:'nds for

the failure of the fisbery to recover frorn the freeze. still others placed

the blame on t]le jettying of unjettied pasEes ot the shoaling of Passes

like Cedar Bd,yo*aft lr ig99. Nevertheless, a few continued to turt le in

a desultory fashion Flarry Mills (pers. cornrn-) httlg up his turtle nets

f o r t b e l a s t t i r n e i ] ] l g 3 5 . H e t o l d r n e t h a t h e t h o u g h t h e w a s t } r e - l a s t t u r t l e r
on the coaet. Afew rpere rnarketed a6 a by-catch >y fishilg and shrirnping

crewa u:otil it becarne u.nlaw'fu1 in 1963'

Green sea hrrt lgs sf i l l  inhabit the sarne rneadow t].ey did before

the turn o{ the cenfury but i-n greatly reduced nurnbers. The greatest

concentration is i !  the. lower L"g* Madre near Port Isabel '  A f isherrnen

witle a trot li]xe and good location rnight catch five in a year' all small.

They ate usuaily forrf hooked. in tJ:e flipper and can be readily released"



The nesting grounds of the green turt le are not well  known in t} 'e

Gulf of Mexico and. the nesting grounds for the greens which supported

the fishery in tl:e nineteentl: century in Texas \P€re never identified'

so rne  s t i l l  nes t  on  cayo  A rcas ,  cayo  A renas ,  A r rec i f e  A lac ranes  and

Arrec i fe  Tr iangulos on Carnpeche Bank.  An occasional  green st i l l  nests

at Rancho Nrrevo. Repeatedly, individuals have told rne that tfre species

regular ly  nested at  P laya washington pr ior  to  wor ld  war l [ '  Th is  locat ion

is approximately IZ rni les south o? th.-rnouth of t lee Rio Grande. Neck (1978)

reported green turt les nesting at t tr 'e r:nouth of the Rio Grande in 1889'

I let ieve ttt i" i" i : :  error and that these turt les were ridleys' The rnost

probable nesting place for Texas green turt les are t l .e beaches between

Boca Jesus Maria and Tu:rpan. certainly if t]re movelnent of a turtle

ca',nery frorn Fulton, Texas to Tarnpico in 1896 made seltse' i t  was

certainly because it  was ]fear tf :e nestiDg ground for the 'green turt le as

no signif icant feeding grounds are found tbere'



Areal Stafue and Outlook

I.:n this section I will review tJ:e turtle population in each state in

the  western  Gu l f  o f  Mex ico .  Aga in ,  I  must  po in t  ou t  as  in  the  epec ies

accounts that t lere is a paucity of data.

Louisiana
Kernp's r idley could be logical ly labeled the Louisia. 'a turt le because i ts

greatest abundarrce is for: ld there..  I t  is beyond a doubt t f :e cornrnonest

rnarine turt le in the state. l lowever,  i t  is concentrated in the shal low water

f ro rn  Marsh  Is land to  the  Mies iss ipp i  De l ta . 'Based on  in fo r rna f ion  supp l ied  by

the shrirnpers it has declined greatly in abu-nda.nce during tJre past 25 years.

There appears to be little prospect for a qrrick irnprovernent irr its eurvival

status.

One pzouLd e:rpect tbe highly productive waters of Lor.risiana to eupport a I
s igni f icant nurnber of leatherbacks at least eeasonal ly.  Perhaps the popula- |
tions are there, but there ate no supporting data.

Loui.s iana is not now a:nd probably never was a rnajor aest ing area for I
rnarine turtle s. 

I

Texas
The rnost i rnportant species in Texas was and is the green turt le which

fed in the seagraEp rneadows from Matagorda. Bay to the lower Lagr: : :a Madre.

Again, as one rnust repeat cont inual ly,  we k:aow very l i t t le.  I t  is probable

that the population is now ilcreasing, but thig is based aolely on the nurnber of

repor ts  we rece ive  concern ing  the  spec ies .  I t  i s  poss ib le  tha t  tJ :e  inc reased

protect ion and head start ing in Is la Mujeres b"s resulted in ernigrat ion to

Texas. The greateet threat tp an irnproved eituation ia Texae rnay be a

reduct ion in t} le acres of grass beds by dredgiag.

The subadult  loggerhead populat ion is obrr iously r : :nder atres-s because

of heavy rnortal i t ies due to trawl ing. Under present f ishing pressure along

the coast one would expect the rnortal i ty to i lcreage

The r idley occure in Texas in grnal l  nurnbers and i t  is probable that al l

ad.ult ridleys rnovi:eg frorn Louiaia.'a to tJle nesting gror::nds stay near the

coast tf:e entire trip. As in Louiaiana and Tarn-aulipas they are subject to

lose i-n ehrirnp trawls.

i0



The lea"herback feeds on cabbage head jel lyf ish, and al though i t  rnay be
local ly abundant,  i t  is not great ly affected by hurnan act iv i fy in Texas.

The sand beaches o f  Texas  ar .e  now and apparent ly  a lways  .were  o f  minor
impor tance as  nes t ing  beaches.  Two o f  the  t l i ree  "p . " i "s  lha t  fo r rner ly  nes ted
in the state stil l do, but in srnaller aurnbers.

TarnauJipas
Tarnaul ipas has been loowa for years as an irnportant nest ing area. The

on ly  r ra jo r  rookery  fo r  Kemp's  r id ley  occurs  a t  Rancho Nueva.  I t s  beaches
were also nest ing si tes for tJ:e loggerhead and the green, al though toda.y few
use thern. The product ion of turt les in the etate has apparent ly always been
srnall. On the other hand, tJ:e eggs h^ve been heawily exploited. Very few
nests are overlooked' by rnan outside the hearr i ly protected area at Rancho
N ueva.

Vera  c ruz
In contrast to the desolate coast of Tarnaul ipas rnany people l ive near

the coast i -n t} 'e state of Veracrrrz.  Al l  f ive species nestedalong t f :e coast
and the e-ggs and even the adults were subject to intense depreJat ion by
rnan. The nortern part of tl.re state arou::d cabo Rojo was probably an
irnportant nest ing si te for the green turt le and possibly tor the loggerhead..
The area from Isla Lobos to Alvarado wa6 a good nest ing and feeding gror: :ra
for the hawksbill.

The catch according to off ic ial  records has always been srnal l .  However,
the f ishery, al though of a subsistance na.ture, l : .as always been very intense. 

/

Turt le nets are st i l l  used near the ci ty of Veracruz al t- leough the expectat ioo of the
fisherm.en is very 1ow. For exarnple in one village five tottt"" .were caught
drrring the geaeon -- two green turtlee while I wae in the area at tfre end of
October  L979.

Tabasco
The f ishery irr Tabasco has always been

is Kemp's r idley. No rnajor neating beaches
srnal l .  The pr incipal species
are kaown in the state.

Campeche

- 
CamPeche has for a nurnber of years been the most product ive state

harvested hrr{le resources i-n tJee (3uU of Mexico. Ia part, t}.is is due to
1D

fwo

u



'  rna jo r  f i sh ing  por ts  and rnore  qua l i f ied  f i sher rnen than:ny  o ther  s ta te  on
tJle east coast of Mexico, but i t  ie also due to rnore product ive waters. I11
add i t ion  to  nes t ing  beaches a t  Is la  Agr . rada and Is la  Car rnen there  are  ex tens ive
feed ing  grounds fo r  g reen tu r t les ,  loggerheads and r id leys .  The ca tch  has
dec l ined cons iderab ly  in  recent  years ,  and there  seerns  l i f t le  p rospec t  fo r
i rnprovernent in t l :e near fufure.

Yucatan
Product ion has always been srnal l  in t} le state and the few act ive nest ins
gror rnds  are  l  oca ted  on  o f fshore  cays  and ar rec i fes .

LZ



Surnmary and Conclusions

A11 species 'o f  rnar ine tur t les in  t } 'e  Gul f  o f  Mexico wi t f r  the except ionof  t ie  leatherback have decl ined d-rast ica l r ,  , r r  every area of  the westernGurf of Mexico because of the exploitat ion or the eggs and trre adur.ts. rnt f ie  case of  the r id ley an.  the loggerhe"a " i f * i icant  morta l i .sbrimp trawrers- The ridlev is-more ,'bj;?;.to captur" o, r".ir:::"or"u.llr.of  i t s  concent ra t ions  i :n  a reas  o f  c rus taaa" r ,  ab ' -naance.

1 3



Li terature Ci ted

carr ,  A.F.  and D.K.  Caldwel l .  1958.  The Problern of  the At lant ic  Rid ley

Tur t l e  i n  f 958 .  Rev .  B io t '  T rop '  6 (2 ) :245 -Z6Z '

Carranza,  J .  I959.  Los recursos natura les del  suTeste y  6u aProvecharn iento '

L a P e s c a . E d ' i c i o n e s l n s t . M e x . d e r e c u r s o s n a t u r a l e s r e n o v a b l e s , A . C .
Mexico. 238PP.

Chavez,  H.  1969.  Tagging and Recapture of  the Lora Tur t le  (Lepidochelys

@11g! !1.  I -nL Tur t le  Tor to ise Soc '  3(a) :14-19 '  3z-36 '

Fuentes, c.D. L967. Perspectivas de cult ivo de tortugas rnarinas eI] el Caribe

Mexicano ( I ) .  I ls t .  Na1.  Inv.  B io l .  Pesq.  Prog.  Marcado Tor tugaa Mar inas '

I  ( 1 0 ) ;  1 - 9 .

Hildebrand., H.H. 1963. Hallasgo del area de anidacion de la tortuga rnarina

.lora., Lepidochelvs kernpi(Ga1rn1n)-,__en la costa. occidental del Golfo de

Me*ico.-Cietrcia, Mexico ZZ(4\:105 -1lZ'

Leary,  T.R.  Lg57.  A School ing of  Lealherback Tur t les,  ry : r rnochelys cor i 'acea

.o r i acea ,  on  t l : e  Texas  Coas t '  Cope ia  195?  (3 ) ;Z3Z '

Liner, E.A. 1954. The Herpetofar:na of Lafayefte, Terrebor:ne, and verrni l ion'

Par ishes,  Lorr is iar :a .  La '  Acad'  Sc i '  L7:  65-85 '

Lu:ad., F. Lg74. Marine Turt le Nesting in the united states. Rept'  to u's'  Fish

and Wildl. Serv., 39PP.

Marquez, Rene. L976. Esta.d.o actual de la peequeria de tortugas rnarinas en

Mexico,  L974.  Inst .  NaI  de Pesca '  INP/SI :1-45 '

Neck,  R.W. 19?8.  .Occurrence of  Mar ine Tur t les in  the Lower Rio Grande of

S o u t h E e x a s ( R e p t i l i a , T e s h r d i n e s ) ' J ' H e r p ' i 2 ( 3 ) : 4 Z Z ' 4 2 7 '

Ogren,  L .H.  Ig71.  Survey and Reconla isaaDce of  Sea Tur t les in  the Nor thern

Gulf of Mexico. Nat. Mar. Fish. serv., Panarna city, Florida' 8pp' (rnirneo)

R-a.balais, s.c. and.N,N. Rabalais Lglg. The occurreDce of sea Turt les on south

Texas  Beaches .  I a  P ress .
/

s tevenson,  c .FI .  1893.  Repor t  on the coast  F isher ies of  Texas '  Rept '  o f  the

cornrn iss ioner  u.s . 'cornrn.  o f  F ish a ' 'd  F isher ies.  373-4ZO'

Henry H.  Hi ldebrand 413 Miubrook corpus chr is t i '  Texas 784I8


