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Protecting Our Fishing Future

Protecting our marine turtles

Turtles are marine reptiles who, despite 
the fact that they spend most of their time 
swimming and diving, must regularly return 
to the surface to breathe. 

Are marine turtles protected?
Yes. Six species of marine turtle are found within the 
Australian Fishing Zone and they are all protected.

Name of marine turtle Conservation status

Loggerhead turtle (Caretta caretta) Protected/endangered

Leathery (leatherback) turtle (Dermochelys coriacea) Protected/endangered

Olive Ridley turtle (Lepidochelys olivacea) Protected/endangered

Flatback turtle (Natator depressus) Protected/vulnerable

Hawksbill turtle (Eretmochelys imbricata) Protected/vulnerable

Green turtle (Chelonia mydas) Protected/vulnerable

What is threatening the marine turtle populations?
Threats to marine turtle populations include:

 �  Marine pollution – turtles often mistake waste products, such as plastic bags, bottles and 
other rubbish, for food. This can cause serious problems if the turtle tries to eat them.

 �  Harvesting eggs – the harvesting of eggs is not allowed in Australia unless under Aboriginal 
or Torres Strait Islander custom. If too many eggs are harvested the turtle population will 
decline very quickly.
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 �  Interactions with fishing operations – an ‘interaction’ is any physical contact a person, boat 

or fishing gear has with a protected species that causes the animal stress, injury or death. 
Turtles can become entangled in nets used by trawling boats. They can also be hooked or 
tangled in lines used by line fishing operations.

 �  Predators – a number of introduced species, such as foxes and cats, prey on turtle eggs 
and hatchlings (newly hatched turtles).

 �  Slow growth rates – turtles can live for a long time and grow slowly. They may not start to 
reproduce until they are 30 to 50 years old. This means that populations can take a long 
time to recover if their numbers fall. This is why it is particularly important to look after 
marine turtles.

What is the Australian Fisheries Management Authority (AFMA) 
doing to protect marine turtles?
Not only AFMA looks after marine turtles. Other government departments, such as the 
Department of Sustainability, Environment, Water, Populations and Communities have rules 
to make sure that turtles are safe. AFMA also has various policies and action plans that are 
designed to help protect marine turtles. These include:

 �  Making fisheries use Turtle Excluder Devices (TEDs). These consist of a grid across part 
of the net that allows turtles to escape without the loss of any catch. Without TEDs, when 
turtles are caught in trawling nets they cannot reach the surface to breathe and may drown.

 �  Dehookers and line cutters are also used to quickly, easily and safely rescue turtles that are 
accidentally caught on hooks or tangled in lines.

 �  Implementing voluntary codes of practice and turtle management plans to reduce the 
number of interactions with turtles. These include not trawling near major nesting beaches, 
limiting trawl fishing in areas with many turtles and using modified nets that allow large 
animals to be removed easily.

 �  Running a Crew Awareness Program to educate fishing vessel crews about how to identify 
turtle species, how to handle them and how to report any interactions.

Marine turtle facts
 �  Young turtles drift and feed in the open ocean but when they are about five to ten years old 

they settle near inshore feeding grounds. 

 �  Some turtles are carnivores, feeding on shellfish, crabs and jellyfish, while others are 
herbivores, eating seaweeds, sea grasses, sponges and soft corals. 

 �  Every two to eight years, adult turtles undertake a breeding migration that can involve 
travelling hundreds of kilometres and crossing countries’ marine borders. 

Do you want to find out more about marine turtles? There is more information on the AFMA 
website www.afma.gov.au. Check it out!

http://www.afma.gov.au

