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When a Turtle is Worth a Hook
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Incidental capture by fishing gear is recognized as
one of the most important threats to marine turtle
populations. Apart from the mortality due to interaction
with the fishing gear alone, the fisherman may
intentionally kill the turtles captured. This behavior is
known to be motivated by a number of different reasons
such as: trade, personal use, and even antagonism and
superstition. New legislation, enforcement of existing
laws, and awareness campaigns are the solutions
currently adopted to solve this problem. In Italy, turtles
were often killed for local use in the past, but this
phenomenon has basically disappeared in more recent
times, thanks to specific national legislation (since 1980
capturing, holding, transporting or trading in sea turtles
has been illegal by a ministry decree: Decreto Ministero
Marina Mercantile 21/05/1980) and to long-term
awareness campaigns (Argano 1992). So, in Italy
intentional killing is thought to be a problem of the past,
and the issue of fishery-induced mortality is approached
as a problem of fishing effort, gear characteristics, gear
use, and onboard procedures to reduce post-release
mortality (the usual practice is to release turtles with
the hook and part of the branch line still in the mouth or
digestive tract which is potentially lethal). However, here
we report evidence that another factor may make
intentional killing an important problem in the present
and in the future.

Within the framework of an onboard observation
program, collaboration was established with drifting
longline fishermen of a harbour in the eastern (Ionian)
coast of Sicily (south Italy). In recent years these
fishermen have adopted a new type of hook, which is
rather expensive (about € 1.50 each) in comparison with
the previous one (about € 0.25 each). While in the past
they didn’t care much of the loss of hooks, now they
feel the need to limit it to minimum. In order to recover
these expensive hooks they now cut the turtle’s throat,
so killing the animal, a behavior both described by the
fishermen and directly observed by one of us (G.C.).
This behaviour is driven by economic reasons and not
by ignorance or prejudice. In fact, fishermen are aware
of the protected status of the species and do not show a
particular antagonism towards these animals. Since
economic optimization of fishing activity is a

fundamental rule for any fisherman, it is likely that this
kind of intentional killing occurs whenever recovering
the hook is economically favorable.

Long line fishing is known to catch a large number
of turtles in the Mediteranean (Gerosa & Casale 1999)
and it probably represents a serious threat in other
regions too (e.g. NMFS 2001), so that a diffusion of
expensive hooks, if associated with intentional killing,
would be reason of further concern on the impact of
this fishing gear on sea turtle populations. This problem
is of acute concern given the apparent lack of available
solutions. As a result of the economic nature of the
problem, an awareness campaign would be not the
proper tool to address it and enforcing the legal
protection of turtles on vessels on the open sea is
unrealistic. Probably, the only possible solution in this
case is to prevent hooks becoming so valuable, thus
removing the need of intentional killing. To ensure
fishermen use cheaper hooks is a difficult task, and
different solutions may be explored (e.g. a new hook,
intrinsically cheaper and equally effective), but certainly
any annoying restrictions should be avoided, in order
not to induce ill-will among fishermen.

In conclusion, it seems there is an urgent need for
an assessment of the use of expensive hooks, the
behaviour of fishermen using them, and the possible
effective solutions to the problem.
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