Protecting the Endangered Sea Turtles of Trinidad and Tobago 

“It's Time to Act!"

Nature Seekers is a non-profit organisation that was established in 1990 for the protection of sea turtles on Matura Beach, Trinidad. Our efforts over the years have made great impact in reducing the slaughtering of sea turtles and creating livelihood opportunities for residents. Additionally the project continues to have great success in documenting the population through data collection and creating awareness of the importance and value of protecting these ancient species. However, this has all been done in the face of inadequate legislation and ineffective to non-existent law enforcement, and a wholly unregulated harvest continues in and out of season, especially for hawksbill and green turtles.  In our country, the meat, shell and eggs of these endangered species continue to be marketed formally and informally.  Prices are comparable to, and often lower than, prices paid for fish.  It is our responsibility to ensure the introduction and implementation of proper and adequate legislation to protect sea turtles and their eggs throughout the year, and to introduce public awareness and education programmes to promote sea turtle conservation.

It is not only the responsibility of Nature Seekers to exercise responsibility when it comes to protecting the nation’s sea turtles, all citizens (and even our visitors) can help.  Our voices must be heard!  Did you know that our country is one of only a small number of Caribbean and Latin American countries that does NOT protect sea turtles year-round?  It is an embarrassment to our nation that turtles migrating through the waters of many countries are safe at most points of their journey, but at risk for being killed here.  This killing not only undermines our own conservation efforts, but those of our neighbours as well.  

With this in mind, the main purpose of this Letter Writing Campaign is to request that the Ministry of Food Production, Land & Marine Resources improve the legislation that protects sea turtles.  All letters should be directed to the Minister of Food Production, Land & Marine Resources and copied to the Prime Minister, the Member of Parliament for Toco Sangre Grande and to Nature Seekers (these addresses can be found below).  Nature Seekers will comply copies of your letters and make a formal request to the Minister at the end of this project 

When you write your letter, remember to be kind and professional.  Consider thanking the Ministry for efforts already made (for example, the Prohibited Areas at Matura, Fishing Pond, and Grande Riviere).  Emphasize the importance of taking pride in our national patrimony. Let the Government know that this responsibility is important to you, and to the generations that will follow us.  In addition, the following FACTS are important to include in your letter.  Remember that the letter should be written in your own words.

1. The leatherback sea turtle, Dermochelys coriacea, is an ancient species, directly descended from the first sea turtles that evolved over 100 million years ago. The largest of all turtle species, many leatherbacks exceed 8 feet in length and an adult male can weigh over 2000 pounds. Their “shell” is flexible and leather-like, and their large size and unique circulation system help to conserve heat, allowing leatherbacks to survive in much colder water than other species of turtles. They can also dive deeper than any other reptile, having been recorded at depths exceeding 4000 feet!  Would we want to lose such a magnificent creature forever? 

2. Globally, all species of sea turtle found in Trinidad and Tobago are classified as Endangered or Critically Endangered under the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species, which means that scientists have documented that more than half of all breeding-age adults have been killed (worldwide) in recent decades.

3. Trinidad and Tobago is very fortunate to have one of the largest nesting populations of leatherback turtles in the world, over 6000 leatherback turtles nest in our country each year.  In contrast, only a few hawksbill and green turtles (40 at most) nest on our beaches each year.

4. Leatherback turtles are a “flagship species” for Trinidad and Tobago, meaning that they play a very special role in our culture and economy.  Many people think “Trinidad and Tobago” when they hear about leatherback turtles!  And yet these remarkable animals do not have 100% protection. We have an obligation to protect this ancient species. Why?  Because the eggs laid here, and the hatchlings that result, grow to turtles that contribute to the leatherback population throughout the entire Caribbean Sea and Atlantic Ocean, including the waters of Africa.

5. Current legislation for the conservation of sea turtles is embodied in the Conservation of Wild Life Act (Chapter 67:01) and the more recent Fisheries Act (Chapter 67:51). Unfortunately, there are serious conflicts between these two pieces of legislation.  The Conservation of Wild Life Act includes sea turtles under a general umbrella of protected species and thus prohibits all hunting, but the Fisheries Act views sea turtles as a fisheries resource harvestable under certain circumstances during an annual open season.  Overlapping and conflicting jurisdiction between regulatory agencies have contributed to long‑standing paralysis on the subject of amending the Fisheries Act to eliminate the open season for sea turtles.  

6. Under the current Fisheries Act, sea turtles are not protected during the months of October to February each year.  As a result, hawksbill and green turtles are sold in local markets during this time, which accounts for the decline in these species in our waters and on the nesting beaches.

7. We are fortunate that, as a result of dedicated community-led efforts that span many years, leatherback populations have stabilized in our country.  In contrast, some of the largest leatherback populations in the world are now nearly extinct because such care has not been taken.  The most dramatic declines have occurred in Pacific Mexico and Costa Rica, as well as in Malaysia and other Asian countries.  With the exception of French Guiana-Suriname, most Caribbean populations are also very small.

8. In addition to direct harvest, hundreds of thousands of sea turtles die every year because they drown in fishing nets.  This is called “fisheries by-catch”, and it is the number one cause of death for leatherbacks globally, including Trinidad and Tobago. In a research project by the Institute of Marine Affairs in 2002, over 3000 turtles were captured in nets and 33% of that number died as a result. If we continue lose 1000 turtles every year to accidental drowning, our population will be wiped out in a few years time!  For this reason, Nature Seekers is involved in scientific studies that involve fishers in testing alternative fishing methods that do not kill as many turtles.

9. The experience of Nature Seekers and other community-based conservation groups has shown clearly that sea turtles are worth much more alive than dead.  For example, at the present time sea turtles contribute very significantly to the economic potential and livelihood opportunities on the Northeast coast in areas such as data collectors, tour guides, community managers, host homes and other service providers, handcrafters, and so on.  

10. Research conducted on our local beaches informs sea turtle conservation and management throughout the Caribbean Sea, and the tens of thousands of tourists that visit our nesting beaches every year carry this new knowledge and awareness with them, which in turn promotes sea turtle conservation throughout the world.

Trinidad and Tobago has signed the following treaties which further increase our responsibility to protect the endangered sea turtles found in our country.  It’s worth noting in your letter that Trinidad does have these important legal obligations, which bind our country to other countries around the world and give Trinidad and Tobago an opportunity for leadership.

CITES

The 1973 Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) makes it illegal to import or export products made from certain endangered species.  ALL species of sea turtle found in Trinidad and Tobago are included on Appendix I of this treaty, which means, for example, that the sale of tortoiseshell in many of our tourist‑oriented retail markets is illegal.  These markets include both airports (Piarco and Crown Point), as well as road side vendors, hotel shops, and boutiques, particularly in Tobago. No credible argument can be made that these items are not being sold primarily for export since tourists ultimately leave the Republic and return to their nations of residence, where they may face stiff fines and other penalties for possession of illegal wildlife products.  While it is not presently illegal to possess turtle shell items or to offer them for sale during the open season (October ‑ February), it is clear that these items are sold year around.  The conflict between our national fisheries legislation, which allows the domestic sale of sea turtles and their products during the open season, and CITES, which prohibits these products from leaving the country, must be closed.  Government ratified the CITES treaty in good faith in 1984, and has an unambiguous obligation to enforce its provisions.  

SPAW Protocol

The Protocol concerning Specially Protected Areas and Wildlife (SPAW Protocol), which is part of the United Nations’ “Cartagena Convention”, protects endangered species at a Caribbean regional scale.  ALL species of sea turtle found in Trinidad and Tobago are included on Annex II of this treaty, which requires countries that have signed the Protocol to prohibit killing, possession, and commercial trade in sea turtles, their eggs, and their parts or products, as well as to prohibit the disturbance of sea turtles (and other species listed on Annex II), particularly during periods of breeding, incubation, migration, and other periods of biological stress.  The unanimous vote by Governments, including Trinidad and Tobago (which ratified the treaty in 1999), to include sea turtles on Annex II clearly demonstrates the importance of Caribbean countries cooperating together to protect migratory species that they all share.  Consider noting in your letter to the Minister that you value our country’s international obligations, and that you wish to see the necessary changes in our national law.

Please direct all letters to the Honourable Minister of Food Production Land & Marine Resources.

The Honourable Vasant Bharath
Minister

Ministry of Food Production, Land & Marine Affairs

St. Clair Circle

St. Clair, Port of Spain

Trinidad, West Indies

Tel: (868) 622-1221-5 ext 2001 or 2012
Fax: (868) 622-8202 or 628-0385
Email: minister@malmr.gov.tt
Website: http://www.agriculture.gov.tt
Copy all letters to:

The Honourable Kamla Persad-Bissessar
Prime Minister of Trinidad and Tobago

13 - 15 St. Clair Avenue

St. Clair, Port of Spain 

Trinidad, West Indies

Tel: (868) 622-1625

Fax: (868) 622-1132
Email: pmsec@opm.gov.tt
Website: http://www.opm.gov.tt
The Honourable Dr. Rupert Griffith

Member of Parliament 

Toco/ Sangre Grande Constituency

C/O Ministry of Tourism

127-129 Duke Street

Port-of-Spain
Trinidad and Tobago
Tel: 624-1403 or 624-3151or 624-4792 or 625-0963
Fax: 625-3894
Email: rupertgriffith@tourism.gov.tt
http://tourism.gov.tt/

Nature Seekers

P.O. Box 4535

Sangre Grande PO

Toco Main Road, Matura

Trinidad, West Indies 
Tel/Fax: (868) 668-7337 

Email: turtlelaws@natureseekers.org
Website: www.natureseekers.org
In order to make each letter effective we have developed some tips of writing an effective letter:

1. Keep it short.

2. Focus on one or two main points. You may attach a separate summary of the background and context.

3. Limit your letter to one page and one issue or two issues

4. Include your name and address on both your letter and envelope or you can email the letter. (Please make sure there is a signature on it)

5. Choose the strongest arguments to support your Points and develop them clearly. Too much information can distract from your position. 

6. Let your words speak for themselves.

7. Be confident in your understanding of the issue and remember that the addressee may know less than you do or that they may not have firm views. 

8. Be firm but polite. Your aim is to effect law change, not vent your feelings.

9. Write as though the recipient is open to reason and discussion.

10. Tell the addressee why the issue matters to you and how it affects you, your community & country. Make a connection to the addressee. 

11. Encourage other constituents to write their own letters on the topic.
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