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Identity and Description
The generic name Eretmochelys was introduced

by Fitzinger (1843). The specific name imbricata is
attributed to Linnaeus (1766) and refers to the
over-lapping nature of the carapace scutes (see Eck-
ert, 1995a). Common Caribbean vernacular names
include hawksbill (English), carey (Spanish), tar-
taruga de pente (Portuguese), and tortue imbriqueé
(French).

The genus is currently considered to be mono-
typic. Two subspecies, E. i. imbricata in the Atlantic
Ocean and E. i. squamata in the Pacific Ocean, have
been described on the basis of differences in col-
oration and carapace shape (see Witzell, 1983 for
review). However, the criteria have proven unreli-
able in distinguishing the two forms and subspecif-
ic designations are rarely used (Meylan, 1984;
Pritchard and Trebbau, 1984).

The following combination of characteristics
distinguishes the hawksbill from other sea turtles:
two pairs of prefrontal scales between the eyes;
thick, posteriorly overlapping scutes on the cara-
pace; five vertebral scutes and four pairs of costal
(lateral) scutes on the carapace; two claws on each
flipper; and an alternating (asymmetrical) terrestrial
gait. The head is relatively narrow and elongate.
The beak tapers to a point, giving the animal a
“bird-like” appearance. 

The carapace is heart-shaped in the youngest
turtles and becomes more elongated (oval) as the
turtle matures. The sides and rear portions of the
carapace are typically serrated in all but very old ani-
mals. The epidermal scutes that overlay the cara-
pace bone are commonly referred to as
“tortoiseshell” or “bekko” and are prized in com-
merce. These scutes are often richly patterned with
irregularly radiating streaks of brown and black on

an amber background. The scutes of the plastron
are usually clear yellow, with little or no dark pig-
mentation.

The hawksbill is a small to medium sized turtle.
The average size of a nesting female typically does
not exceed 95 cm (straight carapace length, SCL)
for Caribbean nesting assemblages, and often this
average value is closer to 85-90 cm SCL. Weight
data are uncommon, but it appears that adults aver-
age 80-85 kg in the Caribbean Sea. Hatchlings are
uniform in color, usually gray or brown. They aver-
age 42 mm SCL (range: 39–46 mm) and range in
weight from about 14 –20 g. 

For informative summaries and greater detail,
see Carr et al. (1966), Witzell (1983), Pritchard and
Trebbau (1984), Meylan (1984), Groombridge and
Luxmoore (1989), NMFS/ FWS (1993), Eckert
(1995a, b), Van Dam (1997), and Pritchard and
Mortimer (1999).

Ecology
Hawksbills utilize different habitats at different

stages of their life cycle. It is widely believed, based
on sightings, strandings and gut content analyses,
that post-hatchling hawksbills are pelagic and find
shelter in weedlines associated with convergence
zones. Sargassum and floating debris, such as Styro-
foam, tar balls and plastic bits (common compo-
nents of weedlines), are consistently found in the
stomachs of young turtles. Hawksbills reenter
coastal waters when they reach about 20–25 cm
carapace length. 

Coral reefs provide foraging grounds for young
juveniles, as well as subadults and adults. Reef
ledges and caves provide shelter during periods of
rest and refuge from predators. Hawksbills are also
found around rocky outcrops and high-energy
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shoals, as well as mangrove-fringed bays and estuar-
ies (NMFS/ FWS, 1993). Sponges are the principal
diet of hawksbills once they take up residence in
coastal waters. A high density turtle population may
play a significant role in maintaining sponge species
diversity in nearshore benthic communities in the
Caribbean (van Dam and Diez, 1997).

Meylan (1988) found that sponges contributed
95.3% of the total dry mass of all food items in the
digestive tract samples from 61 animals from seven
Wider Caribbean countries (19 sites in the Lesser
Antilles, the Dominican Republic and Caribbean
Panama). Investigators have also found an almost
exclusive dietary preference for sponges by hawks-
bills feeding on the Cuban coastal shelf (Anderes
Alvarez and Uchida, 1994). The predominance of
specific taxa in the digesta suggests a degree of selec-
tivity, perhaps related to distinctive properties of the
sponges with respect to spongin and collagen (Mey-
lan, 1985). This highly specific diet, with prey
species dependent on filter-feeding in hard-bottom
communities, makes the turtle vulnerable to deteri-
orating conditions on coral reefs. 

Reproduction
Data from tag returns, satellite telemetry, and

genetic analyses indicate that adult Caribbean
hawksbills can travel long distances between forag-
ing and nesting grounds (e.g., Meylan, 1999; Bass,
1999a). Hawksbills typically nest on low- and high-
energy beaches in tropical latitudes. Females may
select small pocket beaches and, because of their
small body size and agility, they can cross fringing
reefs that limit access by other species. There is a
wide tolerance for nesting substrate and nests are
typically placed under woody vegetation.

Hawksbills exhibit strong site fidelity to specific
breeding grounds, returning at 2–5 year intervals
throughout their reproductive years. A period of
courtship and mating is followed by a nesting sea-
son that occurs mainly between July and October;
in some locations nesting is recorded year-around.
Egg-laying is principally nocturnal, although rare
daytime nesting does occur. Only gravid females
emerge from the sea. The entire nesting process
(including emergence from and return to the sea)
lasts 1–3 hours (NMFS/FWS, 1993). 

In Antigua, West Indies, the region’s most com-

prehensive long-term demographic study of nesting
hawksbills, individuals deposit an average of five
nests per nesting season at intervals of 14-16 days.
Tagged females have been observed to lay as many
as 12 clutches of eggs per season (Melucci et al.,
1992). Clutch size is variable, averaging 155 eggs in
Antigua (Richardson et al., 1999), 137 eggs in Mex-
ico (Isla Aguada, Yucatán) (Frazier, 1991), and 136
eggs in Brazil (Marcovaldi et al., 1999). Eggs are
approximately 40 mm in diameter. Incubation is
variable depending on ambient temperature, but
generally lasts about 60 days.

As in other sea turtles, sex determination is
largely temperature-dependent with cooler temper-
atures favoring males and warmer temperatures
favoring females (Mrosovsky et al., 1995). Hatch
success is relatively high, with typically greater than
75% of the eggs producing hatchlings that reach the
sea. mtDNA analysis has shown that Caribbean
nesting populations can be distinguished genetical-
ly, and that foraging “populations” are mixed assem-
blages consisting of individuals drawn from
multiple nesting grounds (Bass, 1999; Díaz-Fer-
nández et al., 1999).

Threats
Hawksbills face the same threats that endanger

all sea turtles, including marine debris and pollu-
tion, the illegal harvest of eggs and turtles, increased
use and development of the coastal zone, beach-
front lighting, incidental catch, etc. (Eckert, 1995b,
c). Sadly, they are also singled out for their own spe-
cial threat: humans find their shells highly attrac-
tive. Experts believe that the killing of hundreds of
thousands of wild hawksbills in recent decades to
service the shell trade has contributed substantively
to population declines in the Caribbean and world-
wide (Milliken and Tokunaga, 1987; Canin, 1991;
WIDECAST, 1992; Meylan and Donnelly, 1999).

Conservation Status
The hawksbill is listed as Critically Endangered

by the World Conservation Union (Baillie and
Groombridge, 1996). The species is listed on Annex
II of the Protocol to the ‘Cartagena Convention’
concerning Specially Protected Areas and Wildlife
(SPAW Protocol), Appendix I of the Convention on
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International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild
Fauna and Flora (CITES), and Appendices I and II
of the Convention on Migratory Species (CMS).
The species is also included in the annexes to the
Western Hemisphere Convention, a designation
intended to convey that their protection is of “spe-
cial urgency and importance.”

A global status review by IUCN concluded that
the hawksbill was suspected or known to be declin-
ing in 56 of 65 geopolitical units where information
was available (Groombridge and Luxmoore, 1989).
The review stated, “the entire Western Atlantic-Ca-
ribbean region is greatly depleted.” Despite evience
of population increases at some sites supporting
long-term demographic studies, such as the
increases in the Yucatán Peninsula of Mexico (Gar-
duno et al., 1999), current levels of nesting may be
far lower than previously estimated. Meylan
(1999b) recently reported declining populations in
22 of 26 geopolitical units for which “some status
and trend information is available.” 

Despite widespread protective legislation, an un-
sustainable and virtually unregulated level of legal
and illegal take (for meat, eggs, shell) continues
unabated in many countries and poses a significant
threat to the survival of the species in the region.
Hawksbills also are especially vulnerable to habitat
loss because they rely upon coral reefs, one of the
most endangered marine habitats (Meylan and
Donnelly, 1999). Nearly all countries in the Ca-
ribbean host fewer than 100 nesting females per
year (Meylan, 1989, 1999). The most recent federal
status review of the hawksbill turtle in the United
States recognized that numerous threats still exist,
despite two decades of protection by the U.S.
Endangered Species Act (Eckert, 1995b); hawksbills
in other countries face many of these same threats,
though they are less comprehensively documented.

Conclusions
Priority actions need to be undertaken at nation-

al and international levels if Caribbean populations
of hawksbill sea turtles are to be conserved for the
future. These include the identification, protection
and long-term monitoring of essential feeding, rest-
ing and nesting areas; the identification, status
assessment and long-term monitoring of critical life
stages; identification, quantification and mitigation

of important sources of mortality; support for law
enforcement; an emphasis on international cooper-
ation and the sharing of information; and increased
public awareness and participation in sea turtle (and
general marine) conservation and management ini-
tiatives (Eckert, 1995a; WIDECAST, 1998).

Literature Cited
Anderes Alvarez, B. L. and I. Uchida. 1994. Study of the
hawksbill turtle (Eretmochelys imbricata) stomach contents
in Cuban waters, p.27-40. In: Study of the hawksbill tur-
tle in Cuba I. Ministry of Fishing Industry, Havana.

Bass, A. L. 1999. Genetic analysis to elucidate the natural
history and behavior of hawksbill turtles (Eretmochelys
imbricata) in the Wider Caribbean: a review and re-analy-
sis. Chelonian Conservation and Biology 3(2):195-199.

Baillie, J. and B. Groombridge. 1996. 1996 IUCN Red
List of Threatened Animals. World Conservation Union
(IUCN), Gland, Switzerland. 368 pp. + annexes.

Canin, J. 1991. International trade aspects of the Japanese
hawksbill shell (“bekko”) industry. Marine Turtle
Newsletter 54:17-21.

Carr, A. F., H. Hirth and L. Ogren. 1966. The Ecology
and Migrations of Sea Turtles, 6: The Hawksbill in the
Caribbean Sea. American Museum Novitates 2248:1-29.

Díaz-Fernández, R., T. Okayama, T. Uchiyama, E. Car-
rillo, G. Espinosa, R. Márquez, C. Diez and H. Koike.
1999. Genetic sourcing for the hawksbill turtle,
Eretmochelys imbricata, in the Northern Caribbean Region.
Chelonian Conservation and Biology 3(2): 296-300.

Eckert, K. L 1995a. Draft General Guidelines and Crite-
ria for Management of Threatened and Endangered
Marine Turtles in the Wider Caribbean Region. UNEP
(OCA)/CAR WG.19/ INF.7. Prepared by WIDECAST
for the 3rd Meeting of the Interim Scientific and Techni-
cal Advisory Committee to the SPAW Protocol.
Kingston, 11-13 October 1995. United Nations Environ-
ment Programme, Kingston. 95 pp.

Eckert, K. L. 1995b. Hawksbill Sea Turtle, Eretmochelys
imbricata, p.76-108. In: Pamela T. Plotkin (ed.), Status
Reviews of Sea Turtles Listed Under the Endangered
Species Act of 1973. NOAA/ Natl. Marine Fisheries Ser-
vice, Silver Spring, Maryland. U. S. Dept. Commerce,
Miami. 139 pp.

Eckert, K. L. 1995c (Revised ed.). Anthropogenic threats
to sea turtles, p.611-612. In: Karen A. Bjorndal (ed.),
Biology and Conservation of Sea Turtles. Smithsonian
Institution Press, Washington, D.C.

Frazier, J. 1991. Una evaluación del manejo de nido de
tortugas marinas en la Península de Yucatán, p.37-76. In:



J. Frazier, R. Vázquez, E. Galicia, R. Durán and L.
Capurro (eds), Memorias del IV Taller Regional sobre
Programas de Conservación de Tortugas Marinas en la
Península de Yucatán. Universidad Autónoma de
Yucatán; Mérida, México. 

Garduñno-Andrade, M., V. Guzmán, E. Miranda, R.
Briseño-Dueñas and F. A. Abreu-Grobois. 1999. Increas-
es in hawksbill turtle (Eretmochelys imbricata) nestings in
the Yucatán Peninsula, Mexico, 1977-1996: data in sup-
port of conservation? Chelonian Conservation and Biol-
ogy 3(2):286-295.

Groombridge, B. and R. Luxmoore. 1989. The Green
Turtle and Hawksbill (Reptilia: Cheloniidae): World Sta-
tus, Exploitation and Trade. CITES Secretariat, Lau-
sanne, Switzerland. 601 pp.

Marcovaldi, M. A., C. F. Vieitas and M. H. Godfrey.
1999. Nesting and Conservation Management of Hawks-
bill Turtles (Eretmochelys imbricata) in Northern Bahia,
Brazil. Chelonian Conservation and Biology 3(2):301-
307.

Melucci, C., J. I. Richardson, R. Bell and L. A. Corliss.
1992. Nest site preference and site fixity of hawksbills on
Long Island, Antigua, p.171-174. In: M. Salmon and J.
Wyneken (eds.), Proc. 11th Annual Symposium on Sea
Turtle Biology and Conservation. NOAA Tech. Memo.
NMFS-SEFSC-302. U. S. Department of Commerce,
Miami.

Meylan, A. 1984. Biological Synopsis of the Hawksbill
Turtle, Eretmochelys imbricata, p.112-117. In: Peter Bacon et
al. (eds.), Proceedings of the Western Atlantic Turtle
Symposium. Volume 1. RSMAS Printing, Miami, Flori-
da.

Meylan, A. 1985. The role of sponge collagens in the diet
of the hawksbill turtle, Eretmochelys imbricata, p.191-196.
In: A. Bairati and R. Garrone (eds.), Biology of the Inver-
tebrate and Lower Vertebrate Collagens. Plenum Publ.
Corp. New York.

Meylan, A. 1988. Spongivory in hawksbill turtles: a diet
of glass. Science 239:393-395.

Meylan, A. 1989. Status Report of the Hawksbill Turtle,
p.101-115. In: L. Ogren (Editor-in-Chief), Proc. 2nd
Western Atlantic Turtle Symposium. NOAA Tech.
Memo. NMFS-SEFC-226. U. S. Department of Com-
merce. 401 pp.

Meylan, A. B. 1999a. International movements of imma-
ture and adult hawksbill turtles (Eretmochelys imbricata) in
the Caribbean region, Chelonian Conservation and Biol-
ogy 3(2):177-184.

Meylan, A. B. 1999b. Status of the hawksbill turtle (Eret-
mochelys imbricata) in the Caribbean Region. Chelonian

Conservation and Biology 3(2):177-184.

Meylan, A. and M. Donnelly. 1999. Status justification
for listing the hawksbill turtle (Eretmochelys imbricata) as
Critically Endangered on the 1996 IUCN Red List of
Threatened Animals. Chelonian Conservation and Biol-
ogy 3(2):200-224.

Milliken, T. and H. Tokunaga. 1987. The Japanese Sea
Turtle Trade 1970-1986. Prepared by TRAFFIC (JAPAN)
for the Center for Environmental Education, Wash. D.C.
171 pp.

Mrosovsky, N., A. Bass, L. A. Corliss and J. I. Richard-
son. 1995. Pivotal and beach temperatures for hawksbill
turtles nesting in Antigua, p.87. In: J. I. Richardson and
T. H. Richardson (compilers), Proc. 12th Annual Sym-
posium on Sea Turtle Biology and Conservation. NOAA
Tech. Memo. NMFS-SEFSC-361. U. S. Department of
Commerce, Miami. 274 pp.

NMFS/FWS. 1993. Recovery Plan for the Hawksbill
Turtle, Eretmochelys imbricata, in the U.S. Caribbean Sea,
Atlantic Ocean, and Gulf of Mexico. National Marine
Fisheries Service, St. Petersburg, Florida. U. S. Depart-
ment of Commerce. 52 pp. 

Pritchard, P. C. H. and J. A. Mortimer. 1999. Taxonomy,
External Morphology, and Species Identification, p.21-
38. In: K. L. Eckert, K. A. Bjorndal, F. A. Abreu G. and M.
A. Donnelly (eds.), Research and Management Tech-
niques for the Conservation of Sea Turtles. IUCN/SSC
Marine Turtle Specialist Group Publ. No. 4. Washington,
D.C.

Pritchard, P. C. H. and P. Trebbau. 1984. The Turtles of
Venezuela. Society for the Study of Amphibians and Rep-
tiles.

Richardson, J. I., R. Bell and T. H. Richardson. 1999.
Population ecology and demographic implications drawn
from an 11-year study of nesting hawksbill turtles,
Eretmochelys imbricata, at Jumby Bay, Long Island, Antigua,
West Indies. Chelonian Conservation and Biology
3(2):244-250.

Van Dam, R. P. 1997. Ecology of Hawksbill Turtles on
Feeding Grounds at Mona and Monito Islands, Puerto
Rico. Dissertation. University of Amsterdam. 118 pp.

Van Dam, R. P. and C. E. Diez. 1997. Predation by
hawksbill turtles on sponges at Mona Island, Puerto
Rico, p.1421-1426. In: H. A. Lessios and Ian G. Macin-
tyre (eds.), Proceedings of the 8th International Coral
Reef Symposium, 24-29 June 1996, Panamá. Volume 2.
Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute, Balboa,
Panamá. 

WIDECAST. 1992. An introduction to the international
trade in endangered sea turtles and their products in the

44

“Marine Turtle Conservation in the Wider Caribbean Region —
A Dialogue for Effective Regional Management”
Santo Domingo, 16–18 November 1999



45

“Marine Turtle Conservation in the Wider Caribbean Region —
A Dialogue for Effective Regional Management”

Santo Domingo, 16–18 November 1999

Wider Caribbean Region, and a plea for all countries to
join CITES. Prepared for the CITES Implementation
Training Seminar, Port of Spain, 14-18 September 1992.
Unpubl. 19 pp.

WIDECAST. 1998. General Criteria for a Regional Man-
agement Plan for Sea Turtles. Prepared for the 14th

Meeting of the CITES Animals Committee Meeting,
Caracas, 25-29 May 1998. Unpubl. 8 pp.

Witzell, W. N. 1983. Synopsis of Biological Data on the
Hawksbill Turtle, Eretmochelys imbricata (Linnaeus, 1766).
FAO Fisheries Synopsis No. 137. United Nations,
Rome. 78 pp.



Marine Turtle Conservation
in the Wider Caribbean Region:

A Dialogue for Effective
Regional Management

Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic
16-18 November 1999

PROCEEDINGS

Karen L. Eckert
F. Alberto Abreu Grobois

Editors

March 2001



For bibliographic purposes this document may be cited as:

Eckert, K.L. and F. A. Abreu Grobois (eds.) 2001. Proceedings of the Regional Meeting: “Marine Turtle

Conservation in the Wider Caribbean Region: A Dialogue for Effective Regional Management,” Santo

Domingo, 16-18 November 1999. WIDECAST, IUCN-MTSG, WWF, and UNEP-CEP. xx + 154 pp

Copies of this document may be obtained free of charge, in English or in Spanish from:

Information Officer

WIDECAST Conservation Materials Distribution Center

P.O. Box 486, Kingshill

St. Croix, U.S. Virgin Islands 00851

e-mail: widecast@ix.netcom.com

About the cover

The designs for the cover were extracted from various Mexican pre-Columbian codices. The human fig-

ures, footprints, and the speech symbols were taken from the Códice Boturini, also known as Tira de la Pere-
grinación, which depicts the migration of the Mexicas (ancient Aztecs) towards the Valley of Mexico. The
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Colombian art, well reflected the nature and purposes of the people attending the workshop — bringing

together many people, traveling from far and wide, to dialogue about marine turtles.
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