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September 5, 2006 
 
Mr. Donald K. Hansen 
Chairman 
Pacific Fishery Management Council 
7700 NE Ambassador Place, Suite 101 
Portland, Oregon 97220-1384 
 
 
 
Dear Chairman Hansen: 
 
I am writing on behalf on the Sea Turtle Restoration Project (STRP), a nonprofit organization representing over 
5000 members, regarding the proposal before the Pacific Fishery Management Council (PFMC) to change the 
northern boundary of the leatherback turtle closure. We would like to express our support of the alternative that 
would prohibit the use of drift gillnet gear north of 450 latitude year round. 
 
The Pacific leatherback sea turtle nesting population remains critically endangered and has plummeted from over 
90,000 in 1980 to fewer than 5,000 in 2002, a decrease of 95%. Scientists warn that unless the mortality from drift 
gillnet and longline fishing is reduced the leatherback may go extinct in the next 5-30 years. The vulnerability of 
the leatherback’s survival was highlighted in a recent report by the United Nations that declared the Malaysian 
population effectively extinct.  All other Pacific leatherback populations continue to remain well below abundance 
levels and in an overall state of decline.  
 
Leatherback sea turtles are known to be present along the Oregon coast, migrating across the Pacific to this 
important foraging area. We support any conservation measures that would increase protection for this critically 
endangered species and other marine life including endangered whales, seals, sea lions, sea birds and dolphins from 
further decline due to impacts of drift gillnet fishing, which has a long history of byctach problems.  
 
The closure of waters north of 450 latitude to drift gillnet fishing provides the opportunity to put in place critical 
protection measures for the leatherback sea turtle and other threatened and endangered marine animals whilst 
having little impact on the drift gillnet fishing industry. As stated in the discussion by the Highly Migratory Species 
Management Team at their June meeting although up to ten Developmental Fishery permits can be issued each year 
for drift gillnet fishing in Oregon only one was issued in 2004 and no fishing occurred in 2005. Together with this, 
only a small number of drift gillnet vessels from California have fished in Oregon waters. Therefore economic 
impacts of this closure would appear to be minimal, whilst providing an important and extremely effective 
conservation measure. 
 
In addition such a closure would be in accordance with the Endangered Species Act (ESA) which requires that 
federal departments use methods and procedures necessary to bring an threatened or endangered species back to a 
point at which it no longer requires protection under the ESA. By implementing a closure of waters north of 450 
latitude to drift gillnet fishing the PFMC will be taking an important step in helping such a recovery of the 
leatherback sea turtle.    
 
Recently the Council has been focused on rolling back effective protection measures in place for the leatherback 
sea turtle. They recommended at their March 2006 meeting the issuing of an Exempted Fishing Permit that would 
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allow drift gillnet fishing back into the Pacific Leatherback Conservation Area and are currently considering such a 
permit that would allow longline fishing back along the US West Coast. At a time when the leatherback is facing 
such threats, it is encouraging to see the Council considering a proposal that would increase protections for this 
critically endangered species. 
 
The Sea Turtle Restoration Project strongly encourages the PFMC to implement the alternative to prohibit the use 
of drift gillnet gear north of latitude 450  year round. We appreciate that turtle conservation issues are international 
in scope, and we encourage the Council to coordinate with the Western Pacific Fishery Management Council and 
international bodies to improve turtle protections across the Pacific. We would like to work with NOAA Fisheries 
and the Council in finding comprehensive solutions to overcome the serious threats to sea turtles in both U.S. and 
international waters. We believe implementing and increasing such protections for sea turtles along the U.S. Pacific 
coast is an essential element of this process.  
 
We appreciate the opportunity to comment. If you have any questions about this important matter, please contact 
me at (415) 488-0370, ext. 106. 
 
Sincerely 
 
 
 
 
Karen Steele 
Campaign Coordinator 
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September 5, 2006 

 
Mr. Donald K. Hansen, Chairman 
Pacific Fishery Management Council 
7700 NE Ambassador Place, Suite 101 
Portland, Oregon 97220-1384 
 
RE:  Highly Migratory Species – Changes to Routine Management Measures – Drift Gillnet 
Fishery Regulations (Agenda E.1)  
 
Dear Chairman Hansen: 
 
As you are well aware, the current Pacific Leatherback Conservation Area time/area closure has 
been tremendously effective at minimizing take of endangered sea turtles since its 
implementation.  Currently, the Council is considering the need to adjust the northern boundary 
to the leatherback closure. We commend the HMS Management Team for presenting the Council 
with a suite of management alternatives that embody a precautionary approach to management 
and enhance protections for this critically endangered species.  
 
In less than three generations, leatherback sea turtle populations have suffered precipitous 
declines. Some populations are hovering on the brink of extinction due to high levels of 
incidental and intentional take throughout the Pacific region, with overall nesting population 
reductions in excess of 90-percent.  Fisheries mortality has been especially problematic for 
leatherbacks.  In 2000, NMFS for the first time found that operation of the drift-gillnet (DGN) 
fishery was likely to jeopardize the continued existence of leatherback sea turtles, stating that, 
“any additional impacts to the western Pacific leatherback stocks are likely to maintain or 
exacerbate the decline in these populations,” and that such effects “would be expected to 
appreciably reduce the likelihood of both the survival and recovery of the Pacific Ocean 
population of the leatherback sea turtle.”  2000 Biological Opinion at 94.  In order to meet it’s 
obligation under the Endangered Species Act to ensure that the fishery would not cause jeopardy 
to the species, NMFS instituted a seasonal closure to the DGN fishery in the waters off 
California and Oregon Coasts. 66 Fed. Reg. 44549.  Since 2000, areas north of Point Conception 
to 45° North latitude off the central Oregon coast, and out beyond the Exclusive Economic Zone 
(EEZ) to 129° West longitude, have been closed to DGN fishing from August 15th through 
November 15th each year to protect leatherback sea turtles which seasonally inhabit these waters.   
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Recent satellite telemetry and aerial survey research on leatherback turtles in this region affirm 
that these waters provide important foraging grounds for animals originating from rookeries in 
the western Pacific.  Moreover, observer data shows that there have been no recorded takes of 
leatherback sea turtles during the past three years, indicating that the DGN closures have been 
largely effective.  Still, leatherbacks remain critically endangered and highly vulnerable to non-
selective fishing practices and other human disturbances.  While the effects of extending the 
boundary of the leatherback closure northward to the Oregon/Washington border or prohibiting 
the use of drift gillnet gear north of 45° North latitude year round are unknown, greater 
precaution and protection is warranted given the level of scientific uncertainty and the precarious 
state of leatherback populations.  The final management decision should be governed by the 
most current biological information and incorporate a level of precaution to account for any 
uncertainty.   
 
While the leatherback closure was designed to minimize interactions between the DGN fishery 
and sea turtles, it also plays an important role in protecting marine mammals, sharks, seabirds, 
and other target and non-target fish species.  Adjusting the boundaries to increase the size of the 
leatherback closure or restrict indiscriminate drift-gillnet fishing altogether will provide 
incidental benefits to other protected, endangered and otherwise at-risk species.  We also 
recognize that ease of enforcement plays a large role in determining the effectiveness of 
conservation measures, therefore we encourage the Council and NMFS to select an alternative 
that is precautionary, reflects the best available science and facilitates monitoring and 
enforcement efforts.   
 
We appreciate your time and consideration of our comments and are willing to work with the 
Council and NMFS to promote more effective sea turtle conservation along the Pacific coast.  If 
you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact us. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 

      
Wallace J. Nichols, PhD     Meghan Jeans   
Senior Research Scientist     Pacific Fish Conservation Manager 
 
 
 
 








