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Summary

Current species status

The Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) came into force on 16 July 2000 and the list of threatened species under that Act was gazetted in August 2000. All six species of marine turtle identified in this recovery plan are included on that list. The EPBC Act identifies the need to prepare a Recovery Plan and specifies the content of that plan for threatened species listed under the Act. Despite status varying from species to species and country-to-country, global decline of marine turtle populations has been recognised by the World Conservation Union (IUCN) through the assigning of Endangered status to all species except the hawksbill and leatherback turtles, which are listed as Critically Endangered, and the flatback turtle, which is listed as data deficient. Similarly, the Convention for the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals (CMS) and the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) acknowledge the decline in global populations of marine turtles by listings in their appendices. These listings on the CMS provide protection of marine turtles by nations that are parties to the conventions while CITES controls international trade in listed species.

Habitat requirements, threats and limiting factors

This plan has identified five different habitat types that marine turtles use at different stages of their lives, which are all shared by people to varying extents. These are: the natal beach; mating areas; inter-nesting habitat; feeding areas; and pelagic waters. Ideally marine turtle habitats should be free from human influences that can kill, injure or disable a turtle. Marine turtles are long-lived, slow to mature and are subject to a number of threats. If these threats persist, they will threaten the integrity of wild populations of marine turtles in Australia. The main threats are identified as:

· the bycatch of marine turtles in fisheries; 

· unknown levels of harvest by indigenous Australians and unsustainable levels of harvest by people in neighbouring countries of the Asia/Pacific region; 

· predation of turtle eggs by native and introduced animals; 

· coastal development; 

· deteriorating water quality; 

· marine debris; and 

· loss of habitat. 

The actions in this plan aim to reduce the impact of these influences and to increase survival rates, particularly of adults and large immature turtles that will soon become part of the breeding population. Some threats will not be abated quickly but some such as prawn trawling can be resolved largely through the use of appropriate technology such as turtle excluder devices (TEDs). The process to assess otter trawling as a key threatening process added to the impetus to implement TED technology and the successful listing as a key threatening process under the EPBC Act permits the assessment of the introduction of the technology on Australian prawn fisheries over time. Populations of marine turtles that breed in Australia, migrate to feed in other jurisdictions within the Asia/Pacific region, where resident populations have declined. Genetic analysis and an understanding of the level of harvest within Australian and the Asia/Pacific region, together with a consistent approach to marine turtle management in the Asia/Pacific region would benefit what are currently considered globally significant populations.

Recovery objectives

In the absence of detailed information about populations of marine turtles in Australia, this plan has adopted a threat-based approach. The premise is to reduce the likelihood that current threats will cause mortalities, or to modify activities to reduce the potential for future mortalities at all stages of a marine turtle's life, and to ensure that traditional harvest of marine turtles by indigenous Australians and Torres Strait Islanders is ecologically sustainable. The overall recovery objective is as follows.

To reduce detrimental impacts on Australian populations of marine turtles and hence promote their recovery in the wild.
Recovery activities are directed at improving the conservation status of species to the extent that they no longer need to be listed as endangered or vulnerable. In the absence of historical data, recovery goals cannot be established for populations of marine turtles. An exception is the east coast population of loggerhead turtles for which recovery objectives have been set. Monitoring programs should eventually provide information on which to make these judgements, however, a reduction in the mortality will increase the current survival rate of marine turtles across their range. Monitoring programs established in each jurisdiction will be able to identify any reductions in mortality, the effectiveness of management measures to reduce mortality and subsequent increases in populations over the medium to long term. The specific objectives are to be achieved within the five-year life of the plan. These objectives have the principal aims of reducing or managing factors that cause mortality in marine turtles, and seeking information that will assist in making judgements about the security of marine turtle populations in Australia. The specific objectives are as follow.

A. To reduce the mortality of marine turtles and, where appropriate, increase natural survivorship, including through developing management strategies with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities for the sustainable use of marine turtles. 

B. To develop programs and protocols to monitor marine turtle populations in Australia, assess the size and status of those populations, the causes of their mortality and address information gaps. 

C. To manage factors that affect marine turtle nesting. 

D. To identify and protect habitats that are critical for the survival of marine turtles. 

E. To communicate the results of recovery actions and involve and educate stakeholders. 

F. To support and maintain existing agreements and develop new collaborative programs with neighbouring countries for the conservation of shared turtle populations. 

Actions and recovery criteria

To fulfil these objectives, actions are designed to identify and reduce threats to marine turtles, determine levels of mortality and reduce that mortality. The need to make informed decisions based on the best available information is acknowledged as a principal activity of this plan. A table showing the relevant actions and recovery criteria are shown within the text describing each threat.

The Recovery Team noted the continued decline of the eastern Australian population of the loggerhead turtle and identified the need for its conservation to be implicit in all actions.

The recovery of marine turtles will take time. The assessment of the actions against the criteria for success is essential for the successful recovery of the species of marine turtles identified in this plan.

Estimated cost of recovery

The estimated costs are $5.64m over a five-year period. The priority of each action, the feasibility and the estimated cost for each action is identified.

Biodiversity benefits

The benefits to biodiversity of the actions identified in this plan will include:

· the bycatch of other large marine vertebrates will be reduced with the introduction of turtle excluder devices; 

· the effective management of bycatch in fisheries will benefit other marine species; 

· the protection of marine turtle habitat will benefit seagrass and shallow continental shelf communities, and those species found on the natal beaches; 

· the identification and targeting of sources of marine debris will benefit other marine vertebrates; and 

· the control of pests that prey on marine turtle eggs will also reduce predation pressure on other target species within the terrestrial communities on the natal beaches. 
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