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General Information Please Use this Column to Provide the Requested Information
Organization & web address Sea Turtle Restoration Project - www.seaturtles.org
Contact name (for species info) Carole Allen, Gulf Office Director, Sea Turtle Restoration Project
Address P. O. Box 681231, Houston, Texas 77268-1231
E-mail & phone Carole@seaturtles.org  281-444-6204
Communications contact name Carole Allen , Gulf Office Director of Sea Turtle Restoration Project
E-mail & phone Carole@seaturtles.org             Telephone 281-444-6204 or 281-444-0564
Report Questions
Do you have photos that can be used in the report? Yes
Will you want printed reports? Yes
If your species is selected, will you use the 
opportunity to organize around the species and/or 
publicize its plight? Yes
The Species & Its Status Questions

Common name, genus & species
Animalia, chordata, reptilia, testudines, cheloniidae, Lepidochelys kempii, Kemp's ridley Sea Turtle

Conservation Status Endangered

Current population size
In 2011 and 2012, the preliminary estimates of nests observed were 19, 368 and 20, 197 at the primary nesting beaches in Tamaulipas, Mexico. As of July 22, 16, 138 nests had been documented in Mexico. (E-
mail from Jaime Pena, Gladys Porter Zoo) During the 2013 nesting season, 150 Kemp's ridley nests were documented on the Texas coast which is 59 less than the previous year.  

Has the species been delisted? If yes, when? Was 
the recovery on time? (Skip questions 17+18.)

No, it has not been delisted.
If no, does the species have a recovery plan? Yes.  
If it does have a recovery plan, what is the projected 
down listing and/or delisting date?

 Based on population growth rates of 19% per year, it could attain its delisting criterion of an average of 40,000 nesting females per season over a 6 year period by 2024. However, nesting numbers for 2011, 
2012 and the current year have not reflected the needed growth rate.

Background Questions (for the report profile)

Geographic range Kemp's ridleys are distributed throughout the Gulf of Mexico and U.S. Atlantic seaboard, from Florida to New England. A few records exist for Kemp's ridleys near the Azores, waters off Morocco, and within 
the Mediterranean Sea.

Habitat Neritic habitats containing muddy or sandy bottoms where prey can be found.
Primary diet (if applicable) Invertebrates including crabs, fish, sea urchins and mollusks.

Interesting facts about the species 

Smallest of all sea turtles, primarily nests during the day, may nest in large numbers or arribadas or also may nest individually.   The existence of the Kemp's ridley was threatened by  poaching of eggs in 
Mexico while adults were killed for leather and meat and drowning in shrimp trawls in US waters. Nicknamed "The Heartbreak Turtle" because it struggled when placed on the deck of a boat, the Kemp's 
ridley captured the heart of all who heard about them.  Without warnings given early and a call for conservation by sea turtle pioneers Drs. Henry Hildebrand, Archie Carr, Peter C.H. Pritchard, and René 
Márquez-Millán, the Kemp’s ridley might not exist today.

Additional background information to complete the 
species profile in the report.

A 1947 video taken by a Mexican rancher shows thousands of sea turtles nesting on a remote beach.  After that, the beach was exploited with eggs taken and adults killed which resulted in the collapse and 
near extinction of the species in 1985. Biologists did not know the location of the main Kemp's ridley nesting beach in Mexico until the early 1960's, when the video was re-discovered that showed an 
estimated 47,000 females nesting at Rancho Nuevo on one day. Biologists did not initiate protection efforts at Rancho Nuevo until the mid-1960s. The United States began a cooperative program in 1978 
with transfer of eggs to the Padre Island National Seashore to attempt imprinting to establish a secondary nesting beach.  The program was supported by the public as soon as they were made aware of the 
plight of the ridleys.  Children organized by Carole Allen of Houston who invited them to join HEART (Help Endangered Animals-Ridley Turtles)  wrote thousands of letters to their legislators to support 
positive votes on the continuation of the headstarting budget and later, the implementation of TEDs.  Her story was told by Edward Humes, in Eco Barons, The New Heroes of Environmental Activism  in 
Chapter 13, "The Turtle Lady."

What are the most important messages that should 
be communicated about this success story?

This sea turtle is recovering with cooperative programs by the US and Mexico and strong public support for conservation laws and enforcement i.e. passage of Turtle Excluder Device (TED) regulations.  Since 
the increase of nests has not reached the predicted number for the last two years, the species recovery is definitely dependent upon strong conservation laws.  Continuation and support of conservation 
laws must be communicated and continued with no interruption.

Outline and describe the existing threats that might 
impede its recovery, e.g., new threats to its habitat, 
etc. Include any potential political threats, e.g., a 
Congressional delisting before its time. Cite any 
substantiating scientific studies.

The recovery of the Kemp's ridley is threatened by many things including oil and gas exploration in the Gulf of Mexico in the migratory and foraging corridors; lack of both federal and state law enforcement 
of TED regulations, reluctance of US government to declare critical habitat or to allow incubation of eggs on the Upper Texas Coast with hatchling releases to follow, reluctance to demand TEDs on skimmer 
trawls and refusal of the State of Louisiana to enforce federal TED regulations in their state waters. Presence of Kemp's ridleys in near shore waters of Louisiana is established by research by Dr. Donna 
Shaver et al in Ecology and Evolution, July 2013, "Foraging area  fidelity for Kemp's Ridleys in the Gulf of Mexico."

Criteria-Specific Questions

Detail the ecological and scientific importance of the 
species. Note if it is a keystone species. Describe its 
role in the biodiversity of its environment. Cite any 
substantiating scientific studies.

The World Wildlife Fund considers the Kemp's Ridley Kemp's ridley turtle as a priority species and treats the  species "as one of the most ecologically, economically and/or culturally important species on our 
planet".  Writing in The Biology of Sea Turtles , Volume 2, Peter Lutz, Jeanette Wyneken, John Musik state "Value can be placed on sea turtles at several levels: on sea turtle genes, individuals, populations, 
species, and phenomena, and on the functions of communities and ecosystems that have sea turtles as component species.  Part of the total value of sea turtles comes from their genetic diversity, but 
human beings have only begun to experience the value of sea turtles genes."

Provide information on any additional benefits the 
species provides, such as economic, medicinal, or 
ecosystem services.   

Lutz, Wyneken and Musik writing again in The Biology of Sea Turtles , Volume 2, (14.3.2.1) write that "Many people would agree that there is value in just knowing that sea turtles exist." This statement is 
supported by the incredible support shown by thousands of school children between 1982 and 1993 who raised money to feed Kemp's ridley hatchlings being "head started" by the National Marine Fisheries 
Service in Galveston, Texas.  Since they are still an endangered species, there is not information available at this time as to economic or medicinal services. Interest has been expressed for cancer research 
related to the rapid change of color as they mature changing from almost entirely a dark gray-black as hatchlings to black carapace and white plastrons as juveniles to yellow-green and then grey-green 
carapace as adults.

Judge’s score for importance of species.

What recovery actions have been taken for the 
species?

In 1978, a collaborative bi-national program between Mexico and the United States (US) was developed to try and restore the Kemp's ridley population to a self sustainable level.  In 1981, the Gladys Porter 
Zoo in Brownsville, Texas,  began administering the United States' field portion of the joint US/Mexico effort to protect and increase the production of Kemp's ridley sea turtles in their natal beaches located 
in the State of Tamaulipas, Mexico. To date, the Zoo continues this work.  For a period of 15 years, either Kemp's ridley eggs or hatchlings were brought to the United States for hatching and release into the 
Gulf of Mexico to re-establish a nesting population.  From 1978 to 1993, some 2000 hatchlings were raised for about ten months at the sea turtle facility of National Marine Fisheries Service in Galveston to 
give them a greater chance at survival when released.  The non-profit organization, Sea Turtle Inc. recovers eggs and also releasing hatchlings in South Texas.  The people of Galveston have voiced their 
support of hatching eggs and releasing hatchlings on the Upper Texas Coast to comply with actions named in the Kemp's Ridley Recovery Plan for community participation and education. Currently all eggs 
found on the Upper Texas Coast are taken to the Padre Island National Seashore.

Why were those recovery actions successful?

Many of the recovery actions have been successful because of the commitment of dedicated biologists and volunteers in both Mexico and the United States and the unwavering support of the people of the 
US for saving the species from extinction.  Children at Oppe Elementary in Galveston, Texas, wrote a resolution which was submitted to the Texas Legislation in March 2013 to make the Kemp's ridley the 
official sea turtle of Texas.  The resolution was signed by Governor Rick Perry on May 10, 2013. Another important tool in the recovery of the Kemp's ridley was a film entitled "The Heartbreak  Turtle" 
produced by the University of Houston PBS station KUHT-TV followed by  "The Heartbreak Turtle Today" produced by Sea Turtle Restoration Project in 2011.  These films were shown coast-to-coast by PBS 
stations which reached millions of people making them aware of the plight of the Kemp's ridleys.

If there are or have been multi-agency and/or 
public/private collaboration to protect the species, 
please describe. 

Recovery efforts for the Kemp's Ridley sea turtle has involved agencies in both Mexico and the United States (USFW, NOAA, Texas Parks and Wildlife) and a remarkable number of NGOs, universities, 
institutions and private individuals.  HEART (Help Endangered Animals-Ridley Turtles) increased public awareness throughout the country and focused on the education of students about the Kemp's Ridley 
and the reasons for its perilous position. The students also sent money to provide educational materials to Mexican children living near the nesting beaches to encourage their families to protect the nesters, 
eggs and hatchlings.   After the release of the National Research  Council's study "Decline of Sea Turtles, Causes and Prevention," that named shrimp fishing as the greatest cause of sea turtle mortality, 
shrimp fishing organizations began to support the Mexican nesting beaches with labor and funding.

Please detail the species' recovery. What increases 
have there been in the size of the population and in 
the number of populations?

After reaching a low of only 702 nests worldwide in 1985, about 21,797 nests were found worldwide during 2012. This substantial population growth is encouraging, but in order to continue to make progress 
towards population recovery, conservation efforts in Mexico and the U.S. must continue. The Kemp's ridley population can be down-listed to threatened status after a number of milestones outlined in the 
Kemp's Ridley Recovery Sea Turtle Plan are met. One of those milestones is 10,000 females nesting in a season. Since each female lays 2.5-3.0 clutches within a nesting season, the approximately 21,797 
nests found during 2012 would have been produced by about 7,266-8,719 females. 

If there is political support for the conservation of 
the species, please explain.  

The Endangered Species Act continues to be supported by the people of the US and their legislators. The Mexican Government supports protection of the nesting beaches and use of TEDs by their shrimp 
fleets. National Marine Fisheries Service should show more resolve to protect sea turtles.  After the Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill, there seemed to be little attention paid to their plight until Sea Turtle 
Restoration Project and other groups threatened litigation.

 

In order for the recovery of the Kemp's ridley to continue, all programs supporting their protection at nesting beaches must continue and be strengthened if possible.  Driving on beaches in Texas should be 
prohibited when there might be nesters or hatchlings present.  Texas Parks and Wildlife should take steps to extend their South Texas shrimping closure which now exists for 8 1/2 months from Corpus 
Christi south to the border.  This closure should be extended to the entire Texas coast for the entire year which would benefit sea turtles, shrimp and fish stocks. TEDS should be used on all shrimp trawls 
including skimmers.  Oil and gas drilling should not take place in the migration and foraging corridors of the Kemp's ridleys.  Louisiana should repeal the law which prevents its law enforcement agency from 
boarding shrimp boats and enforcing the TED regulations.  The Galveston Laboratory of National Marine Fisheries Service should receive funding specifically for sea turtle rehabilitation and patrols.

Are there additional actions that individuals can take 
to continue the species' recovery?

Individuals of all ages should speak up for the protection of Kemp's ridleys and all sea turtles by forcing the fishing industry to stop the use of long line fishing, gill nets and other methods which kill 
thousands of sea turtles each year.  People should consider not eating products of fisheries that kill sea turtles, marine mammals and other wildlife.  Plastics and trash should be kept out of  the oceans and 
toxic materials which are harmful to sea turtles, birds and all wildlife.

Judge's score for recovery.
Final Judge's Score

Public Engagement Questions (Please explain why the species is interesting, why it matters, why decision-makers + the public should care.)
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