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There is a long history of artisanal fishers 
taking sea turtles (either targeted or as 
bycatch) for meat within Madagascar, 
Mozambique (Rakotonirina and Cooke 1994; 
Humber et al. 2011) and across the wider 
southwest Indian Ocean (SWIO) region 
(IUCN MTSG 1996; Bourjea 2015; Williams 
et al. 2016). Despite long-standing national 
legislations to protect sea turtles, illegal take 
and consumption remain prevalent in 
Madagascar (Humber et al. 2015) and 
Mozambique (Williams et al. 2016). This 
paper reports on three recent captures of 
mature-sized leatherback sea turtles 
(Dermochelys coriacea), from Toliara 
Province, southwestern Madagascar and 
Inhambane Province, southern Mozambique 
(Fig. 1).

The first incident was recorded in 
Morondava, southwest Madagascar (-20. 29 
°S, 44.30 °E), in November 2016. The 
leatherback turtle was captured in a gillnet. 

Upon detection of the entangled turtle, 
fishers proceeded to untangle the animal, kill 
it and bring it back to shore. On return to the 
village, the turtle was cut up and the meat 
was distributed and eaten by the community 
(Figs. 2-4).  

The second report occurred a few weeks 
later, approximately 220 km further north 
along the coast in the community of 
Andavadoaka (-22.07°S, 43.24°E). On the 
8th of December, a mature-sized leatherback 
turtle was found dead, entangled in a gillnet. 
This second turtle was also taken back to 
the village, cut up and consumed by the 
community.	
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Figure 1. Locations of illegal take of 
leatherback turtles (Nov 2016- March 2017), 
southern Madagascar and southern 
Mozambique. Sofala Banks, a coastal 
residential foraging ground, is also displayed.

Figure 2. Leatherback captured by coastal 
artisanal net fisheries in Morondava, 
southwest Madagascar (Photo: Michel 
Strogoff). 
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Figure 3. A front flipper of a leatherback 
turtle caught in a gillnet at Morondava, 
Toliara Province, Madagascar (Photo: 
Michael Strogoff).

�
Figure 4. Morondava fishers cut up a 
leatherback and distribute/sell the meat. 
(Photo: Michael Strogoff). 

The sex of each animal was not confirmed 
and neither animal from Madagascar was 
tagged.

In 2011, Humber et al. (2011) estimated an 
annual artisanal catch rate of 11,000 – 
16,000 turtles per year from the same 
southwestern province of Toliara. Green 
turtles (Chelonia mydas) were estimated to 
contribute towards 93% of the catch 
composition. Interestingly, the Humber et al. 
(2011) study using community monitors to 
report turtle landings in 12 villages 
surrounding Andavadoaka, did not report 
any landings of leatherback turtles within a 
12-month study period.

The third incident of illegal take occurred on 
the 27 March 2017 on a small beach known 
as Backdoor Beach in Tofinho, Inhambane 
Province, southern Mozambique (Fig. 5). 
Here, a leatherback carapace 1.6 m in 
length was detected. The carcass is 
assumed to have washed ashore, given the 
lack of evidence of drag marks or tracks on 
the beach.  The carapace showed clean 
knife marks and all the flesh had been 
carefully cut away. It is suspected that 
fishers found the animal whilst out at sea, 
then cut it up and discarded the carapace. 
The discarded carapace was found washed 
ashore a few days later, as the residual 
tissue layer lining the carapace was in the 
early stages of decomposition. 

While the illegal take of sea turtles in-water 
and at nesting beaches is common 
throughout Inhambane Province, very few 
records of the illegal take of leatherbacks 
have been documented (Williams et al. in 
prep.). Leatherbacks are present in coastal 
waters around Tofo, Inhambane and are 
sighted by local dive operators relatively 
regularly (J.L. Williams pers. comm.). Whilst 
not species specific, the spatial overlap 
between artisanal fishers and turtles has 
been demonstrated to occur in this same 
area (Williams et al. 2017).
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Figure 5: Carapace of leatherback found 
washed ashore at Backdoor Beach, Tofinho, 
Inhambane Province, southern Mozambique 
(Photo: Jess Williams). 

Sea turtles using coastal reefs near 
Backdoor Beach and further south are likely 
to have the highest risk of interaction and 
capture by fishers (Williams et al. 2017). 

Further north along the Mozambican coast, 
Sofala Banks (Fig. 1) and the broader 
Mozambican Channel have been shown to 
host important foraging grounds for 
leatherbacks (Lambardi et al. 2008; 
Robinson et al. 2016). This regional 
population demonstrates two foraging 
strategies:  coastal resident foragers and 
oceanic foragers (Robinson et al. 2016). 
Satellite tracking studies have shown that 
the ‘coastal group’ of leatherbacks show 
habitat preferences for Sofala Banks, in 
Mozambique and Toliara Province and 
beyond to the northwest coast of 
Madagascar (Robinson et al. 2016). 
Coastal foraging behaviour is far more 
common in the SWIO leatherback population 
than previously thought (Robinson et al. 
2016). With this in mind, reports of bycatch, 
entanglement, and illegal take of 
leatherbacks in these important foraging 
areas (Sofala Banks, southern Mozambique 
and the southwest coast of Madagascar) will 
be key to understanding risks associated 
with turtle-fisheries interactions in coastal 
waters. Prioritising and strengthening data 
collection in these areas will be invaluable 
for improving conservation and management 

efforts for this regional population. In light of 
this new insight into the preference for 
coastal habitats by SWIO leatherbacks, 
future research and monitoring should focus 
on quantifying the interactions between 
fishers and turtles in these regions, as 
coastal artisanal gillnet fisheries may pose a 
more significant threat to this population than 
previously thought. 
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