
Whale Release and Strandings has been disentangling leatherback turtles and whales in Newfoundland waters 
since 2001. In order to reduce harm to leatherback turtles we developed harm mitigation practical educational 
material to present to Newfoundland and Labrador harvesters from 2J3KL through an FFAW-Unifor and WWF 
funded program. During November 2018, ten presentations were made to harvesters engaging and informing 
them about the life history of Leatherback Turtles (LBTs) in Newfoundland and Labrador waters and training 
them to disentangle LBTs to reduce the threat of leatherback turtle mortality in fishing gear. Over 280 harvesters 
and seven FFAW staff attended these meetings.

These FFAW meetings were held in the following locations for all harvesters. Staff representatives and FFAW sci-
ence staff were in attendance to discuss oil and gas (Robyn Lee), capelin and mackerel (Natalya Dawe), post-sea-
son crab survey (Miranda McGrath) and Leatherback Turtle Disentanglement methods (Julie Huntington, Whale 
Release and Strandings Program).

Tuesday, Nov. 20 with John Boland 
St. John’s – 9:30 (Comfort Inn by the Airport) 
Carbonear – 2:00 (Fong’s)

Wednesday, Nov. 21 with John Boland
Bonavista – 9:00 (SUF Hall) 
Eastport – 3:00 (SUF Hall) 
New-Wes-Valley – 7:30 (Harbour Authority)

Thursday, Nov. 22 with Roland Hedderson 
Musgrave Harbour – 10:00 (Firehall) 
Fogo Island – 7:00 (UC Hall)

Friday, Nov. 23 with Roland Hedderson 
Virgin Arm – 10:00 (Lion’s Club)

Monday, Nov. 26 with Monty Way
Baie Verte -10:00 (Baie Vista Inn)
Robert’s Arm - 2:30 (Community Center)

Leatherback Turtle 
Mitigation Outreach Component

Meeting Locations

The outreach presentations included the following materials: LBT skull and plasticized 
throat, life size shadow outline of a turtle, video of an entangled turtle, line cutters (at 
right) and extendable poles for use and care demonstration. An LBT information sheet is 
being developed to increase harvester’s knowledge on LBTs, information on report sight-
ings and the importance of recording sightings/incidences in harvester SARA logbooks. 
Whale Release and Strandings has a booklet that dedicates two pages to this topic. It was 
available for harvesters at the meetings and is available on line at http://newfoundland-
labradorwhales.net/. The attached poster is available on request to whales@nl.rogers.
com.

The skull is used to show the LBT has no teeth and that the animal does not try to bite 
you. The plasticized throat is used to show how a turtle can ingest jelly fish and that if it 
does ingest plastic bait bags used in the crab fishery, (or other plastic bags), that look sim-
ilar to jelly fish in the water, that the turtle cannot spit bags out once they start to swallow 
them because the bags are caught on the spines (papillae) that point in a stomach-wise 
direction. This turtle mortality can be mitigated if harvesters bring their waste ashore.
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Line cutters for 
cutting ropes on 

entangled turtles.



The life size shadow is used to gain an understanding of the size of the LBTs and where on their bodies the turtles 
generally get entangled and why. This is for entangled turtle response training. Their side fins are large and are 
constantly in motion so that when the turtle comes in contact with haul up lines on fishing gear the rope may 
wrap around the side fins and then possibly the neck entangling the turtle.

The harvesters are told that if they catch a LBT in their fishing gear, it will not try to hurt them, even though it 
keeps moving its side fins. They are considered benign and appear skittish. Despite the turtle’s size and strength, 
harvesters can pull the animal over to the side of their boat, and without bringing the LBT out of the water, they 
will probably be able to untwist the ropes easily and release it quickly with little if any gear damage. The safe use 
and care of specifically designed line cutters for more complicated disentanglements were shown to the harvest-
ers. These cutters are modified technologies to minimize harm to the turtle during response incidents.

Harvesters were asked to report if they see LBTs or if they release one from their fishing gear. Call 1-888-895-
3003 to report a sighting or to get help with a disentanglement. Scientists are interested in these sightings. In-
formation reported should include the following: latitude and longitude, date, time and vessel number. Pictures 
and videos are always helpful. By being eyes and ears on 
the water for LBTs harvesters can help us all to learn more 
about the leatherback turtle’s unique life history and help to 
prevent further declines in their population.

Plastic bag found in 
LBT digestive tract, 

Point Lance, NL


