The Québec Sea Turtle Project: Towards a Conservation Strategy

in the Estuary and Gulf of St. Lawrence, Canada
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Figure 1. The geographical location of the study arca in Québec, Canada.

@ The leatherback seaturtle (Dermochelys coriacea), loggerhead
seaturtle (Caretta caretta), Kemp’s ridley seaturtle (Lepidochelys
kempii), and green seaturtle (Chelonia mydas) are known to occur
in temperate waters off Atlantic Canada seasonally between June
and November.

@ In the province of Québec, the leatherback is the only sea turtle
known to use the Estuary and Gulf of St. Lawrence (Figure 1).

@ Since the first documented sea turtle observation in 1981, little effort
has been made to collect additional information in Québec.

@ To improve the situation, an action plan was developed and
implemented in 2003 to assess sea turtle abundance, distribution,
and biology in the Estuary and Gulf of St. Lawrence.

le (De coriacea) in Québec
was caught by a fisher in 1981 offshore from Baie de Brador, near Lourdes-
de-Blanc-Sablon.
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Wethods

® Establishment of a network of volunteers in the Estuary and Gulf of
St. Lawrence.

@ Bilingual (English and French) observation kits which include data
sheets (Figure 2), species information, proper release techniques,
contact information, and cameras are being distributed to coastal
fishing communities, local organizations, and schools to improve
public awareness, create a sense of stewardship, and document
sightings.

@ A toll-free telephone number (1-877-UneLuth) and a website
(www.amphibia-nature.org) have recently been created to facilitate
the collection and dissemination of information.
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Fishing communitics can provide important information on sca turtle
abundance and distribution.
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Figure 2. Data sheet used to document observations.
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The leatherback seaturtle (Dermochelys coriacea) is easily identified by
fishers and local people.
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@ In the past three years, anecdotal (incomplete sighting reports) 10

and documented (GPS, photographs, caught or stranded turtles) 5
records (n = 38) have been collected or reported (Figure 3). 3
® |eatherback seaturtles have been encountered in the Estuary and A 7
Gulf of St. Lawrence as far west as lle aux Coudres and east to = O
Blanc-Sablon (Figure 4). 25
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Figure 3. Numbers of leatherback seaturtles (Dermochelys coriacea) recorded in the Estuary and Gulf
of St. Lawrence, Québec, between 1981 and 2005.

An adult leatherback seaturtle (Dermochelys coriacea) entangled
in fishing gear off Iles de la Madeleine in 2005. The turtle was
later released alive.
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such sea turtle remains extremely low.
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. ® Leatherback seaturtles are fairly common seasonally in the Estuary
and Gulf of St. Lawrence, Québec.

@ This area may provide important foraging habitat for this species.

@ Other sea turtle species may occur in the region based on anecdotal
reports.

® ltis unclear whether leatherback seaturtles are more abundant in recent
. years due to an increase in public awareness or from other factors such
as climate change.

An adult leatherback seaturtle (Dermochelys coriacea) i released
by fishers off Iles de la Madeleine in 2000.

@ It will be essential to include Québec waters in international efforts to
recover sea turtles in the Atlantic Ocean.
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