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CONVENTION ON INTERNATIONAL TRADE IN ENDANGERED SPECIES
OF WILD FAUNA AND FLORA
____________________

Second CITES wider Caribbean hawksbill turtle dialogue meeting
Grand Cayman (Cayman Islands), 21–23 May 2002 

Presentation on the Cuban proposal

This document was prepared by Cuba.

Proposal:

Transfer from Appendix I to Appendix II, with an explanatory note, of the population of hawksbill turtles (Eretmochelys imbricata) present in Cuban waters.

Objective:

To permit the export of the accumulated legal stockpile of scales from Cuba’s national management programme between 1993 and 2002 (up to 7,900 kg).

Conditions:

The export will take place once it has been approved by the Standing Committee of CITES and once the Secretariat has verified, within the 12 months following the decision, that the importing Party possesses adequate controls for trade and will not re-export the scales.

All other specimens of E. imbricata living in Cuban waters shall be deemed to be listed in Appendix I and trade in them shall be regulated accordingly.

In accordance with Article I(a) of the Convention, the population in Cuban waters is defined as the segment of the population of the Caribbean region limited geographically to the Cuban waters, including immigrants and emigrants, only while they are located within Cuban waters and under the jurisdiction of the Republic of Cuba.

The proposal has been drawn up in accordance with Resolution Conf. 9.24.
Supporting statement:

Cuba has already demonstrated to the Parties (CoP10 (1997); CoP11 (2000)( with detailed arguments that the Cuban population of E. imbricata is in compliance with the “Criteria for the inclusion of species in Appendix II”, in accordance with Article II, Paragraph 2(a) (Annex 2, Resolution Conf. 9.24); satisfies the “Precautionary measures” (Annex 4, Resolution Conf. 9.24); is not affected by “Special cases – Split-listing” (Annex 3, Resolution Conf. 9.24); and does not meet the requirements of “Biological criteria for Appendix I” (Annex 1, Resolution Conf. 9.24).

The results of the voting at CoP10 (58%) and CoP11 (64%) show that the majority of the Parties recognized that listing in Appendix II was appropriate and agreed that the restricted and strictly regulated trade proposed by Cuba would not be detrimental to the wild population.

The updated results of the monitoring are available, and confirm that the wild population is continuing to grow at an annual rate of 20 to 23% (from 1996-97 to 2001), which constitutes a further convincing proof that the criteria are satisfied for inclusion in Appendix II. Additionally, updated information is provided on the stockpile of scales, with details of Cuba’s strict system of control and recording which TRAFFIC considers to be effective and adequate to ensure that only the scales from the traditional Cuban harvesting will be able to enter trade.

If the Parties give their approval, Cuba will withdraw its reservation on E. imbricata within a period of 90 days, in accordance with Paragraph B. 3. of Annex 4, Resolution Conf. 9.24; will guarantee that the commitments currently in force with respect to the conservation and management of E. imbricata as well as the well-being of the local communities will be maintained; and, in accordance with the annotation, will guarantee that there will not be any more commercial activity, unless the Parties approve it.

In accordance with Resolution Conf. 9.24, a global and regional analysis is being carried out of the distribution, availability and situation of the habitat, of the situation of the population and of utilization and trade. The information relating to Cuba is presented below:

Eretmochelys imbricata is found in all Cuban waters (370,630 km2 (Carrillo and Contreras 1998); Figure 1(. Very large core areas situated in the south, with warm water and with protection, sustain the highest densities of E. imbricata, which grows rapidly and nests mainly in the area. The habitat in the north appears less favourable, with colder water, lower densities and more restricted nesting. The population is not fragmented, but not much is known about the indices of immigration and emigration. Specimens with shared Cuban haplotypes predominate in the population, together with various mixtures of less common haplotypes, some of them known only in nesting areas located outside Cuba (Díaz-Fernández et al. 1999; Carrillo et al. 1999). Specimens of E. imbricata identified in other countries are detected from time to time in Cuba, but to date there have been no reports that any of the 28 adult nesting females to which satellite-trackable transmitters have been fixed in different parts of the Caribbean (Antigua, Barbados, Belize, Costa Rica, Jamaica, Mexico, Nicaragua, Puerto Rico, US Virgin Islands) has ventured as far as Cuban waters.

[image: image1.wmf]
Figure 1. Cuba and its territorial waters (broken lane) and exclusive economic zone (continuous line). The contour of 20 m depth (dotted lane; 44,076 km2) indicates the extent of the shallow waters in which the coral reefs are abundant (3,020 km2). A-D = fishing zones; Co = crocodiles; DL = Doce Leguas; Nv = Nuevitas; IP = Isla de la Juventud. Scale: 1 mm = 10 km. 

Cuba is the largest grouping of islands in the Caribbean and encompasses 44,076 km2 of shallow waters (< 20m). Of these waters, 77% are located in the south, where the conditions appear optimum for E. imbricata (Carrillo and Contreras, 1998). Spalding et al. (2001) estimate that Cuba has 3,020 km² of coral reefs, which represents a drop by comparison with earlier estimates (WCMC 1999; ROC 2000a). The Cuban platform is surrounded by 3,966 km of marine platform which drops abruptly to 2 km deep, providing abundant areas of marine cliffs on which E. imbricata feeds. The depth of the platform considerably increases the depth necessary for feeding and may constitute a barrier against excessive movement. The marine habitats associated with the Cuban platform, including the coral reefs, are in good physical and biological condition (WCMC 1999; Spalding et al. 2001) and are constantly monitored (IDO 2000). The principal nesting areas are located in the south (Figure 1), where natural conditions, still with a limited amount of development, predominate and where before any building or similar project is undertaken it is subjected to a strict evaluation of the environmental impact (ROC 1998, 2000a; Moncada et al. 1998a, 1999).

Although subject to different sets of rules on harvesting since the 16th century (Carrillo et al., 1998b; Carrillo and Webb 1999), between 1968 and 1990 catching E. imbricata was considered as a regular type of fishing, with the harvest averaging 4,744 specimens a year (Fig. 3). Despite the abundant reserves, harvesting was reduced progressively and deliberately down to a maximum of 500 specimens a year (which indicates a real annual catch of 406.3 + 75.3 (SD), 1996-2002) by the use of traditional methods in two local communities located in areas distant from one another. Starting in 1995 E. imbricata has been totally protected in 99% of Cuban waters.
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Figure 2. When it joined CITES in 1990, Cuba voluntarily reduced its traditional harvest levels of E. imbricata, over the period 1991-94, in order to take account of the changed economic conditions and to increase its contribution to the conservation efforts in the region. The vertical axis represents the number of E. imbricata caught and the horizontal axis represents years. The first zone corresponds to the sustainable managed harvest, the second to the phase-down and the third to the present traditional harvest. 

The traditional way of harvesting lead to the reduction of the wild population. In some areas there was success in stabilizing the harvest, but not in all (Carrillo et al. 1999). In 1990 the wild population was estimated at some 111,000 specimens (CCMA 1998). It was anticipated that the population would increase and would stabilize at a new level when the annual harvest was reduced by 90% (ROC 1998). Monitoring of the results confirms that that increase is taking place and that the traditional harvest is being maintained sustainably.

Results of the monitoring: nesting

Between 1997 and 2002, the results of the standardized monitoring of the nestings showed an average annual rate of increase of 20.2% (r = 0.184). The search lasted an average of 45.9 + 5.1 days over a period of three months (October-December) and the average density of the nests discovered increased from 3.01 + 0.10 per km (1997-1998) to 5.68 + 0.80 per km (1999-2001).

Results of the monitoring: size of the clutches

The size of the clutches is an approximate indicator of the size of the nesting females. Between 1988 and 1996 the clutch size was constant (average: 135.3 ( 0.75 (SE): N=9 years) and small clutches (< 90 eggs), which indicate the presence of small females, were rare (2.7 + 1.5% of clutches per year). Between 1997 and 2001 the percentage of clutches with fewer than 90 eggs increased (11.5 + 1.52%), causing a decrease in the average clutch size (132.6 + 2.23; N=5), which correlates with the reported increase in younger females in the nesting population.

Results of the monitoring: average turtle size

In the two traditional harvesting sites, one on the Isla de la Juventud (IP) located in the south of Cuba, and the other on Nuevitas (Nv), in the north (Fig. 1), the average size of E. imbricata caught has increased. (Fig. 4)
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Figure 3. Average size (SCL) (in cm) of E. imbricata caught off the Isla de la Juventud (formerly the Isla de Pinos) and Nuevitas since 1990. The lines indicate regression relations.

Results of the monitoring: general abundance

On the Isla de la Juventud the traditional turtle fishers are assigned a fixed quantity of boats and nets. Fishing takes place every year in the same zones, and the fishing effort is measured every day (CPUE = turtles caught for every 100 net days of the season). Up until 1996, the fishers stated that for as far back as they could remember (the 40’s) the CPUE for E. imbricata had remained relatively constant and reached levels similar to those in 1990-1996 (1.7 + 0.06 (SE)). Since 1997, the CPUE had clearly and abruptly increased (Fig. 5) (1997-2001 = 10.0 + 0.16; r = 0.21 (+23.2% per year), which indicates a substantial increase in the numbers of E. imbricata moving through the harvesting sites of the Isla de la Juventud. This is surrounded by the main areas in which the young specimens search for food, and on average the turtles caught are small (Fig. 4; 67.9 cm SCL; weight = 39.7 kg).
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Figure 4. Catch effort per specimen of E. imbricata on the Isla de la Juventud. The vertical axis represents the number of E. imbricata per 100 net days and the horizontal axis represents years.

The catch effort at the four harvest sites of Nuevitas (Fig. 1) has been recorded since 1997. Fishing at each site is carried out by a different community and the effort has varied at each site, both as between sites and over the different years. The rate of increase in the CPUE (1997-2001) lies between +0.002 and +0.372 with an average of 0.18 + 0.08 (SE): 20.3% per year. The fishermen have not reported any significant increase in abundance between 1996 and 1997-1998, whereas there was such an increase on the Isla de la Juventud. The harvest sites on Nuevitas are a long way away from the zones where the young turtles search for food, in the south, and consequently specimens of a larger size (Fig. 4; 75.8 cm SCL; weight = 46.4 kg) are found there, moving from west to east hugging the coast along the Cuban platform.

Results of the monitoring: composition of the population by sex

The composition of the E. imbricata populations by sex (proportion of females) reported from the Isla de la Juventud (0.843 + 0.013 (SE); N = 6 years (1996-22001)) and from Nuevitas (0.737 + 0.010 (SE); N = 5 years (1997-2001) are significantly different from one another, but have remained constant over time.

Results of the monitoring: densities

The densities observed in some coral reefs in the south of Cuba, in Doce Leguas (122 – 280 per km2) and on the Isla de la Juventud (59 per km2) (ROC 2000 a) are high, but have not been monitored for the whole of the time.

Population status: summary 

The rates of growth measured in the monitoring programmes confirm that the wild population has responded to the phase-down in harvesting with the predicted increase (ROC 1998) and is still increasing. Between 1996-1997 and 2001 the estimated rates of increase in the abundance of the nests in the turtles’ natural habitat (+20.0%), on the Isla de la Juventud (+23.2%) and on Nuevitas (20.3%), are consistent. The average size of the E. imbricata caught is increasing, the composition by sex is remaining constant over time and the percentage of small adult females among those who are nesting has increased considerably.

Captive population 

The captive population of E. imbricata in Cuba is low (115 at the end of 31 December 2001) and primarily comprises specimens at the experimental breeding station on the Isla de la Juventud.

Threats 

The population of E. imbricata in Cuban waters is not threatened by the present traditional harvesting; the wild population is increasing despite the harvesting, which indicates that it is well below the maximum sustainable level. Human activity is subject to restrictions on the nesting beaches, and the law prohibits catching turtles or collecting their eggs, although some of those illegal activities do occur periodically. Mortality due to bycatch has increased, but this is not considered to endanger the wild population. At the present time international trade does not constitute a threat.

National utilization

Traditional harvesting on the Isla de la Juventud and on Nuevitas has been described in great detail (ROC 1998, 2000a, Carrillo et al. 1999). Turtle fishing is the principal economic activity of the local communities in both locations, and the meat, which is used for human consumption, is the main product of the harvest. Scales are a by-product. Since 1995 an annual quota of 500 E. imbricata has been applied and the annual harvest has been 406.3 + 75.3 (SD) specimens.

Each turtle harvested is given a field identification number (NIC) corresponding to the location where it was caught and to the year (for example IP/96/001), which is written on the shell and recorded on a data sheet with the measurements and remarks about the reproductive situation of each turtle. The data are sent to the Ministry for the Fishing Industry. The scales of the carapace are separated by means of soaking in water, they are weighed and enclosed in plastic bags, provisionally sealed, with the NIC, and are then sent to the central store located in Cojímar (Havana) for processing and storage. Samples of the scales of each specimen are taken by means of scraping and these are supplied to a DNA bank.

In Cuba, as everywhere in the world, bycatch of E. imbricata places the authorities on the horns of a dilemma. Limiting the fishermen in the utilization of resources obtained legally is not desirable, but neither is the deliberate creation of commercial incentives to harvest. If the response to the conservation effort is a large increase in the populations, then bycatch will increase. In Cuba, mortality due to bycatch was estimated at 100 – 200 E. imbricata per year in 1997 (ROC 1998) and is now estimated at 300 – 400 per year (Moncada et al. 2002), mainly young specimens (< 40 cm SCL) caught in coastal fishing nets.

At the two traditional harvesting sites, bycatch is considered a part of the catch quota and is processed accordingly (although it is identified separately). At other locations, the scales obtained as a result of bycatch cannot be traded legally and must be discarded, although on occasions some illegal use does take place. There is no way in which the scales obtained as a result of bycatch outside the two harvesting areas can become part of the legal flow of exports.

Management and control of the stockpile of scales in Cuba

The Cojímar store operates under the control and the administration of the Ministry for the Fishing Industry. All the scales, from each E. imbricata, separately and together with its CITES label, are photographed with a digital camera (ROC 1998, 2000 a, b), then placed back into plastic bags with a double heat-seal (double seam) and subsequently packed in a second bag, also with a double heat-seal, to which the CITES label is attached by adhesive. The scales prior to 1997 are of mixed origin and are specified as RESERVA ACUMULADA [“accumulated reserve”] on the CITES label. The labels contain information on the weight of the scales in each bag and correlate directly with the NIC number applied on the ground. The digital images make it possible for the scales of the different individual turtles to be identified by size, shape and colour (Carrillo et al. 1998e). For reasons of security, copies of the data base of images are kept in Cojímar, at the Ministry for the Fishing Industry and at the CITES Management Authority. Access is limited to the scales store, which is guarded 24 hours a day. 

Cuba envisages exporting all of the controlled stockpile of scales accumulated up to 31 October 2002 (up to 7,900 kg) in a single shipment. The CITES Secretariat is invited to supervise the final packaging and the export, to review the content of the bags against the security images and to offer guidance as to the precise form in which it would like the shipment to be carried out.

Trade from Cuba will not stimulate harvesting inside or outside Cuban waters, but on the contrary will encourage responsible management. The laws in force in Cuba impose severe penalties, higher than the average monthly income, for unauthorized harvesting, trade or transportation of sea turtles or the products thereof, and stipulate the confiscation of the equipment and the suspension of fishing or trading licences, as appropriate.

Benefits of trade

The Cuban programme of conservation and sustainable use of E. imbricata satisfies the fundamental principles of the Convention on Biological Diversity, is in accordance with the policies of IUCN on sustainable use and complies with the orientations which are stressed in Resolution Conf. 8.3 (“Recognition of the benefits of trade in wildlife”). By permitting legal trade, essential economic incentives will be created for the programme to be successful and sustainable.

The possibility of Cuba’s withdrawing its reservation and exporting the scales to a country which will not re-export them is a safe trade strategy by comparison with domestic use of the scales and the local sale of products made from them. Cuba is prepared to maintain a high budget committed to the management of E. imbricata, but it needs to be able to trade. The local communities which carry out traditional harvesting and which have complied with all the domestic controls deserve to be rewarded with better fishing tackle and equipment, as the existing material should have been replaced quite some time ago. On the biological level, there is no doubt that the Cuban programme is helping to understand better the dynamics of the population of E. imbricata and its sustainable use, and that this will be of relevance in any part of the Caribbean.

The history of the legal controls on E. imbricata in Cuba and the details of all of the legislation in force have been provided by Carrillo et al. (1998a) and ROC (2000a). The Cuban legislation has proved effective with regard to the maintenance of the protected areas and the control and regulation of the harvesting of E. imbricata.

Finally, it may be noted that Cuba has always maintained and will continue to maintain close cooperation with the countries of the region, sharing its experiences, presenting the results thereof at international meetings and events and promoting regional cooperation with a view to achieving the conservation and sustainable use of the species.
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