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Sea turtles are a source of fascination to many, and yet human interactions with these animals 
are more often negative than positive. Sea turtles are important components of ocean ecosystems; 
however, their numbers are in decline in many regions (Spotila et al. 1996, Jackson et al. 2001, Chan 
2006). Fortunately, some sea turtle populations in the world have been increasing over the past 
two to three decades following implementation of conservation strategies (Chaloupka et al. 2008). 
Five sea turtle species can be found in Taiwanese waters, including the green [Chelonia mydas 
(Linnaeus, 1758)], loggerhead [Caretta caretta (Linnaeus, 1758)], hawksbill [Eretmochelys imbricate 
(Linnaeus, 1766)], olive ridley [Lepidochelys olivacea (Eschscholtz, 1829)], and the leatherback 
[Dermochelys coriacea (Vandelli, 1761)] turtles. The green turtle has a worldwide distribution in 
tropical and subtropical seas, and is the most common species in Taiwanese waters. This species 
is known for its long-distance migrations of hundreds to thousands of kilometers between nesting 
and foraging sites.

Each year the National Museum of Marine Biology and Aquarium (NMMBA) in Taiwan receives 
many calls from the public regarding stranded and injured marine animals, including whales, dol-
phins, and most commonly, sea turtles. The major factors responsible for injury, sickness, and 
death of these sea turtles include the consumption of marine trash, boat strikes, entanglement in 
discarded fishing nets, and ingestion of, or impalement by, fishing hooks.
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On June 15, 2015, the coast guard received a call about a unique and unfortunate situation where 
Buddhist beliefs and animal welfare are in conflict. There is a belief in Buddhism (termed fang 
sheng) that suggests releasing tagged animals into the wild will bring about mercy and good fortune. 
However, inappropriate tags and tagging can be harmful to turtles. Local soldiers came across a 
small green sea turtle (C. mydas) that was unable to dive and, as a result, was floating precariously 
inside Haikou harbor (22°05´28N, 120°42´52E) off southern Taiwan. The soldiers thought that the 
turtle may have been hit by a fishing boat, so they brought it to shore and contacted NMMBA. We 
promptly went to the harbor to tend to the turtle and found a sea turtle with a tag attached to its 
posterior carapace. Upon further observation, we discovered that small holes had been drilled into 
its posterior carapace to enable the attachment of “homemade” silver tags (Panel A). The tags were 
engraved with people’s names and the lucky Chinese characters, 合家平安, which means to bring 
blessings to one’s family (Panel B). Regrettably, this incident of human-turtle interaction brought 
about an unfortunate result. Because of repetitive rubbing of the silver tags, the turtle’s rear flippers 
were severely swollen and there was evidence of substantial infection. This turtle would likely have 
died from this infection and was lucky to have been spotted by the soldiers.

We transported the turtle back to NMMBA, where its condition was assessed and a thorough 
health exam was undertaken. The injured green sea turtle was a juvenile (sex unknown) and the 
curved carapace length was 51.3 cm. An initial plasma biochemistry profile revealed high plasma 
creatinine kinase (5160 U L−1) concentration due to muscle damage to the flippers, and high blood 
urea nitrogen (122 mg dl−1) concentration due to dehydration. Fortunately, radiographic assess-
ment indicated no fishing hooks present in its esophagus and stomach. Analysis of the turtle’s fecal 
matter, however, did reveal evidence of consumed plastic bags, and parasites.

The road to recovery for this turtle was long, and at times challenging. Of particular concern was 
the young turtle’s initial refusal to eat upon arriving at NMMBA, but as medication was admin-
istered and the treatment regimen for its flippers progressed, it finally began to eat. After 5 mo of 
treatment, the turtle gained 2 kg, its injuries healed, and its rear flipper function was comparable 
to that of other rehabilitated turtles without flipper injuries. The turtle was successfully released, 
equipped with a satellite transmitter (Panel C) at Haikou Beach with the help of local school chil-
dren on November 20, 2015. The first tracking signal was received on November 30, 2015. During 
the 105 d of tracking (Panel D), the turtle did not undertake any long-distance migration, but rath-
er resided in the coastal waters of Haikou Bay. The tracking data suggested that the rehabilitated 
turtle continued to live well in the wild and stayed in the area where it was initially found stranded.

The interactions that this turtle has had with people is a clear demonstration of both the 
harmful and helpful influence that humans can have on marine animals. The experience of this 
turtle was unfortunate, but it also presents an excellent opportunity for public education. We hope 
that by involving many people in both the recovery and release of sea turtles, we can play a role in 
enhancing the understanding and importance of sea turtle protection. 
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