
図1　小笠原諸島におけるアオウミガメの捕獲頭数
　　　　　　　　　　(東京都水産試験場, 1981に加筆)
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History of Sea Turtle Harvesting in Ogasawara 

Ogasawara Marine Center, Manami Yamaguchi 

 

 The green sea turtle (Chelonia mydas) is a species of marine turtle that inhabits a wide range 

of ocean from temporal to tropical zones.   

 Ogasawara Islands remained uninhabited until 1830, when western and Hawaiian 

populations moved to the islands as a base for sperm whale harvest.  At the time, since Hawaii 

had the largest sperm whale harvest base in the Pacific Ocean and also utilized sea turtles as 

food, the immigrated population naturally harvested green sea turtles.  This was the beginning 

of green sea turtle harvesting in Ogasawara Islands.   

 

 In 1876, Ogasawara Islands officially became Japan’s territory, at which point some Japanese 

population migrated from mainland.  Green sea turtle harvest was promoted on the islands 

mainly because of the lack of other options for industry, and it is said that approximately 3,000 

sea turtles were harvested annually during these initial years.   

 As figure 1 (“Number of green sea turtle harvest in Ogasawara Islands, 1880-2000”) shows, 

the number of sea turtle harvest decreased rapidly.  This harvest record (shown in figure 1) has 

been recorded since 1880, and is a rare case of a well-recorded sea turtle harvest in the world.   

 By the years prior to World War II, 

the number of harvest were less than 

100 due to overharvesting in the 

preceding years.   

 Ogasawara Islands were occupied by 

the U.S. between the years 1945 and 

1968, during which time the annual 

harvest was estimated around 30-40 

turtles.   

 

 After the Islands were returned to 

Japan, sea turtle harvest was carried 

out under the permission of the 

governor of Tokyo.   

 The highest number of harvest after 

the islands were returned to Japan was in 1979 with 223 turtles, and the least harvest was 43 

turtles in 1975.   

 The metropolitan government of Tokyo placed a limit to the sea turtle harvest in 1994.  The 

limit was initially at 150 turtles annually, although the limit was dropped to 135 in 1995.   

 

 Total sea turtle nests in Chichijima archipelago (a sub-archipelago within the Ogasawara 

archipelago) was around 100 in 1980, but the numbers have fluctuated thereafter while 

following an increasing trend, with 529 nests in 1995, 600 nests in 1998, and nearly 800 nests 

in 2002.  In Hahajima archipelago (a sub-archipelago within the Ogasawara archipelago located 

south of Chichijima archipelago) where over 90% of the total harvest take place in Ogasawara, 

records existing after 1988 show a relatively stable number of nesting sites with 165 nests on 

average, with yearly fluctuations between 35 to 270 nests.  The number of turtles on Hahajima 



archipelago can be considered stable from a resource point of view.   

 

 The increased breeding in Ogasawara Islands is thought to be attributed to several reasons 

including the decreased harvest during the 28 years of occupation by the U.S., the increase in 

reproduction rate as a result of the decreased harvest, and artificial incubation and release 

started by the Department of Agriculture and Industry (of Japan) in 1910.  However, artificial 

incubation and release carried out between the Meiji (1868-1912) and Taisho (1912-1926) eras 

did not produce positive results, as only 27% of the eggs successfully hatched and the numbers 

of hatchlings released were also low.   

 A new hatch-and-release program was started by the Tokyo Fishery Center in 1973, and the 

program was eventually handed over to the Ogasawara Marine Center in 1981.  As a result, 

average hatchling rate stabilized at 80% and the numbers of turtles released have also 

increased.   

 

 Today, Ogasawara Islands is the only area in the world where sea turtle harvest exist and at 

the same time its nesting population is increasing.  Sea turtle harvest is considered a local 

industry in the islands, and the islands’ sea turtle harvest and resource management approaches 

are a proud achievement and an example of an effective use of marine resources.   

 In recent years, sea turtles have been recognized as an important resource signifying one of 

the main marine life of Ogasawara and utilized in environmental education programs related to 

ecotourism (on the Marine Center grounds).   

 

 

 



1830

9 (1876 )
3,000

1 13
(1880 )

43 (1910 )

100 20 (1945 ) 43 (1968 )
30-40

1979 223 1975
43 135



1980 100
1995 500 1998 600 2004 800 2005

1,200 ( 2) 90%
1996 2005 200

3 4

28

120
48 (1973 )

( )
1981

80% 16
30

1982
1982
1982
2005
1993
1994 1995
2005


	Yamaguchi - Sea Turtle history in Ogasawara (English Rough Translation)
	OgasawaraSankoShiryo_pdf

