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Japanese folklore tells of a fisherman, Urashima Taro, who rescues a sea turtle from torment and sets
him free. In gratitude, the turtle transports the fisherman to a mythical Dragon Palace beneath the
sea, where he is welcomed by a beautiful princess. This eighth-century fable sets the cultural
backdrop for modern sea turtle conservation in Japan, where community-led efforts have restored

once-decimated sea turtle populations.

Japan boasts one of the world’s first government-led initiatives specifically for sea turtle conservation
in the Chichijima Ogasawara Islands, located 1,000 kilometers (621 miles) south of Tokyo. These
islands are a major breeding ground for green turtles, and when the region was first settled in 1876,
turtles were heavily harvested. To combat this overexploitation, Japan’'s Agriculture and Commerce
Department established one of the world’s first sea turtle head-start projects in 1910. Green turtle
eggs were collected and hatched, and the juvenile turtles were released after one to seven months in
captivity. The project was interrupted by World War Il, then revived in 1976 by Yoji Kurata and HiroyuKki
Suganuma of the Tokyo Metropolitan Fisheries Center. The project ultimately was passed on to the
Ogasawara Marine Center, which has managed it since 1982. The project has released over 300,000

turtles to date, and the nesting population in the Chichijima Islands has seen a dramatic recovery.

Post-World War |l economics led Japan to become one of the world’s worst nations for sea turtle
conservation. Until the early 1990s, the country was a major importer of tortoiseshell (bekko), a
practice that threatened the hawksbill with extinction on a global scale (see article: Trade Routes for
Tortoiseshell in SWOT Report, vol. Ill:). Sea turtle bycatch was also a significant source of mortality,
especially for north Pacific loggerheads. Decades of economic expansion, however, led Japan back to
its long-held traditions of nature stewardship, characterized by voluntary, community-led initiatives

that were often founded by a unique brand of local ocean heroes.
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One such hero was Yasuo Kondo, a teacher in the Tokushima prefecture in the 1950s. He was playing
baseball with his students at Ohama beach in Minami-cho (formerly Hiwasa-cho) when he discovered
the remains of harvested loggerhead turtles. Yasuo was deeply saddened by the incident and
proclaimed: “Sea turtles are emissaries of the Sea God! This should not happen again!” With his
students, he launched a pioneering study of loggerhead nesting behavior; built and managed
hatcheries; and studied embryogenesis, hatchling sea-finding behavior, allometry, and growth rates.
Their work won multiple awards and resulted in the declaration of sea turtles and Hiwasa beach as
national treasures in 1958. Their work also spurred the construction of an aquarium in 1960, which
became the Caretta Sea Turtle Museum, now Japan’s flagship marine education facility. A male
loggerhead named Hamataro, that was hatched and raised at the museum, has become a local hero
as the longest-living sea turtle for which a precise age is known (67 years). In 1968, Kondo went on to
publish a book about his life with sea turtles that has become a great inspiration to many young

researchers.

“One such hero was Yasuo Kondo, a teacher
in the Tokushima prefecture in the 1950s.
He discovered the remains of harvested
loggerhead turtles. Yasuo was deeply
saddened by the incident and proclaimed:
“Sea turtles are emissaries of the Sea God!
This should not happen again!""



Another of the world’s longest continuous sea turtle nest monitoring efforts is located on the Kamoda
coast of Anan City in the Tokushima prefecture. In 1954, students at the Kamoda elementary school
began to monitor turtles as a class activity, and when the school closed in 1992, local residents
continued the program. It has now accumulated 64 years of data and has the distinction of being the
longest uninterrupted sea turtle project in Japan. The postwar period was an era marked by economic
growth, during which much of Japan placed little importance on the environment, thereby making the
achievement of these school children all the more notable. Their work gained national attention and
became a model; indeed, many of the sea turtle projects in Japan today were inspired by the efforts of

Kamoda’s youth.

The largest loggerhead nesting beach in Honshu is found on Senri no Hama beach in Minabe-choin
the Wakayama prefecture, an area that was slated for residential development in the early 1960s.
The leader of the town’s Board of Education, Hidematsu Toyama, and others convinced the prefecture
to designate Senrino Hama as a natural monument to protect the turtles in 1964, and local youth
groups began patrolling the beaches to stem the tide of illegal egg harvesting. In 1980, a local junior

high school teacher, Osamu Uemura, and his school’s principal, Kiyoshi Goto, organized the Minabe-

cho Sea Turtle Research Group to continue the monitoring, a noble effort that continues to this day.
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As these examples highlight, Japan’s 20th-century sea turtle conservation was often born of
spontaneous, grassroots efforts led by brave and concerned citizens. Their isolated projects typically
were conducted without coordination by government or international conservation groups;
communication among projects was poor; and the projects seldom published standardized data or
reports. As a result, Japanese sea turtle conservation was largely invisible to the outside world, and in

turn, Japanese conservationists were unaware of threats to sea turtles beyond their shores.
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traditional Japanese fishermen still respectthe Ion—tanding custom of rescuing sea turtles caught

in fishing nets, often freeing them to the sea with an offering of sake.
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