Félix Guillermo Moncada Gavilan helped move Cuba
from sea turtle fishing to protection
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Rhett Ayers Butler shares analysis, perspectives and story summaries.

For much of the 20th century, Cuba’s sea turtles were treated as a fishery. Green turtles were taken for
meat, and hawksbills for the patterned shell used in jewelry and ornaments. In the 1980s, legal fisheries
landed an average of 836 metric tons a year. Research focused in part on how the catch might be
sustained.

The catch was later reduced. From 1994, legal capture was confined to two traditional fishing
communities, Nuevitas and Cocodrilo. Minimum sizes and quotas followed. By the time Cuba closed the
fishery in 2008, the annual legal catch had fallen below 15 metric tons. A further regulation in 2011
prohibited the capture, use, or trade of sea turtles except for research and conservation.

Félix Guillermo Moncada Gavilan spent his career through much of this shift. The Cuban marine biologist,
who died in Havana on June 28th, had worked for more than 40 years at the country’s Fisheries Research
Center (Centro de Investigaciones Pesqueras). He led its sea turtle program and served as Cuba’s
coordinator for WIDECAST, the regional conservation network.

He had entered turtle research, he once said, with more enthusiasm than certainty. He had little time to
prepare and many demands to meet. None of that discouraged him. Colleagues recalled that any mention
of marine turtles made him smile and begin explaining them.

His early work was closely tied to fisheries. As Cuba moved towards protection, he studied nesting
grounds, migrations, population trends, illegal hunting, and accidental capture. He helped recommend
the successive restrictions that preceded the indefinite ban. When describing the policy, he laid out the
sequence plainly: first minimum capture sizes, then quotas, and finally a complete closure.

He also stressed that national rules could protect only part of a migratory animal’s range. A turtle might
nest on one country’s beach and feed in the waters of another. Regional co-operation was therefore
essential, he said. His tagging and monitoring work connected Cuban nesting populations with the wider
Caribbean, while his role in WIDECAST linked Cuban researchers with colleagues elsewhere in the region.

Cuba’s turtle research expanded beyond the Fisheries Research Center during the 1990s and early
2000s. The University of Havana, protected-area authorities, volunteers, and other institutions joined the
work. Moncada trained students and field workers, led workshops, and co-authored national
assessments. A review of Cuban sea turtle research between 1994 and 2021 identified him as its most
prolific author, with contributions to 40 of the 78 publications examined.

The ban did not stop all killing. Poaching continued, as did accidental capture in fishing gear.
Enforcement varied among protected areas, and a black market still offered turtle meat and shell.
Moncada’s later research examined those problems. His work had moved from regulating a legal catch to
documenting what continued outside the law.
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Alis Ramirez: A defender of the Colombian
Amazonnow living as arefugee in New
Zealand

Laila Abu Shihab Vergara - 8 Apr 2024
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Colombia is among the most dangerous countries for environmental defenders. Yet here,
women stand as frontline defenders of both nature and culture. Mongabay is documenting the
women protecting forests, rivers and ancestral territories by strengthening traditional
governance and reviving ancestral stewardship while confronting coca traffickers and illegal
miners. In this Special Issue, meet the women [...]

(Women Defenders of the Colombian Amazon series —)>

Free and open access to credible
information


https://news.mongabay.com/2025/10/putumayos-women-guardians-defend-land-and-culture-amid-colombias-deforestation/
https://news.mongabay.com/2025/10/putumayos-women-guardians-defend-land-and-culture-amid-colombias-deforestation/
https://news.mongabay.com/2025/10/putumayos-women-guardians-defend-land-and-culture-amid-colombias-deforestation/
https://news.mongabay.com/2024/11/women-in-putumayo-turn-to-fish-farming-and-away-from-the-coca-industry/
https://news.mongabay.com/2024/11/women-in-putumayo-turn-to-fish-farming-and-away-from-the-coca-industry/
https://news.mongabay.com/2024/11/women-in-putumayo-turn-to-fish-farming-and-away-from-the-coca-industry/
https://news.mongabay.com/2024/04/etelvina-ramos-from-coca-farmer-to-opponent-of-the-illegal-crop/
https://news.mongabay.com/2024/04/etelvina-ramos-from-coca-farmer-to-opponent-of-the-illegal-crop/
https://news.mongabay.com/2024/04/etelvina-ramos-from-coca-farmer-to-opponent-of-the-illegal-crop/
https://news.mongabay.com/2024/04/alis-ramirez-the-defender-of-the-colombian-amazon-now-living-as-a-refugee-in-new-zealand/
https://news.mongabay.com/2024/04/alis-ramirez-the-defender-of-the-colombian-amazon-now-living-as-a-refugee-in-new-zealand/
https://news.mongabay.com/2024/04/alis-ramirez-the-defender-of-the-colombian-amazon-now-living-as-a-refugee-in-new-zealand/
https://news.mongabay.com/specials/2026/07/women-defenders-of-the-colombian-amazon/

you're currently offline

Latest articles e

7 i T 2 T
-, i e = Y

Scientists call on countries toacton In Michoacdn, Mexico, drying soil How saline drinking water raises Feature story

‘forgotten’ sawfish teeth trade threatens water supplies and preeclampsia risks in coastal

Spoorthy Raman- 23 Jul 2026 avocados, says study Bangladesh (commentary) Tenyears of Mongabay Latam
Caitlin Cooper- 23 Jul 2026 Ashik Rubaiyat- 23 Jul 2026 Rhett Ayers Butler- 23 Jul 2026

Feature story As Australia expands seismic Why a New England cityis building ~ Smithsonian ornithologist John
testing, experts warn of profound tunnels to protect an imperiled Rappole reconsidered why birds
For Brazil's Xokleng people, savinga  effects on sealife salamander migrate
sai:ed tree means saving their Theoné van der Merwe- 22 Jul 2026 Alex Megerle 22 Jul 2026 Rhett Ayers Butler- 22 Jul 2026
culture

Leticia Klein- 23 Jul 2026

All articles =2


https://news.mongabay.com/2026/07/scientists-call-on-countries-to-act-on-forgotten-sawfish-teeth-trade/
https://news.mongabay.com/2026/07/in-michoacan-mexico-drying-soil-threatens-water-supplies-and-avocados-says-study/
https://news.mongabay.com/2026/07/how-saline-drinking-water-raises-preeclampsia-risks-in-coastal-bangladesh-commentary/
https://news.mongabay.com/2026/07/ten-years-of-mongabay-latam/
https://news.mongabay.com/2026/07/for-brazils-xokleng-people-saving-a-sacred-tree-means-saving-their-culture/
https://news.mongabay.com/2026/07/as-australia-expands-seismic-testing-experts-warn-of-profound-effects-on-sealife/
https://news.mongabay.com/2026/07/why-a-new-england-town-is-building-tunnels-to-protect-an-imperiled-salamander/
https://news.mongabay.com/2026/07/smithsonian-ornithologist-john-rappole-reconsidered-why-birds-migrate/
https://news.mongabay.com/about
https://news.mongabay.com/articles
https://news.mongabay.com/articles

Subscribe

Stay informed with news and inspiration from nature’s frontline.

G MONGABAY

News formats About External links Social media

Videos About Wild Madagascar LinkedIn

Podcasts Contact For Kids Instagram

Articles Donate Mongabay.org Youtube

Specials Impacts Reforestation App X

Shorts Newsletters Planetary Health Check Facebook

Features Submissions Conservation Effectiveness Tiktok

The Latest Terms of Use Mongabay Data Studio Reddit
BlueSky
Mastodon
Android App
Apple News

RSS / XML


https://news.mongabay.com/
https://news.mongabay.com/videos
https://news.mongabay.com/podcasts
https://news.mongabay.com/articles
https://news.mongabay.com/specials
https://news.mongabay.com/shorts
https://news.mongabay.com/features
https://news.mongabay.com/list/all2026
https://news.mongabay.com/about
https://news.mongabay.com/contact/
https://mongabay.org/donate?__hstc=92495938.eb858c9ea3db9c0be134837df6d456f5.1784869226972.1784869226972.1784869226972.1&__hssc=92495938.1.1784869226972&__hsfp=6a282c9263580a7e4d9ee9db21b215c6
https://mongabay.org/impacts?__hstc=92495938.eb858c9ea3db9c0be134837df6d456f5.1784869226972.1784869226972.1784869226972.1&__hssc=92495938.1.1784869226972&__hsfp=6a282c9263580a7e4d9ee9db21b215c6
https://news.mongabay.com/newsletter-subscribe/
https://news.mongabay.com/submissions
https://news.mongabay.com/terms
https://www.wildmadagascar.org/
https://kids.mongabay.com/
https://www.mongabay.org/?__hstc=92495938.eb858c9ea3db9c0be134837df6d456f5.1784869226972.1784869226972.1784869226972.1&__hssc=92495938.1.1784869226972&__hsfp=6a282c9263580a7e4d9ee9db21b215c6
https://reforestation.app/
https://www.planetaryhealthcheck.org/
https://www.conservationeffectiveness.org/
https://studio.mongabay.com/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/mongabay.com/
https://www.instagram.com/mongabay/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCnrubbmyCz8krGnpsbhJRYg/videos
https://www.x.com/mongabay
https://www.facebook.com/mongabay
https://www.tiktok.com/@mongabay
https://www.reddit.com/r/naturesfrontline/
https://bsky.app/profile/mongabay.com
https://mastodon.green/@mongabay
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.newsmongabay&hl=en
https://apple.news/T7BxfNfp4QAiuOPNsUcn04Q/
https://news.mongabay.com/feed
https://news.mongabay.com/newsletter-subscribe/

you're currently offline



