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On 13 November 2006, a live leatherback was observed stranded on Mundaú Beach, in the municipality 
of Trairí, in the state of Ceará, Brazil (3°1776 S, 39°3794 W). The turtle measured 149cm curved 
carapace length and 106cm curved carapace width. The proximal end of the turtle’s left front flipper was 
tightly entangled in approximately 30m of monofilament nylon fishing line, apparently for some time, as 
the majority of this flipper was suffering necrosis from lack of blood supply. The turtle died <120min 
after it was found on the beach, likely from infection associated with the wound. We performed a 
necropsy on this animal and found that her reproductive tract contained several sets of eggs at different 
stages of development. The fishing line as identified as being similar to the secondary line used by 
pelagic long-line fisheries targetting albacore tuna (Thunnus alalunga). A fleet of pelagic long-line boats 
is based in Recife, Pernambuco (Coluchi et al. 2005), which lies adjacent to Ceará. 

The waters off the coast of Ceará is important for foraging, development and migration of sea turtles in 
Brazil (Marcovaldi 1993; Lima et al. 1999; Lima et al. 2003; Godley et al. 2003). Projeto TAMAR-
IBAMA, the national sea turtle project in Brazil, operates a research station in Almofala, Ceará. Long-
term monitoring in Almofala has revealed that all five species of sea turtles that occur in Brazil, 
including leatherbacks, interact with fisheries in this region (principally fishing weirs, gillnets and hook 
and line). Stranded leatherbacks have been observed in nearly all states in Brazil, with greater numbers 
of strandings being reported in recent years (Barata et al. 2004). Interactions between long-line fisheries 
and leatherbacks (in addition to other species) are most commonly observed in waters off of more 
southern states in Brazil (Kotas et al. 2004). Interestingly, there have been several stranded leatherbacks 
in Brazil that were missing one or both front flippers (Projeto TAMAR-IBAMA, unpub. data). The 
confirmed link between a long-line interaction and flipper injury in the leatherback observed in Ceará 
suggests that at least some of the other stranded leatherbacks could have suffered interactions with 
pelagic long-lines. Onboard observers in long-line fisheries off the Brazilian coast also report that 
leatherback turtles tend to be foul-hooked in the flipper rather than the mouth (Kotas et al. 2004; Pinedo 
& Polacheck 2004). 
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The source rookery of this leatherback remains speculative. Leatherback nests have never been recorded 
in Ceará. The primary nesting beaches for leatherbacks in Brazil are in Espírito Santo, in the 
southeastern region (Thome et al. 2007). The closest known rookeries are to the north in French Guiana 
(Girondot & Fretey 1996), although to date no post-nesting female leatherbacks from French Guiana 
have been observed moving south of the equator (Ferraroli et al. 2004). The reproductive state of this 
stranded leatherback overlaps more with the nesting season in Espírito Santo than in French Guiana, 
although it is possible that there is unobserved nesting by leatherbacks in northeastern Brazil. Genetic 
analyses of tissue taken from this turtle may help resolve this issue, and further monitoring for other 
reproductively active female leatherabacks in the waters of Ceará is warranted.
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