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The ASO-Turtle Network was formally established in 2003 and encompasses the 

coastal areas of Brazil, Uruguay and Argentina.  The network is formed by institutions 

that work with the research and protection of sea turtles in the Southwestern Atlantic 

Ocean (ASO). Since the beginning of ASO, more than 70 studies on physiology and 

health assessment have been conducted, using standardized data from stranding 

events. When sick, injured or dead turtles come ashore, they may be signaling changes 

in the marine environment. As a matter of fact, sea turtles serve as indicator species, 

alerting us all to potential environmental problems. Stranding datasets may provide 

important information on diseases, contaminants, diet, cause-specific mortality, 

among others. Additionally, they are also used to infer geographic distribution and 

abundance or even trends in mortality risk attributable to human related threats such 

as coastal and pelagic fisheries. Sea turtles strand due to a variety of natural and 

anthropogenic causes. Natural causes include disease, predation and aging, while 

human induced strandings are often related to fisheries interaction, marine debris 

ingestion, pollution, dredging interaction and many others. Current literature suggests 

however, that multiple factors, both natural and human-related, may act in 

combination to cause a turtle to strand. In order to improve the knowledge on sea 



turtle strandings, the network participants have started to evaluate the body condition 

score of stranded turtles as a means of distinguishing chronic illness from acute cases. 

Animals with body condition rated as good have subcutaneous and visceral adipose 

tissue and thick musculature. This condition suggests that they had been feeding 

recently and had a sudden death, probably as a result of getting caught in fishing gear. 

On the other hand, cachectic or underweight turtles (i.e. muscle atrophy, sunken eyes 

and concave plastron) normally have a chronic condition that is persistent. Like other 

animals, sea turtles frequently suffer from a variety of diseases and one of the most 

significant in terms of conservation is fibropapillomatosis (FP). The prevalence of the 

disease is associated with heavily polluted coastal areas and areas of high human 

density, suggesting that the rates of FP could be used as an indicator of ocean health. 

Although this disease may be quite severe, often leading the affected animal to death, 

there are reported cases of spontaneous remission. Another issue that deserves urgent 

attention is marine pollution and its effects on sea turtle populations. Every year, 

thousands of sea turtles die from becoming entangled or ingesting plastic debris. Litter 

ingestion may lead turtles to death from starvation and debilitation. These conditions 

causes depletion of fat deposits along with muscle tissues, leading to cachexia. This 

study aims to present a new approach to evaluate strandings, considering not only the 

cause of death itself, which is sometimes hard to be determined, but also a simple 

parameter that may distinguish chronic illness from acute strandings. Finally, these 

findings were only made possible by collaborative work of ASO participants. In this 

context, we highlight the importance of cross-boarder collaboration in sea turtle 

conservation.   

 


