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What’s the 
problem?



• Miller et al. 2019 shows historical trade numbers grossly underestimated from 1.4 to 9 million 
hawksbills

Asia-Pacific is the epicenter of 
use & trade in turtles 

(particularly hawksbill)

• Substantial exploitation continues
• Parallels current patterns of IUU fishing [small-scale coastal communities implicated in supply/ demand]
• Populations 80% lower than historical levels



Let’s do the maths
>25 countries in Asia-Pacific 
region with at least 18 
countries implicated in trade 
over past decade
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3,900 tigers remain 
across Asia region

~40,000-50,000 

elephants now exist in 
Asia

~4,800 hawksbill 
females left in Pacific 

Ocean
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Better traceability tools 

Drive change in community use 

Stronger Decisions & collaboration

Tackle the problem head on …

Marine 
Turtle Use 

& Trade 
Initiative



A

PARTNERSHIP VISION: Safeguard the hawksbill turtle from extinction and so they are no 
longer targeted for trade

Develop the world’s 
first marine turtle 

DNA source detection 
tool & trial in a 

demand country

Evaluate the 
economic and 
environmental 

‘value’ of marine 
turtles 

B C

Marine Turtle Use & Trade Initiative

Establish ‘Shell 
Bank’ – a trans-
national citizen 
science forensic 

study

D

E

Spearhead 
transboundary 

policy reform for 
zero poaching

HF G

Develop baseline 
nesting trends & 
undertake socio-

cultural ‘use’ 
drivers

Develop training 
guide & toolkit to 

underpin monitoring 
& enforcement 

intervention

Develop advocacy & 
communication 

products & engage in 
at least 2 awareness 

campaigns

Establish current trade 
market trends in 

demand countries, 
train enforcers in 

forensics  
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WHAT IS SHELL BANK?

W H Y  I S  S H E L L  B A N K  N E E D E D ?

To help halt illegal trade by:

Enabling scientists, conservationists and policy makers to track the illegal trade of 
hawksbill turtle products (from “sale to source”) and to identify populations most at 

risk.

Tools to track the tortoiseshell trade and turtles most at risk:
Build & advance traceability knowledge and technologies
Coordinate access to & expand the ‘bank’ of genetic data  

Train in-country and embed as common practice



Product Survey

Samples get curated/stored

Metadata get stored in the Shell Bank database

Lab/analysis

Identify trade hotspots + population 
boundaries 

1. Sample Collection 2. Sample Curation and Storage 3. Analysis and Reporting

Shell Bank: How does it work?

Government or 
University

Determine population boundaries for 
conservation management and identify 
populations impacted by illegal trade

Nesting
female Tissue sample

Confiscated tortoiseshell products and 
survey

Nesting samples for population genetic
baseline





Red dot = current projects

Orange dot/box =  future project needs

‘bank’ of genetic 
samples (from the wild)

• Key priority: Collaborate on improving 
stock structure for hawksbills in the region 
(build the genetic baseline)

• Formalise Hawksbill Genetic Working 
Group (GWG), Steer Asia-Pacific MT GWG

• Share & publish existing data

• Identify genetic gaps (yellow dots)

• Coordinate additional sampling

• Identify regional labs for analysis

• Train / build in-country capacity

‘bank’ of genetic samples 
(from stockpiles & from seizures as 
law enforcement tool )

• Use the DNA shell detection method

• Key objective: Use genetic baseline to ID 
stock origin of hawksbill products – sale to 
source

• Embed in-country as traceability tool 

Michael Jensen –
project coordinator 
& Working Group 
lead, WWF

Chris Madden 
Hof – project 
manager, WWF



Understanding 
the social, 
cultural & 
economic 

pressures on 
hawksbills 







• Support 
baseline genetic 
studies (for 

conservation & as a 
traceability tool)

• Establish domestic harvest quotas
• Research socioeconomics of 

legal/illegal harvest/use

Decisions 18.211-
18.213



1 MAJOR GENETIC SAMPLE collection (nesting, foraging, bycatch, stockpiles/seized, surrendered) 

ANALYSE SAMPLES, building in-country capacity and reference baselines

EMBED IN LAW ENFORCEMENT CHAIN, as traceability tool 

IDENTIFY TURTLES MOST AT-RISK, for future protection

2

3

What’s required?
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For more information or to be part contact: 
chof@wwf.org.au


