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Protecting endangered sea turtles and the
local fishing industry

May 14 2014, by Stefanie Dion Jones

Fishermen in Mexico’s Baja Peninsula unintentionally snag many different forms
of marine life in their nets while trawling for halibut. Credit: Jesse Senko

In the remote villages dotting the Pacific coast of Mexico's Baja
Peninsula, third- and fourth-generation native fishermen set out in small,
16-foot boats to spend long hours offshore. They haul kilometer-long
fishing nets from the bottom of the ocean onto the decks of their vessels
in hopes of eking out a meager living, earning mere cents on the dollar
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for catching and selling halibut in the same waters that sustained their
grandfathers and great-grandfathers before them.

Halibut, however, is far from the only thing snagged by their nets. The
marine life commonly tangled in their lines includes coral, sharks, squid,
and endangered sea turtles, some weighing hundreds of pounds apiece.
Each year, juvenile sea turtles that hatch on beaches in Japan migrate
across the expanse of the Pacific Ocean to feed in Baja's waters. Their
dwindling population is concentrated in this last known hotspot,
overlapping with many small-scale fisheries. In fact, along these shores,
each fishing boat alone may inadvertently catch between eight and 16
sea turtles per day. While the fishermen lose time, fuel, and money
repairing their nets, thousands upon thousands of these endangered
marine creatures are paying with their lives every year.

"We're finding that these small-scale fisheries that people aren't really
paying attention to are having enormous impacts on entire ecosystems,"
says Jesse Senko '06 (CANR), a UConn alum and now Ph.D. student at
Arizona State University, who has dedicated his work toward resolving
what may seem like an intractable situation.

Yet the novel solutions he and his colleagues have devised in recent
years are, in fact, proving effective — not only in reducing the loss of
marine life, but also in preserving the livelihoods of the local fishermen.

"It's a win-win," says Senko, who also serves as a sustainable seafood
consultant for the Blue Ocean Institute. "That's really what drives all the
research I do. I think that's where conservation biology comes up short.
There is too much emphasis on how to save the animal or ecosystem, and
not enough on the need to inspire people and empower them to become
part of the solution."

Beyond biology
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With the guidance of his advisor, associate professor Morty Ortega,
Senko first headed to Baja 10 years ago during his junior year at UConn
as part of a research fellowship. Senko was on a personal mission to
study sea turtles, which play a vital role in supporting marine
ecosystems. "It all started with Dr. Ortega," Senko says. "He encouraged
me to study abroad in Baja and pursue research that I believed was
meaningful."

In Baja, Senko began conducting interviews with hundreds of local
residents and fishermen, befriending many of them in the process and
gradually becoming a trusted member of their circle.

"That's when I became interested not just in the biology, but everything
— the human dynamics really fascinated me," says Senko, whose doctoral
research is broadly focused on the impact and sustainability of small-
scale fisheries. "I was learning their behavior, how they viewed the
world, who the leaders were. I came back with something more valuable
than research; I built relationships with people."

These relationships, Senko acknowledges, have been crucial to his
research and conservation work in the years since, as well as to his
ongoing dual efforts to save sea turtles and establish sustainable fishing
practices in this part of the world.

"All it takes 1s one or two really well-respected fishermen, and if you can
get them to buy into what you're doing and gain your trust, everyone else
will eventually come along," he says.

"We're finding that these small-scale fisheries that people aren't really
paying attention to are having enormous impacts on entire ecosystems,"
says Jesse Senko '06 (CANR), a UConn alum and now Ph.D. student at
Arizona State University, who has dedicated his work toward resolving
what may seem like an intractable situation.
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Although it is distressing to see the turtles struggling in the nets, Senko says the
emotional aspects of his work drive him to continue. Credit: Jesse Senko

Yet the novel solutions he and his colleagues have devised in recent
years are, in fact, proving effective — not only in reducing the loss of
marine life, but also in preserving the livelihoods of the local fishermen.

"It's a win-win," says Senko, who also serves as a sustainable seafood
consultant for the Blue Ocean Institute. "That's really what drives all the
research I do. I think that's where conservation biology comes up short.
There is too much emphasis on how to save the animal or ecosystem, and
not enough on the need to inspire people and empower them to become
part of the solution."

Beyond biology
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With the guidance of his advisor, associate professor Morty Ortega,
Senko first headed to Baja 10 years ago during his junior year at UConn
as part of a research fellowship. Senko was on a personal mission to
study sea turtles, which play a vital role in supporting marine
ecosystems. "It all started with Dr. Ortega," Senko says. "He encouraged
me to study abroad in Baja and pursue research that I believed was
meaningful."

In Baja, Senko began conducting interviews with hundreds of local
residents and fishermen, befriending many of them in the process and
gradually becoming a trusted member of their circle.

UConn alum Jesse Senko '06 (CANR) is developing solutions that help both the
endangered sea turtles and the local fishermen. Credit: Jesse Senko
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"That's when I became interested not just in the biology, but everything
— the human dynamics really fascinated me," says Senko, whose doctoral
research is broadly focused on the impact and sustainability of small-
scale fisheries. "I was learning their behavior, how they viewed the
world, who the leaders were. I came back with something more valuable
than research; I built relationships with people."

These relationships, Senko acknowledges, have been crucial to his
research and conservation work in the years since, as well as to his
ongoing dual efforts to save sea turtles and establish sustainable fishing
practices in this part of the world.

"All it takes is one or two really well-respected fishermen, and if you can
get them to buy into what you're doing and gain your trust, everyone else
will eventually come along," he says.

"The turtles come up gasping for air. They'll literally throw up a
bucketful of water," he says. "We've had turtles on the boat for 12 hours,
trying to drain all the water out of their lungs. After 12 hours, they're
still gasping. It's heartbreaking to watch."
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The relationships Senko has built with local residents and fishermen are crucial
to his research and conservation work. Credit: Jesse Senko

As grim as this can often be, Senko says it keeps him committed. "For
me, it's important to be emotional about it, because that's what drives
me. If I could look at a dying turtle, see it throwing up water and blood
and be nonchalant about it, then I shouldn't be doing this," he says.
"What keeps me staying positive is focusing on the solutions. You can't
lose sight of the goal."

For Senko, sea turtles offer something beyond even their influential role
in the ecosystem. "It's corny, but there's something magical about
looking into the eyes of a sea turtle," he says. "They've been around for
200 million years. They're literally living dinosaurs. When you look into
their eyes, you can't describe it with words. Something neurological is
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going on in your brain. You're making this connection. So that's what I
tell people — if you ever get to see a live sea turtle, in an aquarium, in the
wild, it doesn't matter, stare into its eyes for five minutes. It just might
change your life."
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