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INTRODUCTION

Within the last year, two incidents of green turtle 
carcasses, one male and one female, believed to have 
been killed by the cutting of their throats, were reported 
off the coast of central Terengganu State, Malaysia. In 
both instances, the Sea Turtle Research Unit (SEATRU) 
of Universiti Malaysia Terengganu and the Terengganu 
State Department of Fisheries (DOF) were contacted 
to investigate and determine the cause of death and 
make a report regarding the stranded turtle carcasses.

OBSERVATIONS

On the 4th October 2020, residents from Kampung 
Tengah Mengabang Telipot, in Kuala Nerus, Terengganu, 
reported the discovery of a green turtle carcass washed 
ashore on their local beach. They contacted SEATRU 
and DOF staff who conducted an extensive investigation 
and necropsy of the turtle carcass (Figure 1). The DOF 
report cited several key findings briefly describe below. 

1. The turtle’s sex was confirmed to be male due to 
the size and shape of its curved claws (brace claws) 
on its fore flippers.

2. The curved carapace length (CCL) measured 

87.2cm, the curved carapace width (CCW) 
measured 77.4cm, and the turtle weighed 58.8kg.

3. The throat of the turtle was cut deeply, as if sliced 
open with a sharp knife.

4. The hind flippers and tail were eaten by monitor 
lizards, as reported by the villagers.

5. There was no significant bloating; therefore, death 
was assumed to have occurred within the previous 
48hrs.

6. No foreign objects were observed in the digestive 
tract.

7. No external injuries like propeller or boat strikes 
were identified on the carapace, head, or limbs.

8. Several local fishers were interviewed who 
assumed that the mature male turtle was purposely 
killed and did not die from natural causes.

On the 26th May 2021, the carcass of another green 
turtle was found by the Kapas Conservation Society 
(KCS) floating offshore near the southern part of Kapas 
Island, off the coast of Terengganu State. The carcass was 
brought ashore by KCS who sent photographs to and 
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communicated with the authors to determine the sex 
and cause of death (Figure 2). Later DOF staff performed 
an extensive investigatory necropsy of the turtle carcass 
and reported several key findings briefly describe below.

1. The turtle’s sex was determined to be female due 
to the size of the tail and lack of large brace claws 
on its fore flippers. 

2. The CCL measured 73cm and the CCW measured 
67cm. 

3. The throat of the turtle was cute deeply as if sliced 
open with a sharp knife. 

4. There was a long and clean laceration along the 
central scute boundaries of the plastron, again 
appearing to be made with a sharp knife. 

5. The turtle’s internal organs were still intact within 
the peritoneal cavity. 

6. There was also a small cut made to the back left 
flipper near the pelvic region. 

7. The turtle was determined to be recently killed 
as there was no sign of bloating or scute peeling, 
typical in decomposed turtle carcasses floating at 
sea for long periods.

Figure 1. Photos taken at Mengabang Telipot, in Kuala Nerus, Terengganu showing (A) author MUR and DOF officers 
measuring the carapace of the slaughtered green turtle during their investigatory necropsy, in which they determined 
(B) the turtle was male based on the large brace claws present on the fore flippers, and a deep slash wound across the 

turtle’s throat. Photo credit: Syamsyahidah Samsol.

8. Locals believed that the plastron was cut open 
to retrieve unlaid eggs from the deceased turtle’s 
internal body cavity.

DISCUSSION

Although most Malaysians consider sea turtles as part of 
their natural heritage and sea turtles are protected under 
the Fisheries Act of 1985 and the Terengganu Turtle 
Enactment of 1951 (Rahman et al. 2018), all four species 
of sea turtle found within Malaysia are in population 
decline and potentially facing extinction (Chan, 2006) 
due to the continued pressure from anthropogenic 
activities. The motive behind the separate killings 
reported here is thought to have been due to the turtles 
becoming entangled within offshore fishing nets, and the 
person/s responsible having killed the turtles to prevent 
them from thrashing and causing greater damage to their 
fishing gear. Enforcement of coastal fishing practices is 
particularly challenging in the region because these nets 
are often left at sea unattended for long periods, and it 
can be difficult to determine who the owners are, whether 
local or foreign, or whether licensed fishers or not.

The incidents reported here demonstrate one of the risks 
to turtles within Malaysia’s coastal waters. An analysis 
of marine turtle stranding data off Peninsular Malaysia 
determined that stranding reports were concentrated 
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Figure 2. Photos taken at Kapas Island, off the coast of Terengganu, depicting (A) the lacerations made to the throat 
and plastron of a slaughtered female green turtle, and (B) DOF officers measuring the carapace length during their 

investigatory necropsy of the turtle carcass. Photo credit: Rani Bin Awang.

along the coast of Terengganu and Pahang, where the 
majority of turtle deaths were determined to be caused by 
anthropogenic factors; most notably from entanglement 
in fishing equipment, followed by boat strikes and 
external lacerations indicative of anthropogenic trauma. 
Furthermore, the stranding reports shows an increase 
in the number of turtle mortalities found within 
Malaysia’s coastal waters from 2011 to 2019 (Mok, 2020).

Local fishers believe that the female turtle’s plastron 
was cut open opportunistically to look for and retrieve 
its eggs. However, it would be easier to access the 
ovaries and oviduct through an inguinal cut, hinting 
at the inexperienced and opportunistic nature of the 
perpetrator/s. Therefore, it is most likely the perpetrator/s 
were not seasoned hunters, but more likely a coastal 
fisher who took the opportunity of a turtle entangled in 
their fishing net to retrieve some economic gain as the 
collection and sale of turtle eggs in Terengganu is highly 
profitable due to their exclusivity and high demand at 
local markets. This illustrates the adverse implications 
of the Terengganu state government sanctioning the 
commercial sale of green turtle eggs that encourage such 
heinous acts (see Mohd Jani et al., 2020; Rusli et al., 2020).

The carapace measurements of the slain female turtle 
(CCL=73cm and CCW=67cm), suggest that it would be 
a subadult yet to reach sexual maturity and not carrying 
eggs, as a study of 30 nesting green turtles at Chagar 

Hutang Turtle Sanctuary on Redang Island, Terengganu, 
determined the average maternal CCL measured 96cm 
and ranged between 84-107cm (Azmi, 2020). However, 
this might not be common knowledge in coastal 
fishing communities and that the female turtle had its 
plastron cut for the sole reason of collecting eggs. That 
the perpetrator/s may have tried to extract eggs but not 
taken any of the meat suggests the perpetrator/s were 
local. In Terengganu, coastal and island communities are 
majority Muslim and show high religious compliance, 
and in doing so only consume turtle eggs as eating the 
turtle’s flesh is forbidden by Islamic Law. Furthermore, 
if the perpetrator/s were foreign fishers, it is considered 
that they would not have left the remains behind as 
the green turtle’s body parts- the meat and carapace- 
would have high commercial value outside of Malaysia.

CONCLUSION

There is a need for greater marine conservation 
educational outreach in coastal fishing communities 
to educate people about the basic biology of sea turtles, 
their role as keystone species in coral reef and seagrass 
ecosystems, and the threat of extinction they face if their 
exploitation by humans is left unchecked. We suggest 
that the Malaysian State Government’s DOF become 
more active in educating local fishing communities 
on what to do when they encounter turtles entangled 
in their fishing gear and make their officers better 



J u l y  2 0 2 1

1 3

available to respond to sea turtle emergencies, in order 
to help rescue turtles from such situations that caused 
the deaths of the turtles described in this report. Only 
through local community outreach, the engagement 
and education of the individuals who may encounter sea 
turtles within Terengganu’s coastal waters during their 
daily lives- about why killing turtles or plundering their 
nests is detrimental to the future survival of endangered 
sea turtle populations- can we make strides towards 
preventing the extinction of one of Malaysia’s most 
charismatic marine organisms and ensure their existence 
as a natural heritage icon for generations to come. 
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