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NOTICE 

 
The NOAA Fisheries (NMFS) does not approve, recommend or endorse any 
proprietary product or material mentioned in this publication.  No reference shall 
be made to NOAA Fisheries, or to this publication furnished by NOAA Fisheries, in 
any advertising or sales promotion which would indicate or imply that NOAA 
Fisheries approves, recommends or endorses any proprietary product or material 
herein or which has as its purpose any intent to cause or indirectly cause the 
advertised product to be used or purchased because of NOAA Fisheries publication. 
 
 
 
 
This report should be cited as follows: 
 
Epperly, S., L. Stokes, and S. Dick. 2004.  Careful release protocols for sea turtle release 
with minimal injury.  NOAA Technical Memorandum NMFS-SEFSC-524, 42 pp. 
 
This report has an internal document no.  PRD-03/04-01 
 
 
Copies of this report can be obtained from: 
 
                                                              
Maria Bello, Librarian                              or      National Technical Information Center 
Southeast Fisheries Science Center       Southeast Fisheries Science Center  
NOAA Fisheries         5825 Port Royal Road 
75 Virginia Beach Drive        Springfield, VA  22161  
Miami, FL  33149         (703) 605-6000, (800) 553-6847 
(305) 361-4229 
  
                                                                  or 

 
Director, Protected Resources and Biodiversity Division      
Southeast Fisheries Science Center    
NOAA Fisheries      
75 Virginia Beach Drive     
Miami, FL  33149      
                                                                  or 
 
 
http:www.sefsc.noaa.gov/seaturtletechmemos.jsp 
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3.2.2 

3.2.2  Comatose turtles 
 
If a turtle appears to be comatose (unconscious), you should attempt to revive it before release 
per 66 FR 67495, December 31, 2001.  Place the turtle on its plastron (lower shell) and elevate 
the hindquarters several inches to permit the lungs to drain off water.  A comatose but live sea 
turtle may, in some cases, exhibit absolutely no movement or signs of life (no muscle reflexes).  
In other cases, an unconscious turtle may show some evidence of eyelid or tail movement when 
touched.  Sea turtles may take some time to revive; do not give up too quickly.  Regulations 
allow a fisherman to keep a turtle on deck up to 24 hours for resuscitation purposes without a 
permit.  Even turtles successfully resuscitated benefit from being held on deck as long as 
possible to allow toxins that built up as a result of stress to dissipate from the body.  Keep the 
skin, and especially the eyes, moist while the turtle is on deck by covering the animal’s body 
with a wet towel, periodically spraying it with water, or by applying petroleum jelly to its skin 
and carapace.   
 
A turtle that has shown no sign of life after 24 hours on deck (held in the shade, kept moist and 
its body temperature maintained above 60° F) may safely be considered dead.  If the turtle 
cannot be revived before returning to port, it should be returned to the water, preferably in a non-
fishing area.  
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3.2.3 
 
3.2.3  When to remove hooks 
 
The decision whether to remove a hook is very important, and may directly affect the turtle’s 
chances for survival.  If you are unsure whether hook removal will cause further serious injury to 
the turtle, do not remove the hook.  All externally embedded hooks should be removed.  Hooks 
in the mouth should be removed when they are visible in part or whole, but judgment should be 
used in each case.  If the hook is in the braincase, glottis, or otherwise deeply embedded, and 
where you believe removal will cause more damage, do not remove the hook.  The glottis is 
located in the middle of the tongue (large muscular organ fixed to the floor of the mouth), and 
consists of the opening to the trachea and the valve to open and close the airway.  
 
 

                 
   
 
 
The esophagus begins at the back of the mouth and is lined with papillae.  Only remove hooks 
from the esophagus when the insertion point of the barb is clearly visible, and exercise extreme 
caution during hook removal.  Never attempt to remove a hook that has been swallowed when 
the insertion point is not visible, as removal may cause more damage to the turtle than leaving 
the hook in place.  When a hook cannot safely be removed, monofilament cutters should be used 
to cut the line as close as possible to the eye of the hook.  If part of the hook is visible and 
accessible, but cannot be removed (e.g., hook in glottis), bolt cutters should be used to cut off 
and remove the visible part of the hook.  
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3.3 
 

3.3  Opening the mouth  
 
When a turtle with an internal hook injury is brought on board, it will more than likely have its 
mouth open.  If the animal is not voluntarily opening its mouth, there are a few mouth-opening 
techniques you can apply:    
 

1) Block the turtle’s nostrils to make the turtle breath through its mouth. 
2) Tickle the throat or pull outward on the throat skin. 
3) Cover the nostrils and carefully apply light pressure to the anterior corner of the eye 

socket (not the eye itself) with one hand and apply firm pressure in the throat area with 
your other hand.   
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3.3 Continued 
 
If you still cannot open the mouth, use the rope loops covered with protective tubing or the avian 
speculum as mouth openers.  The mouth openers will enable you to open the turtle’s mouth, and 
the mouth gags will maintain your access inside a turtle’s mouth so you can remove any hooks 
and/or line.  Keep in mind that different mouth gags will block your view inside the mouth in 
various ways.  Therefore, select which mouth gag will best suit the dehooking or 
disentanglement procedure that you need to perform.  You can improve your visibility at the 
back of the turtle’s mouth and upper esophagus by using the needlenose pliers.  After securing 
the mouth open, gently slide the pliers in the closed position forward into the upper esophagus 
and separate the pliers’ jaws to open the “throat.”  
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3.3.1 – 3.3.2 
 
 
The following devices can be used to open the mouth and/or maintain the mouth in an open 
position: 
 
3.3.1  Loops of rope with protective tubing (both a mouth opener and mouth gag) 
 
Slide the ropes with the protected tubing in between the jaws and move them away from the 
front of the mouth to gain the greatest leverage.  Care should be taken to avoid contact with the 
eyes.  With the free ends of the rope knotted together to form a loop, you can hold the lower rope 
loop with your foot and the other with one hand, leaving one free hand.  
 

 
 
3.3.2  Large avian oral speculum (both a mouth opener and mouth gag) 
 
Slide the avian speculum flat inside the turtle’s mouth and rotate it.  Notice that the speculum is 
stepped and can be used for different sized turtles by selecting for its different widths.  This 
mouth opener can be used only on the smallest of the animals.  
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3.3.3 – 3.3.4 
 
3.3.3  Block of hard wood (mouth gag) 
 
Soak the wood block/handle first to soften it and decrease damage to the beak.  Position it in the 
posterior corner of the jaw to keep the mouth open.   

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 

3.3.4  Set of (3) canine mouth gags (mouth gag) 
 
This type of gag locks into the open position and allows for hands free operation once it is in 
place.  The canine mouth gag’s arms are compressible when they are perpendicular to the main 
axis.  The rubber feet on the gag lock nicely into the groove on the upper and lower beak.  When 
the turtle bites down on the extremity of the arms, they will shift from being perpendicular and 
therefore will lock.  Use the smallest one possible that will not crush.  Compress the gag and 
insert it in the turtle’s mouth.  As the turtle opens its mouth, the gag will expand.  Maintain your 
hold on the gag until it has locked in place.  Do not force the turtle’s mouth open all the way; let 
the spring tension on the gag and turtle’s own mouth movement set the maximum open position.  
Position the mouth gag at the front center of the jaw with the axis off to one side to provide the 
maximum open working area in the mouth and the surest footing for the gag.   
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3.3.5 – 3.3.6 
 
3.3.5  Set of (2) nylon dog chew bones (mouth gag) 
 
Position the proper size dog bone in the posterior corner of the jaw to keep the mouth open.  The 
larger bones are easy to hold, but block access to much of the mouth.  Smaller bones do not 
reduce your view inside the turtle’s mouth and work equally well. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.3.6  Hank of rope  (mouth gag) 

 
Position the lanyard in the posterior corner of the jaw to keep the mouth open.  Alternatively, 
you can place the rope across the entire width of the mouth and block both sides of the jaw, but 
this blocks your view of the back of the mouth.   
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3.3.7 
 
3.3.7   Set of (4) PVC splice couplings (mouth gag) 
 

Insert the appropriate size PVC splice coupling (chosen by considering both the size of the 
turtle and the tools to be used) inside the turtle’s mouth.  Hold it steady with a pair of pliers 
to stabilize it inside the mouth.  In order to prevent the coupling from interfering with the 
dehooking devices, thread the line through the coupling before inserting it.   
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3.4 – 3.4.2 
 
3.4  Equipment to remove hooks 
 
When dehooking is possible, several devices may be used to remove hooks, depending on the 
depth and location.  Some hooks that are lightly hooked externally may be easily removed using 
your hand.  The following hand-held devices may also be used. 
 
 

       
 
 
3.4.1 Needle-nose or long-nose pliers  
 
The needle-nose pliers can be used to remove hooks that are deep in the animal’s flesh and must 
be twisted during removal.  They are also useful in holding PVC splice couplings in place when 
used as mouth openers, and can be used to remove hooks in the mouth in some situations. 
 
3.4.2 Bolt cutters  
 
Bolt cutters are essential for removing hooks, as the easiest way to remove a hook may be to cut 
off the eye or barb so that the hook can be pushed through or backed out without causing further 
injury to the sea turtle.  If the hook cannot be removed, bolt cutters should be used to cut off as 
much of the hook as possible. 
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3.4.3 
 
3.4.3  Short-handled dehooker for internal hooks  
 

a)  16” Hand Held Bite Block Deep-Hooked Turtle ARC Dehooking Device (Refer to 
Plate 3.4.3.a) 

 
This device has been designed to prevent sea turtles from biting down on the dehooking device 
during internal hook removal.  The PVC bite block also reduces the damage on the sea turtle’s 
beak if the turtle bites down.   
 

a) To correctly use this dehooking device, you must keep the PVC bite block pulled up 
along the handle when engaging the leader to allow for proper leader and hook 
engagement.   

b) Maintain leader tension and place the dehooker on the leader at a 90° angle with the open 
end of the curl up.   

c) Pull the dehooker towards you (like a bow and arrow) until the open end of the curl 
engages (captures) the leader.   

d) Turn the dehooker ¼ turn clockwise.  The leader is now in the center of the pigtail. 
e) Release the bite block, allowing it to fall to the bottom of the dehooker.  Following the 

leader, insert the curl and PVC end into the mouth as far as the animal will allow before it 
bites down.   

f) Once the sea turtle bites down, the dehooker will still slide up to 5” in and out. 
g) With the sliding motion allowed by the bite block, continue to follow the leader down to 

the shank of the hook.  
h) After the dehooker is seated on the shank of the hook, (leader tight) give a sharp jab 

downward with the dehooker.  The hook is removed, and the point of the hook will rotate 
and stop on the offset bend of the dehooker, protecting the point and preventing re-
engagement of the hook. 

i) After hook is dislodged, keep the leader tight and pull the dehooker out until it stops at 
the PVC bite block.   

j) The bite block will cover the hook and further prevent re-engagement.   
Wait for the turtle to open its mouth and remove the entire dehooking device and hook. 
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Plate 3.4.3.a 
 

Instructions for the ARC Dehooker with Turtle Bite Block 
 

 
 
  Step 1        Step 2 

     
 
(1) To correctly use this dehooking device, you must keep the PVC bite block pulled  
up along the handle when engaging the leader to allow for proper leader and hook engagement. 
 
(2)  Maintain leader tension and place the dehooker on the leader at a 90 degree  
angle with the open end of the curl up.   
 

Step 3        Step 4 

      
 
(3)  Pull the dehooker towards you (like a bow & arrow) until the open end of the  
curl engages/captures the leader. 
 
(4) Turn the dehooker ¼ turn clockwise.  The leader is now in the center of the pigtail. 
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                                                Plate 3.4.3.a Continued 
 
Step 5        Step 6 

      
 
 
 
(5) Release the bite block, allowing it to slide to the bottom of the dehooker.  Following the leader, 
insert the curl and PVC end into the mouth as far as the animal will allow.      
 
(6)  Should the sea turtle bite down, the dehooker will slide up to 5” in and out. 
 

Step 7        Step 8 

      
 
 
(7) With the sliding motion allowed by the bite block, continue to follow the leader down the shank of 
the hook. 
 
(8) After the dehooker is seated on the shank of the hook, (leader tight) give a sharp, short jab 
downward with the dehooker.    As the hook is removed, the point of the hook will rotate and stop on 
the offset angle of the dehooker, protecting the point and preventing re-engagement of the hook 
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                                              Plate 3.4.3.a Continued 
 

     Step 9        Step 10 

       
 
(9)  After the hook is dislodged, keep the leader tight and pull the dehooker out until 
it stops at the PVC bite block.   
 
(10) The bite block will cover the hook and further prevent re-engagement. 
 
                Step 11 

         

 
 
(11) Wait for the turtle to open its mouth and remove the entire dehooking device 
and hook. 
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3.4.4 

 
3.4.4 Short-handled dehooker for external hooks 

 
a)  Short-handled “J-Style” dehooker or “Flipstick” (refer to Plate 2.1.3.b.1) 

 
This dehooker is designed for use only when the hook is visible in the front of the mouth or beak 
(and the barb is not visible), or is external.  Use of the “J-Style” dehooker requires a pulling 
motion to be employed; consider hook location and placement prior to use.  Hold the leader in 
your left hand with tension and hold the “J-Style” dehooker in your right hand.  Place the 
dehooker on the leader and follow the leader down until it bottoms out on the shank of hook.  
With tension on the leader, lower the left hand (the hand with the leader) to the 8 o’clock 
position, and lower the right hand with the dehooker to the 2 o’clock position.  Twist the 
dehooker slightly and pull until the hook is dislodged, and be cautious not to allow the hook to 
re-engage once removed.   
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3.4.4 Continued 
 

b)  Scotty’s dehooker (Refer to Plate 3.4.4.b) 
 
This dehooker is designed for use only when the hook is visible in the front of the mouth or beak 
(and the barb is not visible), or is external.  Use of the Scotty’s dehooker requires a pushing 
motion to be employed; consider hook location and placement prior to use.  Hold the leader in 
your left hand with tension and hold the Scotty’s dehooker in your right hand.  Position the 
dehooker so that it is firmly seated against the shank of the hook.  Bring both hands together 
(leader and dehooker parallel with each other) while maintaining tension on the leader.  With the 
leader and dehooker together, give a short, sharp jab to dislodge the hook and remove it from the 
animal.  Be cautious not to allow the hook to re-engage once removed.  
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Plate 3.4.4.b 
 

Instructions for Scotty’s Dehooker 
 
This dehooker is designed for removing hooks visible in the front of the mouth or beak, or 
external hooks.  Use of Scotty’s dehooker requires a pushing motion, and hook location should 
be considered when choosing this tool.   
 

    
                  Step 1                  Step 2 

     
        Step 3        Step 4 

 
                    Step 5        

 
(1) Hold leader in left hand with tension and hold Scotty’s dehooker in right hand.   
(2) Position the dehooker so that it is firmly seated against the shank of the hook. 
(3) Bring both hands together (leader and dehooker parallel with each other) while maintaining 
tension on the leader.  With the leader and dehooker together, give a short, sharp jab to dislodge 
the hook and remove it from the animal. 
(4) Rotate or twist slightly if necessary to remove the hook. 
(5) Be careful not to allow the hook to re-engage once removed. 
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3.5 – 3.6 
 

3.5  Equipment to cut monofilament line 
 
See Section 2.1.2.b. 
 
3.6  Releasing the turtle 
 
Once gear is removed and the turtle recovered, boated turtles should be released in waters of 
similar temperature as at capture, preferably in a non-fishing area.  Release the turtle by lowering 
it over the aft portion of the vessel, close to the water’s surface, when gear is not in use and the 
engines are in neutral.  The turtle’s behavior and swimming and diving abilities should be 
monitored after release and recorded in the daily logbook.   
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