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Endangered Leatherback Turtle One Step Closer to Protection
Critical Habitat Designation, Waters of Northeast Ecological Corridor

Luquillo, Puerto Rico: The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) 
has published a preliminary finding moving the agency towards protecting the waters of 
Puerto Rico’s Northeast Ecological Corridor as critical habitat for the endangered 
leatherback sea turtle (link). The finding, which affirms that substantial science supports 
protecting the Corridor, is a vital first step in securing much needed Endangered Species 
Act protections for the sea turtles’ marine homes and breeding grounds.

“NOAA’s decision that science points towards protecting the waters of the Corridor as 
critical habitat for the endangered leatherback is the best news these turtles have had 
since Governor Luis Fortuño took office and removed the designation of Nature Reserve 
from the area.  This decision recognizes the need to protect the few remaining un-
developed beaches, and their waters, in the United States as breeding grounds.  Without 
habitat how can the leatherback turtle come back? ” Said Orlando Negrón, president of 
the Puerto Rico Chapter of the Sierra Club.

The move comes just days after news revealing local government efforts to sell off public 
lands in the Corridor to private developers for hotel and luxury home construction, and a 
little over a year after the Corridor’s designation as a nature reserve was removed from 
the area by Puerto Rico Governor Luis Fortuño.  The Coalition for the Northeast 
Ecological Corridor which includes the Sierra Club and other environmental, community, 
fishermen, and local business groups had achieved the protection of the area in 2008. 
The Coalition envisions the development of the area as an ecotourism destination 
complementary to El Yunque National Forest, the only rainforest in US Forest Service 
jurisdiction, which is linked to the Corridor visually through three rivers and 
recreationally. 

The Northeast Ecological Corridor is one of the last remaining, and most important, U.S. 
nesting grounds for the critically endangered leatherback. Waters adjacent to the nesting 
beaches serve as breeding grounds for the world’s largest sea turtles, and provide 
pathways to and from the nesting sites. The Corridor’s beaches and waters grow more 
important to the turtles every year, as changes in climate alter the world’s oceans—



washing away nesting beaches, shifting currents and raising temperatures which affect 
the gender of turtle hatchlings. In addition the Corridor shelters one of the few remaining 
undeveloped beaches with minimal light contamination remaining in Puerto Rico.  

The finding follows extensive work by the Sierra Club and the Coalition to protect the 
endangered leatherback turtle, including legal requests to both NOAA and the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service for special protections to guard the beaches and waters where these 
rare turtles nest. 

 “Our hope is that FWS will follow NOAA’s lead in designating critical habitat on land 
where the leatherbacks lay their eggs.  This year in the Corridor there are already over 
100 nests that are without protection.  We are seeing off road vehicle use in the Corridor 
that is impacting the nests and because of budget cuts the local Department of Natural 
and Environmental Resources doesn’t have the personnel necessary to deal with the 
situation.  This designation would provide some protection for the Corridor now that our 
governor has removed its designation as a nature reserve,” said Angel Berrios, leader of 
the Juan Martín community, which is adjacent to the Corridor.

The leatherback critical habitat designation petition submitted by the Sierra Club has 
received broad support from many organizations in the Island and in the U.S. mainland. 
These include, among others, the Puerto Rico Fishermen Federation, the National Puerto 
Rico Coalition, the United Evangelical Church of Puerto Rico, the Puerto Rico National 
Environmental Law Association (ANDA), the Puerto Rico Roman Catholic Church - 
Diocese of Fajardo-Humacao, the Hispanic Federation, the Center for Biological 
Diversity, Environmental Defense Fund, Greenpeace USA, National Wildlife Federation, 
Natural Resources Defense Council, Surfrider Foundation, the Waterkeeper Alliance and 
the 2002 and 2008 Goldman Environmental Award Recipients, Alexis Massol-González 
and Rosa Hilda Ramos, respectively.

Besides being one of the most important nesting sites for Leatherback sea turtles in the 
U.S., the Northeast Ecological Corridor also supports an extraordinary array of tropical 
habitats - from coral communities, mangrove, coastal pre-Columbian forests and a 
bioluminescent lagoon, which are home to more than 50 rare, threatened, and endangered 
species, some unique to Puerto Rico.
  

###

The Sierra Club’s Environmental Justice and Community Partnerships Program works with 
communities to address and act on the linkages between environmental quality and social justice. 
http://www.sierraclub.org/policy/conservation/justice.aspx. 

The Sierra Club’s Resilient Habitats Campaign is working across the country to protect, connect 
and restore America’s great outdoors. By safeguarding our nation's wild lands and waters, we are 
creating healthy natural systems that will help plants, animals and people survive and thrive in a 
changing climate. www.sierraclub.org/habitat 
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