
Minutes of the January 18, 2005 meeting of the SE region Diamondback Terrapin 
Working Group (SE DTWG) 

Kevin Barry’s, River St, Savannah, GA 
 

In attendance: Whit Gibbons, Marilyn Blizzard, Judy Greene, Terry Norton, Suzanne van 
Parreren, Georgia Graves, Becky Estep, Gaelle Blanvillian, Phil Allman, Jeffery 
Schwenter, Wendy Cluse, Joe Butler, John Jensen, Carrie Dixon, Bo Von Harten, Amber 
Von Harten, Carolyn Belcher, DuBose Griffin, Holly Schneider, Rachel Teller, Arla 
Jessen, Brucie Harry, Toone Lapham. 
 
The following reports were made with regards to Legislation/Regulation and 
Management: 
NORTH CAROLINA: Reporting were Wendy Cluse of NC’s Wildlife Resources 
Commission on the abandoned crab trap clean up program administered by the 
Department of Marine Fisheries.  Her report was a summary of information obtained by 
Sarah Cross of the Wildlife Commission. Three points of interest: 1. DMF views the 
program as successful.  2. When it was initiated it included volunteers, but they are not 
longer used and the clean-up is very labor intensive and time consuming.  3. DMF 
officers would like to see a longer closed season to give them more time to conduct the 
clean-up.  These three points are important for any state considering a clean-up.  Her 
entire report follows: 
North Carolina Department of Marine Fisheries Crab Pot Clean-up Info 
Department of Marine Fisheries (DMF) contact: Nancy Fish (1-800-682-2632 or 252-
328-9842).  
Clean-up occurs Jan 24-Feb 7. During this time, fishermen know that their crab pots must 
be removed (DMF rule: 15A NCAC 03J.0301) and that marine patrol officers will be out 
collecting abandoned pots. If the officers can identify the owners, the fishermen are 
contacted and potentially fined (but they can then get the pot back). If not, the pots are 
destroyed. 
Sea Grant started the crab-pot round-up over 10yrs ago. Lundi Spence was in charge of it 
then (now she is with SC Sea Grant). At that time it had more public involvement. The 
rules surrounding private property make the DMF hesitant to involve the public in pot 
removal now. 
No one has kept track of what is found inside the abandoned pots.  However, recording 
may be initiated. 
DMF views the program as a success, but it is labor intensive and time consuming.  
The email update from DMR patrol Officer Lynch dated 11 Feb 2003 reads: 
 
“Many abandoned pots were located (4121) and most were removed from the water. We 
are still working on removal and disposal of the remainder (598). 
 
“A number of ghost pots were also located (953) and most are still in the water (825). For 
the purposes of this report a ghost pot is defied as a pot that cannot be identified and has 
no buoy or float attached. 
 



“I think the results of this effort show that there is, in fact, a problem with abandoned 
(and to some extent ghost) pots. This has been a labor intensive, time consuming job and 
much retrieval and ultimate disposal still remains to be done. But at least we know where 
the remaining pots are located. I will be checking with David and Craig to see if they 
have any staff and/or equipment available to help with the remainder of the retrieval and 
disposal.” 
The email from Lynch dated 19 Feb 2004 reads: 
 
“I have listed below the final figures on abandoned crab pot retrieval efforts by the 
Marine Patrol this year: 
 
“A total of 8,343 abandoned pots were removed from the waters. Most (7,703) were 
removed by Marine Patrol officers. The balance (640) were removed by the pot owners at 
the direction of marine patrol officers. Nearly all of the retrieved pots were destroyed, 
and 45 criminal charges were filed in connection with the illegal pots. 
 
“Marine Patrol expended considerable effort during the closed pot season this year to get 
abandoned pots out of the water and disposed of, and to track down the owners of pots 
that bore identification. In addition to patrol boats, hard labor, and long hours on the part 
of the staff, a barge, heavy equipment, and numerous rolloffs were also pressed into 
service. Craig Hardy assisted with equipment (barge & heavy equipment) and staff for 
this project. 
 
“Hopefully the efforts put forth will decrease the number of crabs and other species lost 
to abandoned pots, and will encourage fishermen to act responsibly by removing their 
gear from the waters if it is not being fished. But picking up abandoned pots is costly, 
labor intensive, and only a partial solution. Last year we located over 5,000 abandoned 
crab pots and this year over 8,300. The expectation of being reimbursed by the 
government is an incentive to leave pots in the water and report them “lost”. I don’t see 
the problem of abandoning pots going away until the incentive to do so is removed.” 
 
Information from Officer Joe Lynch: 
Lt. Don Twine (1-800-405-7774) runs the details of the clean-up out of the Columbia 
office.  
 
3 or 4 boats are out collecting pots simultaneously during the round-up. This year, they 
have equipped 3 boats with crab pot pullers due to the strain on the backs of the officers 
pulling the pots in previous years.  
 
Most of the crabbing occurs in D1 (DMF districts are not the same as WRC districts) 
which includes Dare, Hyde, Washington, and Terrell counties North, and the Pamlico and 
Albermarle sounds (I looked online for a map to better describe D1 but haven’t found one 
yet). Clean-up is coast-wide, but the majority of the pots are collected from D1.  
 
In 2003, he reports that they decided to really put major effort into cleaning up all the 
pots during the round-up. That year they used all the D1 staff and officers.  In 2004, they 



increased the effort by also including officers from other districts and by using a barge as 
a staging area to off-load collected pots from the collection boats. In 2003 they collected 
over 5000 pots; in 2004 they collected over 8100 pots. They had thought that the effort 
exerted in 2003 might make the collection numbers decrease in 2004, but Isabel had 
come through and he believes that hurricane impacted the abandoned pot numbers. This 
year, they plan to use the increased staff again, and they do hope to see a decrease from 
last year’s collection. But again, weather and particularly hurricanes will impact the 
numbers collected. 
 
What he would change: The closure is only 15 days which is too short for the Marine 
Patrol to complete the round-up. Round-up activities are at the mercy of the winter 
weather. Some days it is very windy or icy and pots can not be collected. He suggests that 
4 weeks is a minimum of time they need to complete the round-up. Ideally, the pot 
closure should be for 6 weeks, with the option for officers to re-open the fishery early if 
the officers certify the waters as clean. 
 
He also says that we should eliminate reimbursements for lost pots. In the past, when 
there has been a big storm, the legislature has appropriated a couple of million dollars to 
aid fishermen by reimbursing them for lost gear. This makes sense for pound nets which 
are very difficult to set and pull. But crab pots are not difficult to pull, and with weather 
forecasting as accurate as it is, fishermen can see a hurricane coming for a week or more 
and have plenty of time to go remove their pots to protect their gear. In the last two years, 
the legislature has not made these sorts of appropriations, so he is hopeful that fishermen 
will no longer have this incentive to “accidentally” lose pots in storms. 
 
He feels that the timing of the closure is good. Winter is a difficult time for the officers to 
do the round-up, but it is the appropriate time from the crabber’s perspective to shut 
down crabbing, so he feels that the timing is as it should be…it just needs to last longer. 
 
He emphasizes that a round-up is VERY labor intensive. Marine Patrol uses aircraft to 
spot pots and concentrations of pots prior to the boat patrols. For the week prior and the 
two weeks of the removal, officers work pretty much exclusively on the round-up.  
 
He says that they do not always make a case when they find pots with names. If it is 
obviously not an accident (they find 100 pots belonging to one individual) then they do 
prosecute. 
 
In the past, they have destroyed abandoned pots whose owners they could not identify. 
This year (2005) they are experimenting with an auction. They plan to auction off the 
pots in good condition and see if it is worth the trouble.  
 
They have noted that pots in the rivers wash up into the mangroves and roots grow 
through the pots, making removal VERY difficult. Also, areas that appear to be pot free 
will suddenly have lots of pots when the tide runs a different direction and the buoy is no 
longer pulled under. 
 



I asked about going out with his officers to see what is in the pots, and suggested that 
perhaps this year we could try it out just to see what is going on by putting someone on a 
couple of boats. We could then determine the best way to go about inventorying the 
contents in the future, and figure out how the effort should be distributed, and if the effort 
would in fact be warranted.  He agreed and suggested I contact Lt Don Twine (see above) 
to coordinate this and get more detailed info on what we should expect.  
 
 
SOUTH CAROLINA:  DuBose Griffin of SC Department of Natural Resources (DNR) 

reported on the legislation proposed that may affect an abandoned crab trap 
clean up program.  To date SC does not have a closed commercial crabbing 
season, nor any intention of aggressively pursuing the problem of 
abandoned traps.  Terrapin harvesting is still permissible with a permit in 
SC.  DNR says they would not issue any permits, but it still presents a 
stumbling block to protecting terrapins while this legislation remains on the 
books.  The following are the proposed regulation changes:   

Purpose:    To define an abandoned and a detrimental unmarked trap and provide 
for their removal and disposal by the Department and its employed 
agent 

 
Action:   Add Section 50-5-557 (proposed). 
 (A) The department may employ agents to remove abandoned and detrimental traps 
in the saltwaters or on the bottoms of this State as defined in this section. 
 (B) For the purpose of this section an abandoned trap is a trap: 
  (1) not attached to a buoy, vessel, or fixed structure, or 
  (2) completely dry at any stage of the tide. 
 (C) For the purposes of this section a detrimental trap is a trap having: 
  (1) an unmarked buoy, 
  (2) a buoy made of plastic, metal, or glass, 
  (3) a buoy not of a color as required by law, or 
  (4) a floating line,    
 (D) A trap removed under authority of this section is contraband and must be: 
  (1) transferred by the department to its agent as compensation for removal of the 
trap for use in shellfish cultivation as provided in Section 50-5-940(B) and (C), 
  (2) utilized by the department, or 
  (3) destroyed or disposed of by the department.
   
 

GEORGIA:  Carolyn Belcher of UGA’s Marine Extension reported on her GA DNR 
supported research regarding bycatch reduction devices (BRD) on commercial crab traps.   
Following is a summary of the work: 

Marine Extension Specialists Work Towards Finding a Means to Exclude Turtles 
from Crab Traps 

As a result of concern over high mortality of diamondback terrapins in the 

commercial crab fishery, The University of Georgia’s Marine Extension Service 

(MAREX) recently completed a study examining the effectiveness of several terrapin 



excluder devices on crab traps.  Funded by The Environmental Resources Network 

(T.E.R.N.), MAREX personnel examined five excluder devices in St. Simons and St. 

Andrew estuaries during the summers of 2003 and 2004.   

The results of the terrapin excluder study will provide insight into what device(s) 

will help reduce encounters with diamondback terrapins and limit the effects on crab 

catches.  Preliminary analyses have shown promise for three of the modifications.  

MAREX staff is working to obtain more funding for a third year of data collection, which 

would include the involvement of the commercial crabbing industry.   

 Diamondback terrapins are small estuarine turtles found from Maine to Texas that 

are associated with coastal marshes and small tidal creeks.  In the early years of the 20th 

century, terrapins were commercially caught and harvested throughout their range and 

used in turtle soup.  The fishery died out in later years mainly because of reduced 

numbers.  Until 2003, diamondback terrapins were still a considered a commercial 

species in Georgia waters.  Today, the main threats to terrapins are boat strikes, pollution, 

highway mortality during the egg laying season, and drowning in crab traps.    

  MAREX wants to provide the commercial crabbing industry with terrapin 

excluder devices that reduce turtle captures without reducing crab captures.  Part of the 

second year’s activities included using underwater video equipment in a controlled 

environment to document the behavior of both crabs and terrapins.  Thomas Shierling, a 

marine resources specialist with MAREX, believes the visible evidence will help lend 

credibility to the benefits of these devices.  “We hope to convince the industry that these 

devices will work by providing some physical evidence.  For most people, a picture is 

worth much more than numerical information,” states Shierling. 



 T.E.R.N. is a nonprofit organization that acts as the official “friends group” for 

Georgia’s Department of Natural Resources’ Non-game and Endangered Wildlife 

Program.  TERN’s mission is to help with the financial support of the Non-game 

Program and its much-needed conservation projects.  For more information about this 

project contact, Carolyn Belcher, UGA Marine Extension Service, 715 Bay Street, 

Brunswick, GA, 31520, phone: (912) 280-1586 or email: cbelcher@uga.edu.    

 
EDUCATION AND OUTREACH: 
 
Katy Garland of Environmental Media (EM) announced that they are looking for partners 
for a interactive DVD which will document the natural history of diamondback terrapins 
and their threats and solutions.  EM recently released a DVD entitled “Journey of the 
Loggerhead” which comprehensively addresses loggerhead sea turtles.  A similar project 
on the diamondback would go a long way toward garnering public support on issues 
facing terrapins.  Anyone with interest in collaborating on such a project should contact 
Katy at 843-986-9034. 
 
Carrie Dixon of the SECOSEE program introduced herself as a new intern who is looking 
for a master’s degree project and is interested in focusing on terrapins.  The SECOSSEE 
project has expressed interest in creating an outreach program on terrapins and Carrie 
will be working on that project. 
 
Our next step as a working group is to assist each state as necessary and we plan to hold 
workshops/seminars in each state addressing the needs of each state.  If you’re interested 
in partnering in such a workshop or have an idea about a user group that should be 
targeted or a topic that should be addressed please contact Meg Hoyle at 912-631-2628. 


