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Problem Federally protected sea turtle species are at risk of entrainment and mortality 
when a Trailing Suction Hopper Dredge (TSHD) is used to excavate sediment from 
the Outer Continental Shelf (OCS). Currently, BOEM, the National Marine 
Fisheries Serve (NMFS), and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) lack the data 
needed to make informed tradeoff decisions on whether relocation trawling 
serves as an appropriate project specific mitigation tool.

Intervention Historic hard copy protected species observer (PSO) data sheets associated with 
TSHD and relocation trawling operations have never been analyzed. These data 
will be digitized and analyzed to test the efficacy and potential impacts of sea 
turtle relocation trawling practices and support future risk-based tradeoff 
evaluations on when, where, and how to best implement this mitigation 
strategy.

Comparison A phased research strategy will be implemented that leverages existing data and 
analytical methods and tools to evaluate the efficacy of sea turtle relocation 
trawling practices. 

Outcome The results of this study will fill long standing data gaps on sea turtle relocation 
trawling efficacy and will inform future BOEM, NMFS, and USACE tradeoff 
decisions regarding the incidental risks associated with implementing the 
mitigation tool relative to the risk of lethal entrainment via a TSHD.

Context Atlantic and Gulf of America planning areas.

BOEM Information Need(s): After over 30 years of implementing relocation trawling as a mitigation 
practice, no studies have been done to test its efficacy in mitigating impacts relative to the potential 
incidental risk to sea turtles and other bycatch. This study will leverage and analyze existing data to test 
the efficacy of relocation trawling practices. Results from this effort will directly fill critical data gaps 
relative to project specific relocation trawling and TSHD operations and inform future tradeoff decisions 
at BOEM, NMFS, and USACE.
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Background: Federally protected sea turtle species are at risk of entrainment and mortality when TSHD 
are used to excavate sediment from the OCS. A suite of measures to mitigate entrainment risk including 
TSHD equipment and operational modifications, protected species observers, and relocation trawling 
were developed over 30 years ago and continue to be implemented today with limited consideration of 
recent technological advancements and opportunity for improvements. When sea turtles may be 
present in the project area and at risk of dredging entrainment, NMFS may require sea turtle relocation 
trawling operations (i.e., modified shrimp trawler) for two primary mitigative purposes: (1) to assess 
pre-dredging species abundance and distribution and (2) to physically capture and relocate from the 
immediate vicinity of dredging operations. However, though relocation trawling operations are intended 
to mitigate dredging entrainment risk, they may also expose sea turtles to other incidental risks and 
result in the capture of unintended species, known as bycatch. Concerns have recently been raised by 
NMFS, USACE, and BOEM regarding the incidental risk of this mitigation practice to sea turtles and other 
protected species. Specifically, it is unclear (1) how sea turtles redistribute after relocation, (2) what 
percentage of turtles at risk of TSHD entrainment are removed by relocation trawling and (3) how are 
the behavior and physiological responses to stress evident across sea turtle species and age classes.

Objective(s): Phase I will solicit crowd-based solutions for quantifying the effectiveness of sea turtle 
relocation trawling (i.e., the ratio of at-risk sea turtles vs. non-at-risk sea turtles which are moved) using 
existing data, as well as identifying data or methodological advancements to improve sea turtle 
relocation trawling effectiveness. Solvers will be tasked with building an analytic tool (online dashboard, 
data notebook or markdown file, statistical model) that leverages BOEM data including individual sea 
turtle movement behavior, trawler sea turtle catch data, trawler specification data, environmental and 
oceanographic data and other resources you find useful, to help BOEM analysts decide how effective 
current sea turtle relocation trawling methods are and what could be improved by projecting 
effectiveness. The objective of Phase II is to complete all digitization actions required to maximize use of 
historic relocation trawling data. Stakeholder feedback will be solicited to inform what questions we are 
asking and how the digitized data could be prioritized and analyzed for subsequent peer reviewed 
journal publications

Methods: This study will rely on phased approach to address the objectives identified above. These 
methods include crowdsourcing solutions, digitization and visualization of historic data, completing 
supporting literature reviews, conducting stakeholder workshops, and analyzing/publishing data.

Specific Research Question(s):

1. What is the effectiveness of relocation trawling at reducing risk of sea turtle entrainment?

2. What is the impact of site fidelity on relocation trawling effectiveness?

3. How sea turtles redistribute after relocation? 

4. What percentage of turtles at risk of TSHD entrainment are removed by relocation trawling?

5. What are the behavior and physiological responses to stress evident across sea turtle species 
and age classes?

Current Status: Phase I, titled Better Call Trawl, where BOEM conducted a crowdsourcing challenge with 
NASA’s Center of Excellence for Collaborative Innovation, has been completed. The IAA for Phase II was 
awarded to USGS in August 2024. The initial scoping meeting and data digitization deliverables are now 
complete and USGS is beginning the literature review and developing effective alternatives for the 
Stakeholder workshop given current travel constraints.



Publications Completed: None

Affiliated WWW Sites: Historical sea turtle relocation trawling data in the southeast U.S. (1991–2024): 
ScienceBase-Catalog.
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