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BEST PRACTICES FOR MINIMIZING THE IMPACT OF ARTIFICIAL LIGHT ON SEA TURTLES  
 

Papahānaumokuākea Marine National Monument 
 

 
NOAA’s National Marine Fisheries Service (NOAA Fisheries) and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service are 
jointly responsible for the protection of threatened and endangered sea turtles.  In Hawai‘i, the agencies 
are especially concerned about the impact of shoreline activities on the successful nesting and basking of 
green and hawksbill sea turtles.   
 
Over 90 percent of nesting activity for the Hawaiian population of the threatened green sea turtle 
(Chelonia mydas) occurs at French Frigate Shoals in the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands (NWHI).  Green 
turtles nest from May through September, peaking in June and July.  Hatchlings continue to emerge from 
nests through November.  Large numbers of green turtles are also known to bask throughout the NWHI.  
The endangered hawksbill sea turtle (Eretmochelys imbricata) also nests in Hawai‘i, with over 90 percent 
of documented nests occurring on the Island of Hawai‘i.  Regular nesting also occurs on Maui and 
Moloka‘i.  Hawksbills appear to nest and forage primarily within the main Hawaiian Islands, though they 
have been sighted in the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands. 
 
Many factors affect the potential survival of these turtles, including the loss or destruction of nesting and 
basking beaches, and other human shoreline activities such as the use of artificial lights.  The following 
set of measures should be adopted as appropriate, to minimize the impacts of lighting on sea turtles: 
 
A.  Avoid the use of artificial lighting near beaches, where possible, particularly during nesting and 
hatching seasons.   
Artificial light sources on a nesting beach may deter adult females from exiting the water to lay eggs on 
the beach, cause abandonment of nesting attempts, or disorient adult females and disrupt their natural 
behavior of returning to the sea after nesting.  Artificial light will disorient hatchlings that use light cues 
to find their way to the sea, making them more vulnerable to predation, exhaustion, and desiccation. 
Artificial light may also disturb basking turtles.  
 
B.  Do not use excessive or unnecessary amounts of light, or leave lights on or allow campfires to 
burn longer than necessary.   
Basking behavior may help turtles avoid marine predators.  If artificial lighting causes a basking turtle to 
return to the sea, it may be more vulnerable to predation.   
 
C.  Shield or redirect lights to reduce as much as possible the amount of light that can be seen from 
the nesting or basking beach. 
Effective light shields should be completely opaque, sufficiently large, and positioned so that light from 
the shielded source does not reach the beach.  

 
D.  Where possible, use low-intensity light sources that emit long wavelength light (yellow, red) and 
avoid sources that emit short wavelengths (ultraviolet, blue, green, white). 
Long wavelengths are the least disturbing to sea turtles.  Red light-emitting diodes (LEDs) are the best 
option and one of the light sources least disruptive to sea turtles.  Amber or yellow filters placed on light 
sources are less desirable than red lighting, as they vary in effectiveness and will fade over time. 
 
E.  Aboard vessels at sea, use the minimum lighting necessary to comply with navigation rules and 
best safety practices. 
Sea turtles of all life stages may be attracted to lights from vessels at sea.  These turtles may be vulnerable 
to vessel activities, as well as being vulnerable to predators that may also be attracted to the same lights. 


