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OAC 800:15-9-2. License requirements 

OAC 800: 15-9-3. General; operating provisions 

OAC 800:15-9-3.1. Closed Areas 

3. Nature of Request: Amendment of Existing Rules 

4. Statement of the issues raised by the rules which cause such a request to be made, a 
statement of personal interest in the rulemaking, and how the proposed rulemaking would affect 
those interests and affect others:

The Center for Biological Diversity, Oklahoma Chapter Sierra Club, Save the Illinois 
River and Local Environmental Action Demanded hereby ask the Oklahoma Wildlife 
Conservation Commission to amend existing regulations to end the wild collection of unlimited 
numbers of turtles in the state. Wild collection of wild turtles intensifies the effects of water 
pollution, habitat loss, road mortality and incidental take from fishery devices, which are already 
contributing to turtle declines in the state and across the country.  

The Center for Biological Diversity (“Center”) authored the petition. It is a non-profit, 
public interest environmental organization dedicated to the protection of native species and their 
habitats through science, policy, and environmental law. The Center is supported by over 1 
million members and online activists throughout the United States, including approximately 
10,960 members and supporters in Oklahoma. The Center and its members are concerned with 
the conservation of rare wildlife, including turtles, and their essential habitats.

5. Name of person at the Department with whom the request has been discussed: N/A 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 Turtles are the oldest living group of reptiles on earth with fossil evidence suggesting that 
turtles were alive over 200 million years ago. Although turtles thrived on this planet for millions 
of years, turtles are now among the most threatened of any major group of vertebrates. Forty 
percent of all turtles are threatened according to the International Union for Conservation of 
Nature (Rhodin & van Dijk 2010).  

 Wild collection is the primary driver of turtle declines across the world (Bohm et al. 
2013). Overexploitation has caused population declines in almost all turtle species that are now 
extinct, critically endangered, or rare (Klemens and Thorbjarnarson 1995), and it contributes to 
population declines that are also caused by water pollution, habitat loss, road mortality and other 
threats (Moll and Moll 2004; Schlaepfer et al. 2005). Turtles are beneficial scavengers that feed 
on water plants, dead animals, snails, aquatic insects and crayfish. As such, population declines 
dues to overexploitation can cause changes in energy flow, nutrient cycling and food web 
structure (Mali et al. 2014).

 In Oklahoma, licensed turtle trappers can collect eight species of turtles without any bag 
limits or closed seasons. These turtles are wild caught in large numbers in Oklahoma and across 
the country both for food and for the pet trade. The most commonly trapped species are red-
eared sliders, spiny softshell turtles and common snapping turtles (Trachemys scripta, Apalone
spinefera, and Chelydra serpentina). 

 In Oklahoma, any interested person may petition an agency requesting the amendment of 
a rule, and that the agency must respond within 30 days or the petition is deemed denied. 75 Ok. 
St. § 305. Under the rules governing petitions for rulemaking before the Oklahoma Wildlife 
Conservation Commission, the agency must “afford all properly interested parties reasonable 
opportunity to submit views, data, information or arguments . . . concerning a request that the 
Commission promulgate, amend or repeal a rule.” O.A.C. § 800:1-7-2. Action on accepted 
petitions will be considered by the Commission at a regularly scheduled meeting as appropriate. 
Id. Moreover, Oklahoma statute provides that the “Commission may promulgate other rules it 
deems necessary to implement the provisions of this section.” 29 Ok. St. § 6-204 (Netting or 
Trapping of Aquatic Turtles for Commercial Purposes). 

 Pursuant to this authority, and for the reasons explained below, Petitioners submit this 
administratively complete petition requesting the Commission amend existing rules to ban 
commercial harvest of unlimited numbers of freshwater turtles.

II. BACKGROUND  

 A. The Commercial Turtle Trade in the U.S.

 The United States has the highest richness of turtles in the world with 89 species and 
subspecies of turtles (Rhodin & van Dijk 2010; Bohm et al. 2013), and it has developed into a 
significant exporter of wild-collected adult turtles. In the last five years, more than 17 million 
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turtles classified as wild caught were exported from the United States. Most turtles harvested in 
the United States are exported to supply food and medicinal markets in Asia, where turtle 
consumption rates have soared and where native populations of turtles were rapidly depleted 
(Klemens and Thorbjarnarson 1995; Gibbons et al. 2001; Reed and Gibbons 2003). China is the 
biggest consumer of turtles and has long commercially pursued their native turtles as food and 
Traditional Chinese Medicine, driving most populations to depleted levels and even extinction in 
the wild (Behler 1997; Chen et al. 2009). Indeed, most turtle species in Vietnam and southern 
China are endangered and turtles can no longer be found in the wild in Vietnam (Kiester and 
Juvik 1997). Asian cuisine prizes America’s softshell turtles in particular because they appear 
similar to endemic Asian softshell turtle species that have been depleted by the food trade 
(Christiansen 2008). 

 Large scale turtle harvest in the United States is organized as a pyramid scheme including 
trappers, middlemen, and dealers (Mali et al. 2014). Turtle dealers usually have an interstate 
network of several hundred employees capable of exporting thousands of turtles a year (Mali et 
al. 2014). Large adults are the most valuable on the meat market and are a primary target of 
commercial turtle trappers (Close and Seigel 1997; Ceballos and Fitzgerald 2004). Yet the adult 
life stage is the most sensitive to harvest (Heppell 1998; Congdon et al. 1993; Congdon et al. 
1994; Zimmer-Shaffer et al. 2014).

 The available data on turtle exports from the United States indicate that export-driven 
exploitation has targeted the common snapping turtle (Chelydra serpentina) and softshells 
(Apalone spp.). Some of the smaller hard-shelled turtle species are also targeted, including red-
eared sliders (Trachemys scripta elegans). While export levels of freshwater turtles from the 
United States appear variable, the long-term trend shows an increase in trade for most species 
(Weissgold 2010).  

 B. Wild Turtle Commercial Collection in Oklahoma

 Oklahoma is home to a diverse community of turtles, including two species of land-
dwelling turtles (box turtles) and fifteen species of aquatic turtles from the following four 
families (ODWC undated):  

� The family Chelydridae is comprised of two species of large, carnivorous turtles – the 
common snapping turtle (Chelydra serpentina) and the alligator snapping turtle 
(Macrochelys temminckii).

� The family Kinosternidae is represented by four species of relatively small aquatic turtles 
known as musk or mud turtles – the yellow mud turtle (Kinosternon flavescens),
Mississippi mud turtle (Kinosternon subrubrum hippocrepis), razor-backed musk turtle 
(Sternotherus carinatus) and the common musk turtle or stinkpot (Sternotherus
odoratus).  

� The family Emydidae is the largest and most diverse group of turtles and includes the 
map turtles, the box turtles and the familiar aquatic basking turtles.  Three species of map 
turtles can be found in streams and rivers in eastern Oklahoma – the common map turtle 
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(Graptemys geographica), the Ouachita map turtle (Graptemys ouachitensis) and the 
Mississippi map turtle (Graptemys pseudogeographica kohnii). Four other aquatic turtles 
belong to this group and these are often referred to as basking turtles because of their 
behavioral tendency to bask or sun themselves on logs and rocks – the eastern river 
cooter (Pseudemys concinna concinna), the red-eared slider (Trachemys scripta elegans),
the western chicken turtle (Deirochelys reticularia miaria) and painted turtle (Chrysemys
picta).  

� The fourth and final family of Oklahoma turtles is the Trionychidae or softshell turtles, 
which is comprised of two species – the smooth softshell turtle (Apalone mutica) and the 
spiny softshell turtle (Apalone spinifera). 

 The following turtle species are protected from commercial and non-commercial 
collection in Oklahoma:  alligator snapping turtle (Macroclemys temminckii), chicken turtle 
(Deirochelys reticularia), map turtles (Graptemys spp.), painted turtles (Chrysemys ssp.), razor-
backed musk turtle (Sternotherus carinatus), and box turtles. O.A.C. § 800:15-9-3(2). In 
addition, large softshells, greater than 16 inches, “shall not be kept in possession or sold or 
purchased and must be returned to the water immediately.”  O.A.C. § 800:15-9-3(2)(G). This is 
because large softshells are “reproductively important mature females” (ODWC undated). All 
state and federal threatened or endangered species are protected from commercial collection, 
O.A.C. § 800:15-9-3(2)(F), but the state has no turtles designated as endangered or threatened. 

 That means that eight turtle species can be collected in Oklahoma. These are common 
snapping turtle, yellow mud turtle, Mississippi mud turtle, common musk turtle or stinkpot, the 
eastern river cooter, the red-eared slider, smooth softshell turtle, and the spiny softshell turtle. As 
for personal harvest (without sale of the turtles), year-round harvest of turtles is allowed from all 
waters in the state. OAC § 800:15-9-4. 

 This Petition targets commercial collection of Oklahoma’s turtles. Oklahoma statutes 
provide that commercial turtle trapping can occur “only from private ponds, with permission of 
the pond owner and from municipal lakes, with written permission of the municipal authority.” 
29 Okl. St. § 6-204.1 In response to a 2008 petition from the Center for Biological Diversity and 
its allies, agency regulations further restrict where turtles can be commercially harvested, 
specifically, prohibiting harvest from “[w]aters located within a city, town or municipality” and 
“[a]ll waters of this state,” which include “any river, stream, creek, bayou, oxbow and any 
impoundment constructed with public funds.”2 O.A.C. § 800:15-9-3.1. Commercial collection is 

������������������������������������������������������������
1 Oklahoma statutes are inconsistent in providing which areas are open to commercial turtle 
harvest. Compare 29 Okl. St. § 4-103A(B)  (“Any person having procured a commercial turtle 
harvester license . . . may take for commercial purposes . . . from any waters of this state, except 
from waters located within a city, town or municipality, and such areas designated pursuant to 
Section 1452 of Title 82 of the Oklahoma Statutes.”). 
2 Oklahoma statute defines “Waters of this State” as “any river, stream, creek, bayou, oxbow and 
any impoundment constructed with public funds, provided, that impoundments constructed on 
private lands under the watershed protection and flood prevention programs of the U.S. 
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also prohibited from waterways designated, under 82 Okl. St. § 1452, as “Scenic River Areas.” 
29 Okl. St. § 4-103A. As such, under these laws, commercial collection is now allowed only in 
private ponds. 30 Ok Reg 732. 

 Commercial turtle trappers must be licensed. OAC § 800:15-9-2. The fee for a license is 
$40 for residents and $200 for nonresidents of the State of Oklahoma. 29 Okl. St. § 4-103A(D). 
Commercial buyers of turtles for export from Oklahoma must also be licensed, and the fee is 
$200. 29 Okl. St. § 4-103B. Traps need to be checked every 48 hours. 29 Okl. St. § 6-204. Mesh 
size restrictions for traps were removed in 2015. 2015 OK. ALS 130. 

 Oklahoma requires commercial turtle buyers (not collectors) to submit records of turtle 
purchase transactions and turtle exports to the Oklahoma Department of Wildlife Conservation. 
O.A.C. § 800:15-9-3. These reports indicate that nearly 1 million wild turtles were bought from 
Oklahoma harvesters between 1994 and 2014 (excluding the years 2000 and 2002 for which no 
data was available) (see attached table; see also Johanson 2011). The highest reported harvest 
during that time period was approximately 130,000 in 1997 and average annual harvest was 
approximately 52,000. 

 Red-eared sliders, common snapping turtles and softshell turtles account for 
approximately 98 percent of the harvest during that time period. The remaining two percent 
include common musk, river cooter, yellow mud, Mississippi mud and map turtles. In recent 
years, no harvest of map turtles has been reported, as the state now prohibits harvest of map 
turtles. O.A.C. § 800:15-9-3(2).

 Although harvest of smooth softshells remains legal, none have been harvested in recent 
years. Specifically, commercial harvesters trapped over 62,000 smooth softshells from 1994 and 
2007 but harvested only 24 in 2008 and none since then. These data may indicate that the smooth 
softshell was extirpated from harvestable waters after several years of annual commercial harvest 
exceeding 10,000 turtles.   

 In the last decade only two license turtle buyers have operated in Oklahoma. The vast 
majority of sales are done by one buyer, namely, Sam Millard of Millard’s Turtle Farm, Inc. 
Reports to the state show he buys turtles from a network of small-scale licensed turtle harvesters 
across the state. Interestingly, Sam Millard grew up on his father’s turtle farm in Iowa, which 
was once pegged as the “World’s Biggest Turtle Farm” (Farm Show Magazine 1993). According 
to reports filed with the state, Millard pays $1 per pound for snapping turtles and $1.75 per 
pound for softshell turtles (Millard 2014). Red-eared sliders sell for just 60 cents each, while 
yellow mud turtles sell for $10 each (Millard 2014).  

 Oklahoma law’s mandatory reporting provision relies on truthfulness of the commercial 
dealers. The ODWC does not require reporting by turtle harvesters, and the agency lacks the 
administrative and law enforcement manpower to ensure buyers are not misrepresenting harvest 
numbers or species.  

������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
Department of Agriculture, Soil Conservation Service, shall not be included as waters of this 
state.” 29 Okl. St. § 2-147.
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C. Natural History and Status of Most Commonly Harvested Turtles in 
Oklahoma 

�
Nearly 98 percent of the turtles commercially collected in Oklahoma come from four 

species: common snapping turtle, smooth and spiny softshell turtles, and red-eared sliders. The 
natural history and status of these species is discussed below. 

Common Snapping Turtles

 The common snapping turtle is a large mostly aquatic turtle, weighing as much as 50 
pounds (Ernst and Lovich 2009, p. 113-14). The common snapping turtle occurs in the United 
States, Canada, throughout Mexico, and as far south as Ecuador (NatureServe 2015). Common 
snapping turtles have been recorded in all 77 counties in Oklahoma (ODWC undated). 

 Snapping turtles occupy all types of freshwater habitats, especially those with soft mud 
bottoms and abundant aquatic vegetation or submerged brush and logs (Ernst and Lovich 2009, 
p. 115). The species exhibits good tolerance of altered habitats (NatureServe 2015). Common 
snapping turtles have a diverse diet and feed on insects, crayfish, fish, snails, earthworms, 
amphibians, snakes, small mammals, and birds. Up to a third of their diet, however, is made up 
of aquatic vegetation. 

 The species is characterized by delayed female maturation, relatively low fecundity, low 
recruitment, and long generation times. Snapping turtles commonly experience low reproductive 
success due to extensive predation on their eggs (by raccoons and other meso-predators), but 
females produce large clutches and may live and reproduce for several decades, so they usually 
eventually produce offspring that join the breeding population (NatureServe 2015). In Algonquin 
Park, for example, the probability of a snapping turtle embryo surviving to sexual maturity is less 
than 0.1% (COSEWIC 2008). 

 Although common snapping turtles are not significantly threatened overall, urbanization 
and excessive harvest has severe local impacts (NatureServe 2015; van Dijk 2016a). Females are 
especially susceptible during nesting season, as crossing roads exposes them to injury and death 
from automobile strikes and makes them easy prey for humans who take them for food (Ernst 
and Lovich 2009, p. 113). Other threats include water pollution, drainage of water bodies, water 
impoundment and channelization, and development leading to increased raccoon populations 
(Ernst and Lovich 2009, p. 137).  

 The common snapping turtle is widely exploited for local, subsistence collection, as well 
as commercial trade for local, national, and international consumption (van Dijk 2016a). The 
flesh of the snapping turtle is eaten throughout its range and a soup can be made from it (Ernst 
and Lovich 2009, p. 137). In the United States, snapping turtles are sold at Asian seafood 
markets and Asian restaurants. They are also sold as pets, and juvenile snapping turtles ship from 
online dealers for about $60 each (http://myturtlestore.com/juvenile-snapping-turtles-for-sale/). 

 Long-term persistent take makes the species vulnerable to decline (Harding and Holman 
1990; Tucker and Lamer 2004; USFWS 2016). To be sure, some populations cannot withstand 
even minimal exploitation without undergoing a decline in numbers (Brooks et al. 1991; Brooks 
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et al. 1988). Life-history models indicate that only slight increases (0.1) in annual adult mortality 
rate (such as from road mortality or harvesting) will cause a snapping turtle population to be 
halved in under 20 years (COSEWIC 2008; Congdon et al. 1994). 

 For example, harvesters have reported declining numbers of turtles in harvested areas for 
snapping turtles on the upper Mississippi River (Paisley et al. 2009). Population recovery 
potential is low, due to a lack of an effective density-dependent response in reproduction and 
recruitment (Brooks et al. 1991; Galbraith et al. 1997). Indeed, in Michigan, snapping turtles 
were intensively trapped for 2-3 years in the 1980s, which greatly reduced populations. 
Collection was then prohibited and by 2009, populations were approaching pre-impact levels, 
suggesting a 25-30 year recovery period after depletion (van Dijk 2016a). 

 While local declines have been documented, the species has not reached a 30 percent 
decline over 50 years (van Dijk 2016a). As such, common snapping turtles are included on the 
IUCN Red List as a species of “least concern” (van Dijk 2016a).  

 Collection of snapping turtles from the wild and captive production in turtle farms for 
export to East Asia increased consistently and substantially in recent years, from about 10,000 
common snappers declared as exported from the United States in 1999 to over 1 million annually 
in more recent years (van Dijk 2016a; Weissgold 2010; USFWS 2016). Common snapping 
turtles are second only to red-eared sliders in terms of number of live individuals exported each 
year (Adkins Giese 2011).

 As common snapping turtles classified as wild caught, nearly 200,000 were exported 
from the U.S. from 2006-2010. Export data shows that these exports have since increased 
dramatically with nearly 600,000 caught and exported in the last five years. Several huge 
individual shipments to China have occurred in the last decade, including 20,000 in 2011; 24,250 
in 2011; 35,000 in 2012; two shipments in excess of 10,000 in 2013; and shipments of 20,000, 
14,950 and 11,000 in 2015. More than 200,000 live, wild-caught common snapping turtles were 
exported annually in each of 2012 and 2014. 

 On May 23, 2016, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service announced a final rule to regulate 
and monitor international trade of common snapping turtles and three softshell turtles. The rule, 
which responds in part to a 2011 request from the Center for Biological Diversity documenting 
the harms of the turtle trade, adds the turtles to Appendix III of the Convention on International 
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES). This designation is designed to 
curb overexploitation of these freshwater turtles for Asian food and medicinal markets. 

 Wild capture of common snapping turtles is prohibited in some states (including 
Michigan and New York) or strictly regulated (including Alabama, Maryland, Texas). But some 
states, like Oklahoma, still allow unlimited numbers to be commercially taken (Kentucky, 
Missouri, South Carolina, and Tennessee) (Nanjappa and Conrad 2011; van Dijk 2016a).

Softshell Turtles

 Three species of softshell turtles exist in the United States: Florida softshell, spiny 
softshell and smooth softshell. The spiny and smooth softshells are found in Oklahoma. Two 
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subspecies of spiny softshell are found in Oklahoma. The western spiny softshell (Apalone
spinifera hartwegi) is found in the Arkansas River watershed; the pallid spiny softshell (Apalone
spinifera pallida) is found in the Red River watershed (ODWC undated). 

 The smooth softshell turtle has a smooth upper shell that lacks small bumps or scutes and 
is most often observed in the open waters of medium-sized to large rivers and streams with 
moderate to fast currents and visibility varying from clear to cloudy (Ernst and Lovich 2009, p. 
614). They can be found in these habitats across most of the main body of Oklahoma (ODWC 
undated). Unlike the smooth softshell, the spiny softshell turtle has small bumps or spines on the 
front of the upper shell and small ridges on each side of the snout. As with the smooth softshell, 
the spiny softshell is primarily a riverine species. The spiny softshell, however, also inhabits 
ecotonal areas, small creeks, marsh rivelets, roadside and irrigation ditches, farm and natural 
ponds, bayous, oxbows, large lakes, and impoundments. Spiny softshells can be found statewide 
(ODWC undated).

 The smooth and spiny softshells are characterized by delayed female maturation, a small 
clutch size (but multiple clutches), high neonate parental involvement, and low neonate 
survivorship. Males bask in shallow water and nests are often in close proximity to each other, 
facilitating collection. They feed on fish, crayfish, salamanders, tadpoles, frogs, snails, and 
aquatic insects. 

 Softshells can be locally common with high reproductive potential by turtle standards 
(van Dijk 2016b,c). The smooth softshell is reportedly extirpated from Pennsylvania and 
possibly extirpated from West Virginia. Although legal to harvest, commercial turtle buyers have 
reported no sales of smooth softshell turtles in the last seven years (see attached table). 

 The presumed primary threats to both smooth and spiny softshell turtles are 
overexploitation and habitat loss or habitat degradation, some predation and bycatch, and 
periodic natural flooding. The release of pesticides and both industrial and household chemicals 
into the waterways of softshells is harmful, and softshells have now been found to contain many 
heavy metal and PCB contaminents (Ernst and Lovich 2009, p. 634).  

 International trade in smooth softshell turtles is small. Less than 500 wild caught smooth 
softshell turtles were exported from 2009-2014 (Weissgold 2010; USFWS 2016). These numbers 
are down from previous years, likely reflecting the rarity of the species. 

 In contrast, the spiny softshell is widely traded internationally as live specimens for the 
pet trade and consumption. The impact of commercial exploitation appears to be undocumented 
but bycatch in commercial fisheries and recreational fishing is suspected to be a factor in the 
observed decline of some populations (Brown et al. 2012; van Dijk 2016c). 

 In fact, spiny softshells have long been exploited for consumption and more recently for 
export of adults for food and of hatchlings as pets and for Asian farming operations (van Dijk 
2016c). As for spiny softshells declared as “wild caught,” 40,000 were exported from 2006-2010 
and 35,000 were exported in the last five years. After years of high exportation in 2012 and 2013 
-- with more than 12,000 wild-caught spiny softshells exported each of those years -- export 
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numbers have sharply declined, which may reflect scarcity. Turtle trappers exported only 4,105 
wild-caught spiny softshells in 2014 and 660 in 2015.

The smooth softshell is subject to a variety of state laws and regulations (van Dijk 2016b) 
and has endangered status in Illinois (Illinois Endangered Species Protection Board 2015). The 
spiny softshell is considered “vulnerable” in Florida, Alabama, North Carolina, and Montana, 
and it is considered “imperiled” in South Dakota, New York, and Virginia (NatureServe 2015; 
North Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission 2014; New York Dept. of Environmental 
Conservation 2007). It is threatened in Vermont (Vermont Fish and Wildlife Dept. 2015). It is 
managed as a nongame resource across much of the United States (van Dijk 2016c). Softshell 
turtles are included on the IUCN Red List as a species of “least concern” (van Dijk 2016b,c).

 Along with the common snapping turtle and the Florida softshell turtle, the smooth and 
spiny softshell turtles were added to CITES Appendix III in May of 2016.

Red-eared Slider

 The red-eared slider is a subspecies of the pond slider (Trachemys scripta) (Powell et al. 
2016). The red-eared slider has yellow stripes on its head, forelimbs, and thighs, with broad, 
reddish stripes behind its eyes. Its carapace is greenish or olive with light yellowish vertical bars, 
which often become obscured or mottled with age.  

 Red-eared sliders can be found in rivers, ditches, sloughs, lakes, and ponds in the 
Mississippi Valley from north Illinois to the Gulf of Mexico (Powell et al. 2016; Behler & King 
1979). This is likely the most abundant turtle in Oklahoma and is found nearly statewide 
(ODWC undated). They mate from March to June and nest in June and July, laying 1–3 clutches 
of 4-23 oval eggs (Behler & King 1979). Males mature in 2–5 years. Young turtles feed on water 
insects, crustaceans, mollusks, and tadpoles, then turn to a plant diet as they mature.  

 Sliders are fond of basking and often seen stacked upon one another on logs, making 
them vulnerable to people who use them for target practice. Commonly referred to as “dime 
store” turtles, red-eared sliders are often collected and sold in the pet trade (Behler & King 1979; 
FFWCC, undated). While native to Oklahoma, the red-eared slider is the most widely introduced 
turtle in the world and is included among 100 of the World’s Worst Invasive Species (Powell et 
al. 2016; http://www.issg.org/worst100_species.html). 

 Red-eared sliders are also negatively impacted by commercial collection. Warwick and 
Steedman (1988) compared the abundance and body size of red-eared sliders in protected 
populations in Texas and exploited areas of Louisiana. They found lower overall abundance and 
a sharp reduction in the proportion of larger individuals in the Louisiana populations. Similarly, 
Close and Seigel (1997) studied the effect of human harvesting on red-eared sliders in 
Mississippi, where they are protected, and in southern Louisiana, where they are not. They found 
that populations of sliders from protected sites were larger than turtles from harvested sites, 
consistent with harvesting pressure that target large adults for meat or breeding stock. The results 
suggest that higher levels of harvesting are likely to have negative consequences for red-eared 
slider populations. In addition, Brown et al. (2011) recently reported harvesting impacts for 
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unprotected waters in Texas, with female turtles being smaller in unprotected waters when 
compared to protected waters. They attributed the difference in female turtle sizes to a harvesting 
preference for female turtles, which are collectively larger than males and preferable for food 
markets (Brown et al. 2011). They also suggested females may be collected in larger quantities 
to be used as breeding stock (Brown et al. 2011).

 Export trends may indicate declining populations. In 2012, 4,403,752 wild-caught red-
eared sliders were exported from the United States, and since that time exports have sharply 
declined, which may indicate scarcity. In 2015, 2,043,969 red-eared sliders were exported from 
the United States, representing less than half of the 2012 exports by comparison. 

 Studies of putative turtle meat products in Louisiana and Florida markets also indicate 
that as larger turtles become depleted and harder to capture, smaller species, including emydid 
turtles like red-eared sliders, may receive increased harvest pressure (Roman and Bowen 2000). 

 Though the red-eared slider is listed as Least Concern under the IUCN Red List of 
Threatened Species, this is largely due to its wide distribution, large range of habitat, and large 
population (van Dijk et al. 2011). NatureServe lists red-eared sliders as globally secure, though 
its status was last reviewed 20 years ago in 1996. 

 Wild collection and export of native red-eared sliders is also harmful because it leads to 
invasive populations of sliders in ecosystems where they would not normally occur (Pearson et 
al. 2015; FFWCC, undated). Red-eared slider turtles have been introduced to wetlands 
throughout the world and have negatively impacted native turtle populations by competing for 
limited food resources (Pearson et al. 2015). In Florida, exotic populations of red-eared sliders 
are expanding and rivaling populations of native turtles in some ponds (FFWCC, undated). They 
have also been introduced into places they do not naturally occur in at least twenty-three other 
states (USGS 2009). These turtles are introduced primarily through pet releases and escapes 
(USGS 2009). Though many states have made it unlawful to release nonnative turtles like the 
red-eared slider into natural ecosystems, these laws are difficult to enforce. Releases and escapes 
presumably continue to occur.

III.  JUSTIFICATION FOR THE REQUESTED RULEMAKING 

A. Wild Turtle Populations Cannot Withstand Unlimited Commercial 
Collection

 Natural populations of turtles are characterized by a suite of life history characteristics 
that predispose these populations to rapid declines when subject to wild collection (Congdon et 
al. 1993, 1994; Galbraith et al. 1997; Heppell 1998). Among these characters are delayed 
maturity, dependence on high annual survivorship of adults, and high natural levels of nest 
mortality (Reed and Gibbons 2003).  

 Removing even a few adult turtles from a population can have effects lasting for decades 
because each adult turtle removed eliminates the reproductive potential over a breeding life that 
may exceed 50 years (Brooks et al. 1991). For example, a modest harvest pressure (10% 
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per year for 15 years) of common snapping turtles may result in a 50% reduction in population 
size (Congdon et al. 1994). Indeed, stable turtle populations are dependent on sufficient long-
lived breeding adults to offset the effects of high egg and nestling mortality and delayed sexual 
maturity (Congdon et al. 1993; Wilbur and Morin 1988).  

 As such, scientists have repeatedly documented that freshwater turtles cannot sustain any 
significant level of harvest from the wild without leading to population declines (Ernst et al. 
1989; Congdon et al. 1993, 1994; Galbraith et al. 1997; Heppell 1998; Gibbons et al. 2001; Reed 
and Gibbons 2003; Burke et al. 2000; Gamble and Simons 2004; Brown et al. 2011; Johansen 
2011; Zimmer-Shaffer et al. 2014). Congdon et al. (1994) concluded that carefully managed 
sport harvests of some populations may be sustainable, but “commercial harvests will certainly 
cause substantial population declines.” After populations are depleted by overharvest, they can 
take decades to recover (Brown et al. 2011). 

 Life history traits not only constrain turtles in their response to harvest but also mask 
early detection by observers. In contrast to “traditional” managed wildlife and fisheries species, 
where the effects of management measures become measurable within years, the time scale of 
turtle life history results in exploitation effects becoming apparent and continuing to have effects 
for decades (Rhodin and van Dijk 2010).   

 Oklahoma prohibits commercial harvest on waters owned publically, restricting 
commercial turtle harvest to private ponds. While that restriction is an important step, it does 
little to protect the state’s turtles because approximately 95 percent of the state’s land is privately 
held (ODWC 2016; SummitPost.org 2012). In addition, wildlife traffickers are capable of 
illegally harvesting turtles in closed public waters and claiming that they were collected from 
private ponds. 

 On private lands, Oklahoma allows year-round commercial harvest of eight turtle species 
with no bag limits. As a result, since 1994 on average more than 50,000 turtles are annually 
harvested and sold by commercial turtle trappers. That level is not sustainable. Baseline data 
from Oklahoma State University’s population density survey of freshwater turtles in the state 
show depletions and even extirpations of native turtles in most Oklahoma streams, especially the 
Deep Fork, Kiamichi, Mountain Fork and Little Rivers (Riedle 2001). 

 In addition, reported harvest data for smooth softshell turtles indicates that after several 
years of annual harvest exceeding 10,000 smooth softshell turtles, commercial turtle buyers 
reported that none of the turtles have been bought since 2008. It is possible that very large 
smooth softshell turtles still remain, as Oklahoma restricts the harvest of softshell turtles with a 
carapace length exceeding 16 inches. O.A.C. § 800:15-9-3(2)(G). However, if large turtles are 
still extant and reproducing, sales of smaller, juvenile turtles would be expected. Oklahoma’s 
restriction on harvest of the largest softshell turtles is an important restriction because the largest 
turtles are the most valuable to the population in terms of reproductive potential. However, such 
a size restriction is needed for other species too.

 A recent study from Oklahoma shows that restrictions on commercial harvest are needed. 
Johansen (2011) conducted an intensive 2-year survey of the freshwater turtle species of eastern 
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Oklahoma in 2009-2010, resampling 35 sites that were previously surveyed by D. Riedle in 
1997-1999 (Riedle et al. 2005), and compared results between these two surveys. He compared 
catch per unit effort (CPUE), species richness, and species diversity separately for northeastern 
and southeastern Oklahoma.  

 He found a significant decrease in CPUE compared to 1997-1999 across both the 
northeastern and the southeastern sites. He also saw significant declines in species richness and 
species diversity, but only for northeastern sites. The three most commercially harvested taxa 
(red-eared sliders, softshells and common snapping turtles) showed significantly decreased 
CPUE compared to 1997-1999 at paired sites in the northeast, whereas only the sliders showed 
significantly lower CPUE at paired sites in the southeast. Prevalence (number of sites occupied) 
of common snapping turtles in the northeast declined, whereas prevalence of softshells in the 
southeast increased. He also compared carapace lengths in 2009-2010 between northeastern and 
southeastern sites for the three most harvested taxa. Individuals of two of the three species were 
significantly smaller in the northeast.  

 Johansen (2011) concluded that harvest played a role in the decline of aquatic turtle 
species across eastern Oklahoma since Riedle’s surveys in 1997-1999. These declines have been 
more severe in northeastern than southeastern Oklahoma. 

 Furthermore, a recent study in Ohio analyzed impacts of commercial harvest on common 
snapping turtles and softshell turtles. Zimmer-Shaffer and others (2014) gathered demographic 
rates from the literature for snapping turtles (Chelydra serpentina), smooth softshells (Apalone
mutica), and spiny softshells (Apalone spinifera), and developed deterministic, density-
independent, stage-based matrix models to assess turtle population response to plausible harvest 
rates estimated from field sampling. When the scientists applied plausible, field-estimated annual 
harvest rates under mean demographic rates, populations decreased for snapping turtles in all 
instances except when harvesting only juveniles at the minimum harvest rate. For softshell 
turtles, under mean and minimum demographic rates, no field-estimated harvest could be 
sustained. For snappers and softshells, harvest was sustainable only when demographic rates 
were at the maximum values, which are highly improbable to occur frequently in the wild. Adult 
turtles were the most important segment of the population demographically. These results 
corroborate the findings of other studies which indicate that even low annual harvest rates may 
have detrimental effects on the long-term sustainability of turtle populations at localized scales.

 Oklahoma’s authorization of unlimited collection of eight turtle species poses a risk to 
other species too. Scientists have repeatedly documented incidental mortality from turtle 
trapping, especially from use of hoopnets (Fratto et. al. 2007; Barko et al. 2004; Braun and 
Phelps 2016). Oklahoma law allows turtle collectors to deploy an unlimited number of hoopnets 
to capture freshwater turtles with no mesh size restrictions. Hoopnets range in length but most 
are long collapsible cylinder-shaped wire mesh or webbed netting funnel traps. The narrowing 
throat is open on one end to allow turtles and other aquatic animals to enter and not turn around 
to escape. The trap is baited with fish, stretched and weighted to the stream floor to capture 
hungry wildlife. Oklahoma biologists have observed that turtle traps are effective in capturing 
most adult turtles in a stream segment, and that a single harvest event can deplete and even 
extirpate a population for more than a decade (D. Riedle, pers. comm. 2008). This impedes turtle 
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populations from increasing, once the majority of large reproductively successfully adults are 
absent.

 Moreover, hoopnets are capable of capturing all aquatic animals in the trap location 
including fish, aquatic mammals (such as beaver, muskrat, otter, and mink), snakes and state and 
federal threatened and endangered species. Even when partially submerged to allow captured 
animals to breathe, the likelihood of these traps drowning incidentally-captured wildlife is 
significant due to unpredictable stream hydrology (rising waters from rain events), instability of 
trap design, and weight and movement of captured animals. Hoopnets and other turtle collecting 
devices have also been known to capture aquatic migratory birds that are protected under the 
Migratory Bird Treaty Act, 16 U.S.C. § 703.  

 Making matters worse, turtle collectors often misidentify protected species that appear 
similar to non-protected turtles. Oklahoma law expressly prohibits possession and harvest of 
alligator snapping turtles (Macrochelys temmickii), and chicken turtles (Deirochelys reticularia).
29 Okl. St. § 6-204. However, these species overlap in range with nonprotected turtles and 
incidentally enter baited traps set by commercial collectors. Trappers often cannot distinguish 
alligator snappers from common snappers and coin both species simply as “loggerheads.” And to 
the untrained eye chicken turtles are strikingly similar in appearance to red eared sliders and 
river cooters, which are legal to harvest in Oklahoma. 

 Collectors who can distinguish these species and who realize their high value for the 
international pet trade may purposely harvest them and sell them to dealers in states where their 
commerce is legal. For example, in Louisiana, it is legal to sell wild caught chicken turtles. 
La. Admin. Code tit. 76, pt. XV § 101. The chicken turtle is a declining species that may qualify 
for federal protection under the Endangered Species Act. 76 Fed. Reg 59,836, 59,862 (Sept. 27, 
2011). As such, adults are highly sought by the pet trade to produce hatchlings that sell for up to 
$200 each (http://www.theturtlesource.com/i.asp?id=100200354&p=High-Colored-Florida-
Chicken-Turtles) . 

 As long as commercial harvest of some species is allowed, enforcement of prohibitions 
for other species is very difficult. Game wardens are not often fully trained to distinguish most 
aquatic turtle species, and face difficulty enforcing the law when encountering collectors in the 
field. Yet Oklahoma wildlife officials have documented turtle trading violations in Oklahoma, 
which have led to convictions under the Lacey Act (e.g. Hutchison 1998). 

 The commercial turtle trade not only depletes wild turtle populations, but also carries the 
risk of introducing diseases, upsetting ecological balances, causing genetic pollution of resident 
native turtle populations (Rhodin and van Dijk 2010). 

B. Turtle Meat Poses a Human Health Risk  

 A string of published scientific evidence demonstrates that consumption of turtle meat, 
the shell, organs and body parts can be harmful to humans. Meyers-Schöne and Walton (1994) 
examined dozens of scientific studies of pesticide and metal concentrations in freshwater turtles 
from the 1960s through the 1980s. Over a dozen studies found significant concentrations of 
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numerous pesticides in freshwater turtles in states throughout the south, including aldrin, 
chlordane, DDT, dieldrin, endrin, mirex, nonachlor, and toxaphene (Meyers-Schöne and Walton 
1994). Studies found bioconcentration of mercury and other metals such as aluminum, barium, 
cadmium, chromium, cobalt, copper, iron, lead, molybdenum, nickel, strontium, and zinc in 
turtles in southern states (Meyers-Schöne and Walton 1994).

 Turtles, as apex trophic animals, will bioaccumulate toxins from contaminated prey 
(Kennish and Ruppel 1998). Because of their longevity, their exposure time to environments 
with aquatic contaminants is longer, which causes turtles to retain greater amounts of 
bioaccumulation compared to shorter lived lower trophic animals like finfish (Kennish and 
Ruppel 1998; Rowe et al. 2008). Turtles that burrow and submerge themselves in contaminated 
sediment, including snapping turtles and softshell turtles, are likely to have greater levels of 
aquatic contaminants because their pathway of exposure is greater. 

 In 2004, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) issued a national fish consumption 
advisory for mercury that recommends that women of child-bearing age and young children eat 
no more than one meal per week of locally caught fish. In addition, in 2004 the EPA issued a 
statewide fish consumption advisory for mercury in Oklahoma that still remains in effect 
(USEPA 2004; USEPA 2016). Thereafter, in 2005, the Oklahoma Department of Environmental 
Quality (DEQ), the state agency responsible for issuing fish consumption advisories, issued a 
statewide fish consumption advisory for mercury in fish. This advisory is similar to EPA’s in that 
it recommends one meal per week of locally caught predator fish, but differs in that the 
recommendation applies only to sensitive populations including women of childbearing age and 
children under 15 (ODEQ 2005). 

Indeed, the ODEQ has conducted bioaccumulation studies of fish tissue taken from 
public lakes in Oklahoma that show elevated levels of methyl mercury above the 0.5 mg/kg 
consumption advisory level. The ODEQ found mercury contamination in fish throughout 
Oklahoma water bodies, with at least 16 lakes exceeding safe consumption levels (ODEQ 2016). 
These lakes include  Atoka Lake, Boomer Lake, Broken Bow Reservoir, Coalgate City Lake, 
Draper Lake, Elmer Thomas Lake, Hugo Lake, Kaw Reservoir, Lake Heyburn, McAlester City 
Lake, McGee Creek Reservoir, Pine Creek Reservoir, Quanah Parker Lake, Rush Lake, Sardis 
Lake, and Wister Lake. An advisory also exists in the Grand Lake and Tar Creek Area due to 
elevated lead levels and in the Bitter Creek area due to pesticides (ODEQ 2016). 

In addition, Powell (2014) collected multiple tissue types (muscle, liver, claw, and scute) 
from 72 turtles in eastern Oklahoma during the summers of 2010 and 2011 from 10 water bodies. 
Softshells had the highest mercury concentrations (0.04-0.72 mg kg-1), followed by snapping 
turtles (0.03-0.30 mg kg-1) and sliders (0.01-0.20 mg kg-1). Based on the EPA’s food 
consumption guidelines, seven of the ten sites had average mercury concentrations warranting 
consumption limits for at least one species (Powell 2014). 

The U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service also identified elevated levels of mercury in fish 
tissues from public and private reservoirs in the Wichita Mountains in south Oklahoma, and 
concluded that the source of contamination derived from atmospheric mercury emissions of 
anthropogenic sources (Giggleman and Lewis 2003). Turtles present in Oklahoma’s private 
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waters including stock tanks and lakes also likely carry comparable toxicity levels of methyl 
mercury in public streams where fish advisories are in place. 

 Given the contamination of Oklahoma streams and scientific evidence that turtles 
bioaccumulate high levels of aquatic contaminants, eating wild caught turtles in Oklahoma poses 
a human health risk. This provides yet another reason to restrict collection and sale of all wild 
caught turtles in Oklahoma. 

C. Most States Have Ended This Harmful Practice 

 Numerous state wildlife agencies have ended commercial collection of native freshwater 
turtles. For example, North Carolina, Alabama and Mississippi have long banned this harmful 
practice. For those states that still allow unlimited commercial collection, starting in 2007, the 
Center submitted administrative rulemaking petitions requesting turtle harvest regulations from 
each state (Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Iowa, Kentucky, Louisiana, Missouri, Oklahoma, 
Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, and Texas). The petitions and background information on 
the commercial harvest of freshwater turtles can be found on the Center’s website at: 
http://www.biologicaldiversity.org/campaigns/southern_and_midwestern_freshwater_turtles/inde
x.html . 

 In response to the Center’s 2008 petition, Oklahoma in banned commercial harvest of 
turtles from public waters but, as detailed above, significant commercial harvest still exists in 
private waters (as private lands comprise 95 percent of the state’s land). 29 Okl. St. § 6-204; 
OAC § 800:15-9-3. That remaining commercial harvest is the target of this petition.

 The Center’s campaign was more successful in several other states. Florida closed 
commercial turtle harvest in both public and private waters. In South Carolina, it is now unlawful 
to remove more than 10 turtles from the wild at one time and more than 20 turtles in one year, 
for nine native species. In 2012, Georgia set annual catch limits of 100 turtles per year for the 
Florida softshell turtle, spiny softshell turtle and river cooter; 300 per year for the common 
snapping turtle, painted turtle, eastern mud turtle and loggerhead musk turtle; and 500 per year 
for the pond slider. In 2012, Alabama banned all commercial collection and killing of wild 
turtles and their eggs in public and private waters. Most recently, in March of 2017, Iowa 
finalized regulations that impose closed seasons, daily bag limits and possession limits for 
common snapping turtles, painted turtles, spiny softshells and smooth softshells. 

 As individual states close or restrict turtle trapping within their borders, harvest pressure 
increases on the remaining states without restrictions (Turtle Survival Alliance 2009; Mali et al. 
2014). In addition, turtle poachers often illegally trap in states with restrictions and claim that the 
turtles came from an adjacent state where trapping remains legal (id.). In that way, 
overexploitation can more easily occur in regions with inconsistent state regulation of turtle 
trapping.

 Of the states that share a border with Oklahoma (Colorado, New Mexico, Texas, 
Arkansas, Missouri, Kansas), half altogether prohibit or have strict bag limits on commercial 
collection of turtles. Specifically, Colorado and Kansas prohibit commercial collection of turtles. 
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C.R.S. § 33-6-113(1); C.R.S. § 33-2-104; K.S.A. § 32-1005. And New Mexico strictly regulates 
commercial turtle harvest with annual bag limits: 19.35.10.10 NMAC. Those limits provide that 
20 or less animals of a given turtle species may be collected each year (New Mexico Dept. of 
Game and Fish 2016).  

 In Texas, in response to a Center petition, the Texas Parks and Wildlife Commission 
voted in 2007 to ban commercial collection of native Texas turtles on public lands and waters, 
with an allowance for commercial capture from private property for a few more common 
species. According to records obtained by Petitioners, in 2014 and 2015 the following turtles 
were wild caught in Texas: 650 spiny softshells, ten softshell turtles, 31 common snapping turtles 
and 852 red-eared sliders.

 As for Missouri, most of its turtle species enjoy protection from wild collection. But 
Missouri allows unlimited commercial collection of common snapping turtles and softshell 
turtles in the state’s commercial waters. 3 CSR 10-20.805(13); 3 CSR 10-10.725(1). According 
to the Missouri Department of Conservation, 1,100 river miles are open to commercial turtle 
collection (T. Draper, pers. comm. on file with author). However, in October 2016, in response 
to a Center petition, Missouri announced that it initiate formal rulemaking proceedings and will 
consider ending unlimited commercial collection of the state’s wild freshwater turtles.  

 Unfortunately, Arkansas allows unlimited commercial collection of turtles. 002-00-001 
Code Ark. R. § 34.04. The Center plans to again petition Arkansas to seek regulation of 
commercial turtle harvest. 

 If Oklahoma grants this petition and restricts commercial trapping of turtles, the region 
would be better equipped to protect its turtle populations by making clear to turtle traders that 
trade is strictly regulated and enforced in the region. 

IV. PROPOSED LANGUAGE FOR RULE AMENDMENT 

 Under our proposed rule amendment, the bold and underscored language, which prohibits 
commercial trade in turtles would be added to OAC § 800:15-9-3. In addition, the strikethrough 
language below, which authorizes the sale of wild-caught turtles in Oklahoma, provides for 
licensing and reporting requirements and closed areas, would be deleted in OAC §§ 800:15-9-2, 
800:15-9-3, and 800:15-9-3.1. No changes would be made to OAC §§ 800:15-9-1, 800:15-9-4, 
and 800:15-9-5. 

800:15-9-2. [RESERVED] License requirements 

The following license provisions pertain to the commercial harvest and buying of aquatic 
turtles:

(1)    It shall be unlawful for any person to harvest or attempt to harvest aquatic turtles from any 
waters in this state for commercial purposes without having first procured from the Department 
of Wildlife Conservation, or its authorized agent, a commercial aquatic turtle harvester license in 
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accordance with 29 O.S., Section 4-103A which shall be issued only upon the receipt of a 
completed application for such license.

(2)    A person licensed to harvest aquatic turtles for commercial purposes may purchase one or 
more helpers license. Such helpers license shall be a "John Doe" license that shall be valid for 
the helper or assistant only so long as the helper works under the supervision of the licensed 
commercial turtle harvester who shall be legally responsible for the activities of such helper, and 
any one assisting a commercial aquatic turtle harvester in any commercial turtle harvesting 
operation must possess such a helpers license in accordance with 29 O.S., Section 4-104A.

(3)    No person may buy, transport out of state or export aquatic turtles from Oklahoma without 
having applied for and received an aquatic turtle buyer's license from the Director in accordance 
with 29 O.S., Section 4-103B.

800:15-9-3. General; operating provisions  

 (1) Harvest, sale and purchase of aquatic turtles for commercial purpose shall be prohibited 
statewide in accordance with 29 O.S., Sections 4-103A, 4-103B and 6-204 and the following:

(1)    The application for an aquatic turtle harvest license must be signed by a Game Warden, and 
must list the county or counties from which turtles will be harvested.

(2)    The harvest, collection, sale or purchase of the following turtle species is prohibited: 

(A)    Alligator Snapping Turtle (Macroclemys temminckii); 

(B)    Chicken Turtle (Deirochelys reticularia); 

(C)    Map Turtle (Graptemys spp.); 

(D)    Painted Turtles (Chrysemys ssp.) 

(E)    Razor-backed Musk Turtle (Sternotherus carinatus) 

(F)    All State and/or Federal threatened or endangered species; 

(G)    All soft shell turtles, except as provided in Title 29 O.S., Section 4-102, greater than 
sixteen (16) inches in length when measuring the carapace only from the anterior (front) end to 
the posterior (rear) end shall not be kept in possession or sold or purchased and must be returned 
to the water immediately. 

(3)    The possession, buying and/or selling of any terrestrial turtles commonly known as "box 
turtles", is prohibited. 

(4)    All traps and nets used in the harvest of turtles for commercial purposes must have an 
identification tag with the owner's name and address attached and the name and address of all 
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persons authorized to operate the traps and nets. All such traps and nets must be shown to the 
county Game Warden at the time the Game Warden signs the license application.

(5)    All persons licensed as a commercial turtle buyer must keep accurate records of all turtles 
purchased within and exported from the State of Oklahoma. These records shall be available for 
inspection by any agent of the Department at any time. A copy of each turtle purchase 
transaction must be given to the seller by the buyer at the time of the sale on forms provided by 
the Department. A copy of all turtle purchase transactions and turtle exports shall be submitted to 
the Department as follows:

(A)    Each turtle buyer shall complete and submit to the Department a true and accurate 
purchase record for each turtle purchase transaction. Each purchase record must contain:

(i)    the buyer's name and license number;

(ii)    seller's name and license number;

(iii)    counties from which turtles were harvested;

(iv)    the total number of each species purchased;

(v)    the total amount paid for each species;

(vi)    the total amount paid for the transaction.

(vii)    the total pounds of red-eared, common snapping and soft shell turtles purchased;

(B)    A copy of each transaction along with a monthly summary must be mailed to the 
Department by the 15th of each month by each turtle buyer.

(C)    Each turtle buyer must supply to the Department shipping bills of lading of all turtles 
exported from the state during the monthly reporting period. A copy of all shipping bills of 
lading must accompany all turtle shipments from the state.

(D)    The shipping bill of lading must contain:

(i)    total number of turtles in shipment;

(ii)    number of each species of turtles in shipment;

(iii)    date of shipment;

(iv)    person firm or corporation's name transporting turtles out of Oklahoma;

(v)    person firm or corporation's name(s) that sold or otherwise provided the turtles to be 
transported out of Oklahoma;
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(vi)    total pounds of turtles in the shipment;

(vii)    total pounds of each species of turtles in the shipment;

(viii)    turtle harvest season dates and turtle species legal for harvest;

(ix)    state, if other than Oklahoma, were turtles were harvested;

(x)    destination of shipment; and

(xi)    total purchase price of turtles in shipment.

(E)    Each turtle buyer must supply to the Department an annual summary report of all turtles, 
by species, purchased within and exported from the State of Oklahoma. This report shall contain:

(i)    total number of turtles of each species purchased or received;

(ii)    total purchase value of turtles purchased or received;

(iii)    total number and pounds of turtles of each species exported from Oklahoma.

(iv)    total pounds of red-eared, common snapping and softshell turtles purchased or received;

(6)    Inaccurate or incomplete records or delinquent reports shall be violations of this rule.

800:15-9-3.1. Closed Areas 

The following waters are closed to all commercial aquatic turtle harvest:

(1)    Waters located within a city, town or municipality.

(2)    All waters of this state.

 Under state law, the Oklahoma Department of Wildlife Conservation has a duty to 
conserve the state’s wildlife, including on private lands, and adopt rules necessary to do so. 29 
Okl. St. § 3-103; 29 Okl. St. § 3-312; O.A.C. § 800:25-19-1 (providing that the Department must 
through its regulations “facilitate the perpetuation of self-sustaining population levels of native 
wildlife species and thereby maintain the diversity of wildlife in Oklahoma”). It also has a duty 
to protect endangered species under the federal Endangered Species Act, 16 U.S.C. § 1531, and a 
duty to enact effective state wildlife laws that discourage interstate commerce of illegally 
collected wildlife under the Lacey Act, 16 U.S.C. § 701. Consistent with these legal duties and 
authorities, the proposed rule amendment is intended to protect Oklahoma’s turtle populations by 
ending unlimited commercial collection. 
V. CONCLUSION 
�
 Petitioners have summarized the harms caused by the unlimited collection of wild turtles 
in Oklahoma. Specifically, Petitioners have demonstrated that wild turtles cannot withstand 
unlimited commercial collection without facing population declines. In addition, the wild 
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collection of wild turtles to be sold for meat poses a human health risk because of contaminants. 
Because of the significant harm caused by unlimited commercial collection of turtles, most states 
have ended or are ending the practice, including half of the states bordering Oklahoma. 
Petitioners therefore request that the Oklahoma Department of Wildlife Conservation and the 
Oklahoma Wildlife Conservation Commission adopt the proposed rule amendment and end 
unlimited commercial collection of Oklahoma’s wild turtles.   
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