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a	person	from	another	country	might	also	receive	benefits	by	enjoying	
a	turtle-watching	trip.

In	 the	 absence	 of	 laws	 that	 prohibit	 consumption	 (or	 without	
enforcement	of	such	laws),	a	person	will	choose	to	consume	a	turtle	as	
long	 as	 the	 benefit	 to	 him	 or	 her	 is	 greater	 than	 the	 cost.	 Even	 if		
the	 value	 to	 society	 (the	 total	 of	 all	 values	 to	 all	 people	 around	 the	
world)	 of	 conservation	 is	 greater	 than	 an	 individual’s	 benefit	 from	
consumption,	the	individual	has	no	reason	to	factor	this	into	his	or	her	
decision.	This	 scenario	 is	what	 economists	 call	 a	negative externality;	
people	acting	in	their	own	self-interest	create	a	situation	that	imposes	
an	unintended	cost	on	society.

Negative	externalities	occur	when	the	incentives	of	individuals	or	
groups	pursuing	their	own	interests	do	not	coincide	with	the	interests	of	
society	(whether	defined	as	a	village,	a	nation,	or	the	world).	The	ques-
tion,	then,	is	how	to	align	the	desires	of	those	who	are	harvesting	turtles	
with	what	is	socially	optimal	on	a	global	scale.	Although	enacting	and	
enforcing	conservation	laws	can	achieve	this	goal,	 laws	are	not	neces-
sarily	the	most	effective	or	fairest	solution.	Another	option	is	to	create	a	
mechanism	to	transfer	the	nonconsumptive	value	that	exists	throughout	
the	world	to	the	local	users,	thus	giving	people	an	incentive	to	do	what	
is	best	for	society.	One	such	promising	approach	is	for	stakeholders	to	
negotiate	a	contract	that	transfers	a	portion	of	the	global	value	of	conser-
vation	to	the	local	users	in	exchange	for	giving	up	consumptive	use	and	
for	participating	in	conservation.	This	approach	is	already	being	done	
successfully	in	some	places,	such	as	Nicaragua	(see	page	37).

As	conservationists	begin	to	answer	the	question	“What	is	a	turtle	
worth?”	or	look	to	develop	economic	alternatives	to	direct	consump-
tion,	it	is	essential	to	take	a	broader	view	of	values	(use	and	nonuse)	
and	to	understand	to	whom	those	values	accrue.	This	information	can	
make	a	powerful	addition	to	the	conservationist’s	toolkit.	n

Some	values,	particularly	direct	consumptive	use,	may	be	incom-
patible	with	others.	For	 example,	 if	 I	 consume	a	 turtle	 for	 its	meat,	
then	 it	 will	 not	 be	 available	 for	 other	 uses	 such	 as	 (a)	 tourism,	 (b)	
ecosystem	 services	 that	 it	 could	 have	 provided,	 or	 (c)	 its	 breeding	
contribution	 to	 the	 future	population	or	 for	nonuses	 (its	mere	 exis-
tence).	 In	 the	 extreme	 case,	 if	 enough	 individuals	 are	 taken	 from	 a	
population	 (for	 example,	 through	 very	high	 consumptive	use),	 then	
the	 ability	 of	 the	 population	 to	 sustain	 itself	 may	 be	 compromised		
to	 the	 point	 that	 extinction	 occurs	 and	 all	 values	 disappear.	 This		
change	threatens	to	be	the	case	for	certain	sea	turtle	populations,	such	
as	Pacific	leatherbacks	and	eastern	Pacific	hawksbills.

In	various	studies,	economists	have	measured	some	of	those	values	
for	 sea	 turtles	 and	 have	 generally	 found	 that	 the	 value	 of	 direct	
consumptive	 use	 is	 less	 than	 other	 values	 that	 can	 be	 enjoyed	 from	
nonconsumptive	use,	indirect	consumption,	or	nonuse.	For	example,		
a	 contingent	 valuation	 study	 found	 that	 U.S.	 residents	 in	 North		
Carolina	 were	 willing	 to	 pay	 on	 average	 of	 $33.22	 per	 person	 per		
year	 (in	 1991	 USD)	 to	 prevent	 loggerhead	 sea	 turtles	 from	 going	
extinct	 (Whitehead	 1992).	 If	 one	 believes	 that	 such	 households	 are	
representative	of	the	country,	then	the	United	States	alone	would	value	
the	existence	of	loggerhead	turtles	at	nearly	$3.8	billion	annually.	This	
estimate	may	include	other	values	that	could	be	derived	through	the	
turtles’	existence,	such	as	tourism.

It	is	important	to	understand	not	only	the	amounts	of	the	values,	
but	 also	 to	 whom	 the	 benefits	 accrue,	 because	 the	 benefits	 from		
conservation	versus	consumption	often	accrue	to	different	parties.	For	
example,	an	individual	living	in	a	village	where	turtles	come	to	nest	can	
benefit	from	the	consumption	or	sale	of	turtles,	their	eggs,	and	their	
carapaces.	This	benefit	may	be	greater	than	the	value	they	place	on	the	
turtle	for	other	“uses”	such	as	spiritual	or	ecosystem	benefits.	However,	
other	 individuals	 in	 the	 same	 village	 or	 in	 another	 village	 may	 be		
able	to	derive	greater	benefits	 from	conserving	the	turtle,	 such	as	by	
participating	as	a	guide	in	a	turtle-watching	program.	In	this	scenario,	
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As governments and environmental agencies seek to quantify nature’s economic value, conser-

vationists are increasingly asked the seemingly simple question, “What is a sea turtle worth?” 

Economists measure value in terms of something’s worth to humankind. This measurement includes 

not only “use values,” which are benefits from physical use or access to an environmental good, 

but also “nonuse values,” which are values placed on something that exists or can be left for future 

generations. Humans derive many values from sea turtles, which vary geographically, culturally, and 

individually. The table characterizes the different types of values and provides examples for sea turtles.  

AT RIGHT: Visitors to the marinelife Center of Juno Beach, Florida, u.S.A., watch a male 
loggerhead turtle that is recuperating in a tank after being bitten by a large shark.  
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ValuEs THaT HuMans dERiVE FRoM sEa TuRTlEs

value Use values: Benefits from physical use or access to an environmental good nonuse values: Benefits 
from the good existing

Direct use: Goods or services that can be 
consumed directly

Indirect use: Functional 
benefits that can be 
enjoyed indirectly

Nonuse: Existence value 
or value of leaving for 
future generations

Consumptive (extractive) Nonconsumptive 
(nonextractive)

Examples • meat

• Eggs

• Carapace

• Oil

• Leather

• Tourism • Ecosystem services 
(ecosystem support, 
physical protection, 
global life support)

• Existence (value from 
knowledge of continued 
existence)

• Bequest (value of use  
and nonuse values to 
future generations)

• Option (potential  
for future direct or  
indirect use)

Sample Estimates  
of value

$337,788 (2006 uSD) 
annual egg harvest 
revenue at Ostional, 
Costa Rica (Campbell  
et al. 2007 and R. 
Valverde, pers. comm.)

$187,880 (1999 AuD) 
annual consumer  
surplus for turtle-
watching at mon Repos, 
Australia (Wilson and 
Tisdell 2004)

$225,373,781 (1991 uSD) 
annual willingness to  
pay of North Carolina,  
u.S.A., residents to prevent 
loggerhead sea turtles from 
going extinct (Whitehead 
1992 and u.S. Census 
Bureau)

Note: The values presented represent a particular species at a particular location in a particular time and cannot be generalized.  
Data references are available from the author.

uSD = u.S. dollars; AuD = Australian dollars




