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A B S T R A C T

Juvenile oceanic-stage sea turtles are particularly vulnerable to the increasing quantity of plastic coming into the
oceans. In this study, we analysed the gastrointestinal tracts of 24 juvenile oceanic-stage loggerheads (Caretta
caretta) collected off the North Atlantic subtropical gyre, in the Azores region, a key feeding ground for juvenile
loggerheads. Twenty individuals were found to have ingested marine debris (83%), composed exclusively of
plastic items (primarily polyethylene and polypropylene) identified by μ-Fourier Transform Infrared
Spectroscopy. Large microplastics (1–5 mm) represented 25% of the total number of debris and were found in
58% of the individuals sampled. Average number of items was 15.83 ± 6.09 (± SE) per individual, corre-
sponding to a mean dry mass of 1.07 ± 0.41 g. The results of this study demonstrate that plastic pollution acts
as another stressor for this critical life stage of loggerhead turtles in the North Atlantic.

1. Introduction

The amount of plastic entering the world's oceans is estimated to be
4–12 million tons annually (Jambeck et al., 2015), making it the prin-
cipal component of marine debris. With its persistent nature, light
weight, and great dispersal capabilities, plastic has rapidly been re-
cognized as a global environmental threat that severely affects marine
ecosystems (Bergmann et al., 2015).

Ingestion and entanglement in plastic debris has been reported for a
wide variety of organisms, from small zooplankton to baleen whales
(Kühn et al., 2015). So far, > 700 species have been reported to ingest
marine plastics (Gall and Thompson, 2015) and the number of occur-
rences is constantly increasing. In some areas, entire populations are at
risk (e.g. Knowlton et al., 2012; Richards and Beger, 2011) with cas-
cading effects that may eventually result in the disruption of key eco-
system function and services (Newman et al., 2015).

The complex life histories, highly mobile behavior and feeding
ecology of sea turtles makes them particularly vulnerable to plastic

pollution, especially smaller, oceanic-stages (Schuyler et al., 2014a).
Together with the widespread distribution of plastic in the marine en-
vironment, ingestion of and entanglement in plastic debris have in-
evitably become one of the most important threats for sea turtle po-
pulations worldwide, with all seven species reported to be affected
(Nelms et al., 2016). The probability of interactions between sea turtles
and plastic is directly linked to the feeding ecology and habitat use of
the species and/or life stages and to the spatial distribution of plastic in
the marine environment. Therefore, the threats caused by plastic pol-
lution differ significantly between species, populations and life stages
(Schuyler et al., 2014a).

Sea turtles may suffer lethal and sub-lethal effects when a plastic
item is mistaken for food (McCauley and Bjorndal, 1999) or when
debris is mixed with natural prey (Di Beneditto and Awabdi, 2014). The
consequences from the ingestion of anthropogenic items for sea turtles
can be dramatic and includes internal injuries and intestinal blockage,
interference with swimming behavior and buoyancy, or accumulation
of plasticizers or heavy metals and other toxins, such as PCBs (see
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Nelms et al., 2016 for a recent review). Although a global awareness on
the impacts of marine debris in sea turtle populations has increased in
the last decades, intensive monitoring programs are imperative to
quantify the true scale of the problem and provide a baseline necessary
to evaluate the efficacy of upcoming public policies aimed at reducing
plastic input into our oceans.

Loggerhead turtles (Caretta caretta) are the most common sea turtle
species occurring in the Azores, originating mainly from rookeries of
the east coast of North America (Bolten et al., 1998). Following their
journey across the North Atlantic subtropical gyre, juveniles stay
around the Azores ~7–12 years (Bjorndal et al., 2003), feeding pre-
dominantly on planktonic and neustonic organisms (Frick et al., 2009).
Oceanic stage loggerheads in the region show a strong association with
the seamounts that are abundant in the area, probably for feeding and
navigation (Santos et al., 2007).

Throughout their distribution, loggerhead turtles have been re-
ported to ingest debris (Bugoni et al., 2001; Limpus et al., 2001; Tomás
et al., 2002; Parker et al., 2005; Casale et al., 2008; Lazar and Gračan,
2011; Campani et al., 2013; Camedda et al., 2014; Hoarau et al., 2014;
Casale et al., 2016; Nicolau et al., 2016). Their wide distribution across
the Atlantic Ocean and Mediterranean Sea, together with their sus-
ceptibility to ingest marine debris, makes them adequate indicators for
monitoring plastic pollution in the oceans. As a result, loggerheads were
recently proposed as indicator species for Descriptor 10 of the European
Union's Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD) (“indicator
10.2.1”, Galgani et al., 2014).

The objective of this study was to quantify debris ingestion in
oceanic-stage loggerhead turtles in the Azores Archipelago, located at
the fringe of the North Atlantic subtropical gyre which is considered a
hotspot for floating debris (Law et al., 2010). The ingestion of marine
debris by oceanic-stage loggerheads in the North Atlantic was pre-
viously addressed by Frick et al. (2009) when studying their feeding
ecology. However, debris ingestion was not the primary goal and more
data are needed in order to fully assess the current threat of marine
debris for juvenile oceanic-stage loggerhead turtles.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Study area

The material analysed in this study was collected in an area located
at the northern edge of the North Atlantic Subtropical Gyre, in the
Azores region (Fig. 1). The Azores is a Portuguese archipelago

composed of nine islands situated on the Mid-Atlantic Ridge with an
extensive exclusive economic zone (EEZ) of about 1 million km2

(Fig. 1). The islands are of volcanic origin and are characterized by
narrow shelves and steep slopes. The surrounding waters have an
average depth of 3000 m with only< 1% of the total EEZ being shal-
lower than 600 m (Perán et al., 2016). Seamounts are common features
in the Azores and may occupy 37% of the total area of the EEZ (Morato
et al., 2008, 2013).

2.2. Sample and data collection

The material analysed in the present study was collected between
1996 and 2016 from dead turtles found stranded along the coast,
floating dead, or accidentally caught by surface longline gear (Table 1).
Entire animals, individual organs or contents were either frozen at
−20 °C, or preserved in formaldehyde or ethanol solutions for later
analysis. Before performing the necropsies, individuals were weighed
and measured to the nearest millimetre. After obtaining these mea-
surements, animals were opened and each organ was carefully ex-
amined. The entire gut was divided into three sections (oesophagus,
stomach and intestines) and separated with the help of small strings.
For some individuals, not all organs could be preserved and analysed
(see Table 1). Individual organs were weighed and their contents fil-
tered using a 1 mm sieve. The material was placed in a petri dish/
container with clean water. Each plastic item rose to the surface and
was carefully collected.

All pieces of debris were counted, weighed (dry mass), measured
(maximum length) and described with the highest level of detail pos-
sible. Following the suggestion made by the MSFD “Guidance on
Monitoring of Marine Litter in European Seas” (Galgani et al., 2013),
each item was eventually classified following van Franeker et al. (2011)
into: (1) industrial plastic (pellets) and (2) user plastic (sheet, thread,
foam, fragments, other). In addition, we included another category for
fishing-related plastics (nylons, ropes and conglomerates of fishing
lines). Ultimately, every anthropogenic item was associated with a
colour (white, transparent, yellow, blue, green, black, grey, brown, red,
pink and orange). Multi-coloured items were put into the category
“coloured”. Items 1–5 mm were referred as “large microplastics”, items
between 5.1 and 25 mm as “mesoplastics” and above 25 mm as “mac-
roplastics”. Organic items such as wood and feathers were catalogued
as ‘natural debris’ and were not considered in our general analysis of
debris ingestion, as these items do not likely come from anthropogenic
sources.

2.3. Data analysis

The amount of items ingested (both in terms of number of items and
dry mass) was computed as ‘population averages’ (with standard error
of the mean), which includes both individuals that ingested and did not
ingest plastics, as recommended by Kühn et al. (2015). Because nor-
mality assumptions were not met, Kruskal-Wallis-H tests (non-para-
metric one way analyses of variance) were performed to evaluate the
differences in number and dry mass of plastic items ingested by turtles
between different size classes and types of organs. Sea turtles were
binned in size classes of 10 cm: 1–11; 11.1–21; 21.1–31; 31.1–41;
41.1–51; 51.1–61; 61.1–71 cm (CCL). In addition, for comparisons with
other studies on debris ingestion in loggerheads, turtles were re-
classified into two groups according to size: small (CCL≤ 40 cm) and
large (CCL > 40 cm) juveniles (Camedda et al., 2014; Nicolau et al.,
2016). Spearman's rank correlation coefficient was used to examine the
relationship between loggerhead size classes and maximum debris
length.

2.4. Plastic identification

Plastics retrieved from the different organs sampled were

Fig. 1. Schematic of the North Atlantic Subtropical Gyre, the Azores archipelago and its
exclusive economic zone (EEZ) of ~1 million km2. Arrows show the generalized direction
of current flow.
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characterized by micro-Fourier Transform Infrared Spectroscopy (μ-
FTIR) in order to identify common polymers. A composite sample was
selected that represents the main types of debris recovered. This com-
posite of 23 samples (6% of the total number of items) included plastic
fragments, sheets, ropes and pellets.

The μ-FTIR analysis was carried out as described in Frias et al.,
2014, at the Department of Conservation and Restoration (DCR) of the
Universidade Nova de Lisboa. Micro-samples were carefully cut under a
Leica KL 1500 LCD microscope, equipped with a 12× objective and a
Leica® Degilux 1 digital camera, with external illumination by optical
fibres. Samples were compressed in a Thermo diamond anvil compres-
sion cell, and infrared spectra were acquired in a Nicolet® Nexus
spectrophotometer coupled to a Continuμm microscope (15× objec-
tive) with a MCT-A detector cooled by liquid nitrogen. Spectra were
collected in transmission mode, 4000–650 cm−1, with a resolution of
4 cm−1 and 128 scans.

The spectra are shown as acquired, without corrections or any fur-
ther manipulations, except for the occasional removal of the CO2 ab-
sorption at ca. 2300–2400 cm−1. The identification of the polymers
was carried out by searching the extensive polymer spectral database of
the DCR and spectral assignments (not shown here) were made ac-
cording to Hummel (2002).

3. Results

3.1. Incidence of debris ingestion

Out of the 24 loggerhead turtles analysed, debris items were found
in the gastrointestinal tract of 20 individuals (83%). Anthropogenic
items were found in all of the size classes investigated (Fig. 2A), from
the smallest (10–21 cm, CCL) to the largest (61–70 cm, CCL) individuals
(Table 1). Incidence of debris ingestion was more prominent with in-
creasing turtle size, with all of the individuals> 31.1 cm (n = 12)
having ingested debris (Fig. 2A). Debris incidence was higher in the
intestine (71%), followed by stomach (44%) and oesophagus (9%)
(Fig. 2B).

3.2. Quantity of ingested debris

A total of 380 debris items was recovered from all the loggerheads
sampled (ranging between 0 and 139 items per turtle and a dry mass of
0 to 7.01 g of debris per turtle). Average number of items was
15.83 ± 6.09 (± SE) per individual, corresponding to a mean dry
mass of 1.07 ± 0.41 g. There was a significant difference in the dry
mass of debris ingested between size classes (H = 13.06, p < 0.05) but
not for the number of the debris items (Fig. 3A & B). However, when
split into small (≤40 cm) and large (> 40 cm) loggerheads, there were
no significant differences in the number (T= 596.5, p = 0.199) and
dry mass (T = 606.5, p = 0.135) of debris ingested. The average
number of debris and dry mass in the intestines was significantly higher
compared to the oesophagus (H = 9.9, p < 0.05 for number;
H = 8.12, p < 0.05 for dry mass (Fig. 3C &D)).

A serious obstruction of the digestive tract was detected in one in-
dividual. The turtle had a metal hook (type: ANCORA 16–17 used by
the Portuguese and Spanish pelagic longline fleet) perforating the oe-
sophagus. Though this hook was not considered as a debris item (since
it is likely the result of accidental bycatch), its presence caused an ac-
cumulation of debris within the oesophagus (Fig. 4A; 4B). For this in-
dividual, it is likely that the ingestion of marine debris and subsequent
blockage of the oesophagus, restricted feeding and was a principal
factor for its death.

3.3. Debris composition

All 380 debris recovered from the loggerheads were plastic, pre-
dominantly identified as user plastics (mean: 15.75 ± 6.59 items per
turtle), followed by fishing-related plastic (3.00 ± 1.42) and finally by
industrial plastic (0.25 ± 0.25) (Fig. 5A). This corresponded to a mean
dry mass per turtle of 1.14 ± 0.41 g for user plastics; 0.14 ± 0.11 g
for fishing-related plastic and 0.001 ± 0.001 g for industrial plastic
(Fig. 5B).

User plastics were principally plastic fragments (67.6%; n = 213),
followed by the remains of plastic sheets (31.1%; n = 98) and foam

Table 1
Collection and sampling information along with details on plastic ingestion for the 24 loggerhead sea turtles (Caretta caretta) sampled in the Azores.

Tags Year Source CCL (cm) Total n° of debris Total dry mass of debris (g) Oesophagus Stomach Intestines

n° Dry mass (g) n° Dry mass (g) n° Dry mass (g)

T1 1996 Stranded dead 71.0 9 2.11 – – – – 9 2.11
P7549 2000 Bycatch 42.7 19 0.91 – – – – 19 0.91
P8301 2000 Bycatch 50.5 42 0.62 – – – – 42 0.62
P8475 2000 Stranded aliveb 24.3 2 0.09 – – 0 0.00 2 0.09
P8051 2001 Bycatch 32.2 139 5.94 – – – – 139 5.94
P8073 2001 Bycatch 56.0 7 0.14 – – – – 7 0.14
P8567 2004 Bycatch 57.4 55 5.01 0 0.00 14 0.70 41 4.31
P8596 2004 Bycatch 34.7 32 1.36 0 0.00 32 1.36 – –
P9451 2004 – 26.2 0 0.00 – – 0 0.00 – –
P9456 2004 Stranded aliveb 12.0 3 0.03 – – – – 3 0.03
P9453 2006 Stranded dead 9.4 0 0.00 – – – – 0 0.00
P9455 2007 Stranded dead 13.4 7 0.13 – – – – 7 0.13
P9454 2008 Floating dead 16.3 18 0.53 – – 18 0.53 – –
P9644 2009 Floating dead 20.2 1 0.01 – – 0 0.00 1 0.01
N8431 2010 Stranded dead 10.9 9 0.18 – – – – 9 0.18
PA148 2011 – 57.4 4 0.02 0 0.00 0 0.00 4 0.02
HJ4055 2013 – 55.6 2 0.01 0 0.00 2 0.01 0 0.00
PA147a 2013 Stranded dead 60.5 16 7.09 9 2.75 4 3.12 3 1.22
N8546 2016 Stranded dead 12.5 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00
N8548 2016 Stranded dead 10.5 1 0.01 0 0.00 0 0.00 1 0.01
P7364 2016 Stranded dead 10.0 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00
HJ4052 2016 Stranded dead 11.5 1 0.03 0 0.00 1 0.03 0 0.00
HJ4058 2016 Stranded dead 35.5 12 1.53 0 0.00 6 1.53 6 0.00
HJ4056 – – 45.9 1 0.02 0 0.00 1 0.02 0 0.00

a Turtle with hook stuck in the oesophagus.
b Later died.
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(1.3%; n = 4). Fishing-related plastic was composed primarily of syn-
thetic rope (63%; n= 38) and fishing line (37%; n = 22). Industrial
plastic was represented exclusively by pellets (100%; n = 5).

3.4. Maximum length and colour of debris

The maximum length of the debris ranged between 1 mm (plastic
fragment) to a maximum of 310 mm (black rope). However, the ma-
jority (95%) of the items were smaller than 80 mm (Fig. 6) with an
average length of 20.3 ± 1.6 mm (± SE). The mean length of the
debris by organ was higher for the oesophagus (94.4 ± 27.3 mm),
followed by the stomach (24.9 ± 2.6 mm) and finally by the intestines
(16.4 ± 1.6 mm). Overall, there was a positive correlation between
the average length of debris items ingested and the size of the turtles
(Spearman rho = 0.5; p < 0.01) (Fig. 7).

Large microplastics (1–5 mm) represented 25% of the debris re-
covered from the turtles and were found in 58% of the individuals

sampled, mostly in the intestines (94%). Large microplastics were
predominantly fragments (87%), followed by small pieces of sheets
(8%) and pellets (5%).

For individuals in which large microplastics were encountered, the
colour composition of all plastic fragments (large microplastics, meso
and macroplastics; fragments only) suggests that in certain cases (Fig. 8;
e.g. turtle P7549), fragmentation of large items in the gut could have
caused the presence of such small fragments. On the other hand, within
the same individual, we found the presence of large microplastic frag-
ments of certain colours that were not represented by larger fragments
(Fig. 8; e.g. turtle N8431). Throughout all the debris recovered, white
was the predominant colour (45%), followed by transparent (21%).

3.5. Plastic identification

The most common polymers identified in loggerheads were poly-
ethylene (PE - 60%), polypropylene (PP - 20%) and different polymer

Fig. 2. Occurrence of debris in loggerheads (Caretta caretta) (A) of different size classes (CCL) and (B) for different organs.

Fig. 3. (A) Average number and (B) dry mass of debris for different size classes (CCL = curved carapace length); (C) average number and (D) average dry mass of debris recovered from
different organs of loggerhead turtles (Caretta caretta) in the Azores. Error bars indicate standard errors. Oesoph. = oesophagus; Stom. = stomach; Intest. = intestine.
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mixtures (12%). Synthetic polymers identified were PE, PP, copolymer
mixtures between PE and PP [PP + P(E:P)], Rayon (synthetic cellulose
fibre), Poly(vinyl chloride) (PVC), Poly(vinyl acetate) (PVAc), and
Nylon. Two samples were identified as biological samples, whose
spectra showed bands that are identified as biological organic com-
pounds (Fig. 9A). In one particular case, the texture and colour of a
group of items closely resembled transparent plastic sheets, identified
as polyethylene, which were also encountered in abundance within the
same stomach (Fig. 9B).

4. Discussion

The current study demonstrates a high occurrence of plastic inges-
tion in oceanic-stage loggerheads of the North Atlantic. For most of the
individuals sampled in this study, ingestion of debris was not identified
as the direct cause of death. Disregarding significant evidences of sub-
lethal effects of plastic ingestion (e.g. McCauley and Bjorndal, 1999),
debris ingestion is rarely reported as being directly responsible for the
death of sea turtles (Casale et al., 2016). Actually, due to their wide
digestive tract, loggerheads have the ability to defecate most of the
ingested debris (Bugoni et al., 2001; Hoarau et al., 2014). We found
only one loggerhead for which the ingestion of debris most likely
played an important role in its death. The individual had a hook
punctured in the oesophagus, trapping a large amount of plastic debris
and severely blocking the oesophagus. This exemplifies how two dif-
ferent independent stressors (in this case fisheries and plastic pollu-
tion), can act in combination, leading to cumulative impacts of sig-
nificant consequences for loggerhead populations.

Overall, we found that 83% of the sampled individuals had ingested
debris. However, this estimate is conservative since for some of the
individuals we could not sample all of the organs. Analysing the entire

digestive tracts of the two incomplete individuals for which we did not
encounter any debris, could have increased the incidence of debris in-
gestion to a maximum of 91%. Such an elevated occurrence of plastic
debris in loggerhead turtles was unexpected considering that a previous
study looking at diet composition in oceanic-stage loggerhead turtles in
the Azores reported the presence of debris in only 25% of the sampled
individuals (Frick et al., 2009). Such discrepancy with our results is
most likely because the authors were studying the diet, which focuses
on the stomach and not the intestines; the portion of the gut where
debris are most abundant (this study; Bjorndal et al., 1994; Camedda
et al., 2014; Campani et al., 2013; Casale et al., 2016; González Carman
et al., 2014; Guebert-Bartholo et al., 2011; Macedo et al., 2011; Nicolau
et al., 2016; Tomás et al., 2002; Tourinho et al., 2010). Therefore, ex-
amination of the stomach alone ultimately provides an underestimation
of debris ingestion, as first suggested by Bjorndal et al. (1994). In ad-
dition, the inclusion of fecal samples (obtained over a short time
period) by Frick et al. (2009) maybe another important factor ex-
plaining the difference with our results. Debris can remain in the gut for
at least 41 days before being defecated (Hoarau et al., 2014). Therefore,
extended periods of observations in controlled captivity conditions are
important prerequisites for obtaining an accurate assessment of debris
ingestion by turtles when using fecal analysis.

Comparison with other studies of the incidence of debris ingestion is
a major challenge because of differences in the methods, size of the
debris items considered, organs sampled, life history stages, size range
of the individuals sampled, etc. (Nelms et al., 2016). Keeping in mind
such limitations, our findings on the incidence of debris ingestion are in
the high end of the studies looking at Atlantic and Mediterranean log-
gerhead populations (Bugoni et al., 2001 (10%); Tomás et al., 2002
(75.9%); Casale et al., 2008 (48.1%); Lazar and Gračan, 2011 (35.2%);
Campani et al., 2013 (71%); Camedda et al., 2014 (14%); Casale et al.,

Fig. 4. Marine debris recovered from loggerhead sea turtles (Caretta caretta) in the Azores. (A) ANCORA 16–17 hook trapping debris in the oesophagus of a loggerhead (60.5 cm, CCL); (B)
debris accumulated around the hook; (C) debris encountered in the intestine of a loggerhead (30.2 cm, CCL) accidentally caught by pelagic longline gear; (D) debris dominated by plastic
sheets recovered in the intestine of a loggerhead (42.7 cm, CCL) captured by a pelagic longline.
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2016 (80%); Nicolau et al., 2016 (59%)). This is likely because our
study focused on oceanic-stage loggerheads that forage exclusively in
the open ocean and seamounts (Santos et al., 2007). This life-history
stage displays characteristics related to their feeding ecology but most
importantly, their spatial distribution which increases the likelihood of
debris ingestion (Schuyler et al., 2014a). The archipelago is located at
the edge of the North Atlantic subtropical gyre, that loggerhead
hatchlings use to disperse into the open ocean (Bolten, 2003) and that is
known to be an accumulation zone of marine debris (Law et al., 2010).
It has often been hypothesised that it is this association that makes them
particularly vulnerable to plastic pollution (Schuyler et al., 2015). In

addition, contrary to neritic juveniles and adults that feed primarily on
benthic organisms, oceanic juveniles feed on pelagic organisms. In the
Azores, loggerheads are opportunistic carnivores that prey upon a
variety of oceanic and pelagic organisms (Frick et al., 2009) that can
easily be mistaken for plastic (Schuyler et al., 2014b).

Quantities of ingested plastic are difficult to compare with other
studies because of the different metrics used (e.g. number vs. dry mass)
and because some studies compute average values without including
individuals that did not ingest plastic (Kühn et al., 2015). In addition,
there is a general inconsistency in the lower size limit of the debris
considered by different authors which undeniably influences the esti-
mated quantities ingested by sea turtles. For example, Nicolau et al.
(2016) did not include debris smaller than 5 mm, while Tomás et al.
(2002) only considered items longer than 10 mm. These authors argued
that items of these size classes result from fragmentation of larger items
or through incidental ingestion and including them would lead to an
overestimation of debris ingestion. However, we found that for some
individuals, gut contents only included items ≤5 mm. Therefore, dis-
regarding this size class would not only significantly reduce the ob-
served incidence of plastic ingestion but also overlook the ingestion of
industrial plastic (such as pellets). Although our assessment was limited
to large microplastics (1 to 5 mm), including smaller microplastics
(< 1 mm) when monitoring debris ingestion in sea turtles is essential to

Fig. 5. (A) Average number and (B) dry mass of plastic debris ingested by loggerhead
turtles (Caretta caretta) grouped by debris source.

Fig. 6. Size frequency distribution of all the plastic debris recovered from different organs
of loggerhead turtles (Caretta caretta) in the Azores.

Fig. 7. Mean length of debris items recovered from loggerhead turtles (Caretta caretta) of
different size classes (CCL: curved carapace length). Red dashed line is positioned at 5 mm
(i.e. upper size limit of large microplastics); blue dashed line is positioned at 25 mm (i.e.
upper size limit of mesoplastics). (For interpretation of the references to colour in this
figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

Fig. 8. Frequency of different coloured plastic debris (fragments only) recovered from
every loggerhead turtles (Caretta caretta) where large microplastic fragments (1–5 mm)
had been recovered. The debris are subdivided into two different groups based on their
maximum length: large microplastics (1–5 mm) and meso and macroplastics (> 5 mm).
(For interpretation of the references to colour in this figure legend, the reader is referred
to the web version of this article.)
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understand sublethal effects since the large surface area to volume ratio
of microplastics indicate that they adsorb a wide variety of con-
taminants from the surrounding seawater that can leach into the turtle's
tissues upon ingestion (Koelmans, 2015).

White and transparent plastic fragments and sheets were the
dominant items found in the loggerheads sampled. This was similar to
most studies on debris ingestion in sea turtles (e.g., Camedda et al.,
2014; Schuyler et al., 2012; Nicolau et al., 2016). Jellyfish (e.g. Velella
velella and Pelagia noctiluca) are the most important dietary resources
for this life history stage in the Atlantic (Frick et al., 2009) and could
easily be mistaken for white and transparent plastic debris (Fig. 9).
Alternatively, the predominance of white and transparent plastic items
in the gut could also reflect the higher abundance of these debris in the
region (Pham et al., unpublished data).

Loggerhead turtles have been proposed as a potential candidate
indicator species for monitoring indicator 10.2.1 associated to
Descriptor 10 (Marine Litter) of the MSFD: “Trends in the amount and
composition of litter ingested by marine animals.” The results of this
study show that monitoring plastic ingestion by oceanic-stage logger-
heads inhabiting the Azores could be used to assess temporal and spa-
tial trends in plastic pollution within the scope of the MSFD. However,
more research is required to define methodological standards before sea
turtles can be used as an indicator but most importantly to assess the
implication of plastic ingestion for the conservation status of these
endangered animals.

The present study demonstrates that oceanic-stage loggerheads of
the North Atlantic are particularly prone to plastic pollution. Their
association with the North Atlantic subtropical gyre, where floating
debris accumulate, together with characteristics of their feeding
ecology likely increases the incidence of debris ingestion compared to
neritic life stages.

This study suggests that the increasing quantity of plastic debris in
the North Atlantic pose a significant risk for loggerhead populations
that are already under pressure of other anthropogenic threats such as
fishing activities (Wallace et al., 2013).
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