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Carrying a heavy load, researcher
Kim Clitfton refurns a tagged

East Pacific green turthe to sea

off the coast of Mexico. While
shudying the animals at their last
major braeding site in the Northern
Hemisphere, the American has
had a number of dangerous
confrontations with poachers.
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Mexican villagers of Maruata,
where this rugged American
is battling against staggering odds
to save an endangered
sea turtle

BY MARK WEXLER

PEUF‘LE often picture paradise as a
warm white beach, trimmed in a
sparkling sunset and surrounded by
swaying palm trees, lush green forests
and vivid tropical bouguets. Kim CHE-
tom found precisely that kind of set-
ting the first time he entered Maruata
Bay. The vear was 1976 and the brawmny
American scientist had hiked some 35
miles to reach the remote Nahuat] In-
dian village, located halfway down the
west cosst of Mexicn. At that time, the
Pan American Highway had not yet
been carved through the region, and
few gringos had ever visited Maruata,

Strutting past primitive palm-frond
houses with his long, curly hair blow-
ing in the breeze and his muscles
bulging under the weight of a heavy
backpack, the blond sic-footer must
have cut an imposing figure to the iso-
lated Indians. “The people were very
poor but the place seemed to have a
tranquil, alluring quality about it,” he
remembers, Cliffton had ventured to
Muruata in search of the elusive East
Pacific green sen turtle, and he soon
found more than he bargained for.

As he approached the beachfront, the

weary American cime upon an incred-
ible scene: the village fishermen had
captured dozens of the turtles and were
slaughtering them onshore. While some
of the men dragged the bulky creatures
fram boats, others slashed thermn open
with long knives, cutting away the shells
and hides and throwing the remains in-
to the water. “The sea was filled with
the stench of turtles,” savs Cliffton. “A
long chapter of the earth’s history was
being erased in the blink of an eye.”
The researcher pulled out his equip-
ment and hegan measuring some of the
turtles, The Indians looked on appre-
hensively. The next day, one of them
accused the American of being a gov-
ernment agent and threatened to kill
him. Reluctantly, Cliffton left the vil-
lage bat knew he must return, Paradise,
he discovered, had a terrible flaw.

Kim Cliffton did go back to Maruata,
and he eventually pained the trust of
the village's 100 inhabitants. That area,
he learned, is site of the turtle's last ma-
jor nesting grounds in the Northern
Hemisphere. The East Pacific subspe-
cies is the smallest and most critically
endangered of the world's three major
types of green turtles, and it is the only
one found off the west coast of the
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Americas. It also breeds in small
numbers in the Galapagos Islands.

Partly beocsuse of Clilfton’s elforts,
there & now an official government
moratorium on the harvesting of green
turtles along the Pacific coast of Mexi-
ca, In the past three years, the researches
and volunteers from Maruata have re-
leased nearly a half-million turtle hatch-
lings into the ocean. Operating under
a pormil from the Mexlezn governrent,
the Fivear-old Cliffton has worked
with loeal anthorities to protect maost
of the nesting female turtles there. In
doing g0, he has put his life on the line
a number of times. "It's a dangerous
game of bluff and courage that can on-
Iv go on for so long,” says Peter Prt-
chard, a Florida Audubon Society
hiologist who oversees the project. Ume
question remains: can the problems at
Maruata be controlled fast enongh to
sive the animals? "Hight now,” notes
Cliffton, “we're stalling for time —
time for turtle numbers to increase, and
time for the Mexicans to take full con-
trol of the project.”

In many respects, Mexico has long
adopted an enlightened sea turtle con-
servation program. “Officials there
recognized the critical status of another
turtle, Kemp's ridley, long before we
Americans dld,” says Pritchard. “They
were using marines bo patrol the rid
lev's nesting beaches on the Gulf seven
or edght vears before the United States
even included the animal on s En-
dungered Species List.” Nevertheless,
Mexicn s one of several nations that
has not signed the Convention on In-
ternational Trade in Endangered Spe-
cies (CITES), which prohibits the ex-
partation of products made from such
creatures. One reason: sea turtles and
some other endangered animals are still
commercially valuable. In Mexico, tur-
te meat is prized as a delicacy. The
shells are turned into expensive jewel-
ry, while the hides are tanned and used
for honts and bags. Turtle ol is a trea-
sured cosmetic item, What's more,
many meen believe that turtle eEEs are
an aphrodisiae; in Mexico City, one egg
may sell for a halt-dollar or more.

While Mexican authorities are well
pware of the problems at Marmata, thes
dir not have the resources or the man-
power to fully protect and study the
turtles there, “Without the assetance of
Cliffton and the United States, we
would not be able to release o0 many
hatchlings every vear,” observes Rene
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Beating poachers to the booty, &
Maruata villager gathers turtle

eggs from a nest while two armed
marines look on. The eggs, which
are considered aphrodisiacs, bring
high prices on the black market.

To protect them, Cliffton buys the
eggs himseif from the Indians and
then buries them in guarded areas.
The marines patrol nesting beaches.
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Marquez M., the hard-working head of
Mexien's understaffed turtle program,
“We hope to send more of our people
there soom.”

Until then, s it the responsibility of
the United States to assist another na-
ton with s animal resources? “With-
out question,” says Jack Woody, a LLE,
Fish and Wildlife Service official whaose
agency sponsors Cliffton's project in
conjunction with a World Wildlife
Fund-1I.5, gramt, "These creatures are
under the jurisdiction of Mexico but if
w can hedp them surviee, it 15 our duty
to do so,” adds Woody.

Long before the first dinosaurs ap-
peared, millions of turtles already
roamed the earth. Scientists speculate
that they may have developed from
marsh lizards that hunched their shoul-
ders forward to protect their heads.
About 100 million vears ago, some tur-
tles returned to the sea, At one time,
possibly hundreds of species of sea tur-
thes existed; today, there are only sev-
en. All hut one of them are considered
either threatened or endangered.

Prior to the 1500k, there was little
human predation on the creatures in the
Americas. Because miost sea turtles can
live for a month out of the water, how-
ever, they were prized by the first Eu-
ropean explorers in the New Warld.
What made the turtles so easy for sail-

These seven female lurtles were taken by
poachers last fall, while the animals weara
ashore nesting. With the ald of Mexican
marines, Cliffton (shown below) set up a
rogdblock to catch the offenders. All but
one of the turtles survived the frauma.

ors to catch was the one flaw in their
evolution: thefr need to return to land
to lay their eggs. During nesting sea-
eom, the female greens often show up
en masse at their rookeries, which may
be 1,000 miles from their turtle-grass
feeding grounds. The 1M-pound ani-
mals mate just beyond the breakers and
then the females come ashore at night
to deposit thelr eggs.

Until recently, little was known about
the East Pacitic turtle's migration hab-
its, The creature is distinguished from
other greens by its dark pigmentation.
Scientists frequently refer to it as the
“black turtle.” In the early 18505, a Unid-
versity of Texas research party passed
through Maruata Bayv in search of new
specics of lizards. What they found, in-
stead, was the black turtle’s last major
northern nesting area, At that time, the
animals were being heavily harvested
by Indians af their summer feeding
prounds in the Gulf of California. But
fow of them were taken by the villag-
ers of Maruata until the late 19608, when
black marketeers from Mazatlan and
other cities began offering high prices
for the turtles and their eggs.

With an adult turtle worth anywhers
froom $30 to £33N0, poaching becarne ram-
pant at Marvata. As many as 20,000 of
the animals were taken annuoally on the
beaches there. "Those peopls were
taking every single egg that was laid,
without exception,” savs Archie Carr, a
University of Florida turtle expert. As
a result, today, Fewer than 15,000 adult
Female black turtles survive, "Cliffton’s
project may be the only thing that's

saved them,” adds the Florida biologist.
“We could right a lot of wrongs in the
sea turtle world if we had more people
like him,”

Kim Cliffton i a guiet man with
simple tastes, a rugged individual who
can adapt to the most humble sur-
roundings. He is the guintessential
American adventurer — fearless, hand-
some, robust, carefree and clever. He
leads the kind of exciting, unpredictable,
dungerous life that most other people
only dream about. "I decided a long
time ago that 1 didn't want to go
through life just as a tourist.” he says.

Bom in Mew Haven, Connecticut, in
1845, Cliffton grew up on the outskirts
of Mew York City. When he was 17, he
enrolled at the University of Miami, but
dropped out after one semester and
joined the U5, Army. While stationed
at Ft, Bragg in Morth Caroling, Clilfron
volunteered for a camp boxing bourna-
ment, A few months later, he became
heavyweight champion of the B2nd Adr-
borne Division. He finished out his mil-
itary career as & member of the nation-
al Army boxing team.

After his discharge, Chffton bought
u single-engine airplane and embarked
on one of many unusual advenbures in
his life: & 100-hour solo flight from
Arizona to Ecusdor, Unfortunately, that
trip came to an abrupt end high in the
Andes, when he crashed while attempt-
ing to maneuver through a dangerous
pass. He was found wandering about
in a state of shock by local Indians,
who took him to satety,

Cliffton began studving biology in
the early 1970s af Prescott College in
Arizona. In 1975, he was hired by Rich-
ard Felger, a researcher at the Arieong
Somora Desert Museum in Tucson, to
tag green turtles in the Gulf of Califor-
nia. “The Indians there assumed that
because the ocean & so big, it would
mever run out of turtles,” says Cliffton.
“They refused to believe that the ani-
mals’ numbers were declining.”

Cliffton read the University of Texas
report on Maruata and resolved to visit
the area. A vear later, he arrived there,
just in time to witness the killing of tur-
tles by local willagers, "Those people
were taking about 80 adult turtles a day
during the peak nesting sewason in the
Fall,” recalls the American.

With the aid of Felger, Cliffton se-
cured a World Wildlife Fund grant and
returned to Maruata in 1978, He set up
a program based on a capitalist system:
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half-million eggs in corrals like the one shown here (right),
A5 soon as the hatchlings emerge, they are put to s=a.

he offered to buy the turtle eges from
the villagers. He also set up corvals at
the bwo major nesting beaches with the
aid of Mexican authorities, in order to
protect the eggs during thelr two-month
incubation period. In the wild, a turtle
will lay anywhere from 60 to 100 eggs
at a time on the beach.

When the voung hateh, they imme-
diately scurry toward the water. Mo one
knows what guides the hatchlings, bt
one thing & clear: those few minutes
om the sand are often the most danges-
pus Hme moa voung turtle's life, Under
the moonlight, crabs, wild dogs and
other predators are often Iving in wait,
Prior to 1978, however, fesws hatchlings
ever ran this dangerous gauntlet at Ma-
ruata because few eges ever hatched.
“Some men will break open a dowen of
them at a time into a plass, add some
chili and drink the raw concoction
down in one gulp,” says Cliffton.

That tirst vear, the researcher safes
puarded nearly 100,000 eggs. Seventy
percent of them hatehed and the young
were retumed to sea. "We have no idea

breeding sea turtles avery year. Until

the creatures’ eggs were taken
Iy by lecal Indlant. Sinoe 1978, howevear,

on end his young helperas heve incubated about 8
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how many of them may survive, but at
least they have a fighting chance,” notes
Cliffton. The same vear, a bulldozer
arrived in Maruata, marking an end to
the village's ageless isolation, The Pan
American Highway was about to pass
through.

Druring peak nesting periods, Cliffron
often worked round the clock, collect-
ing eges, releasing hatchlings and tag-
ging adults, T was pretty naive back
then,” he admits. "I'd let a villager take
mee o one beach Lo tag nesting females
while his companions were at another
hepch poaching turtles.”

The following year was a nightmare
for Clitfton and Ceorge Huey, a slen-
der, soft-spoken photographer from
Arizoma who joined the Maroata proj-
ect, The Mexican government had im-
posed a ban on the killing of all green
turthes, and a small company of marines
was gent to the area to enforee the law.
Unfortunately, the ban had little effect;
poaching was worse than ever in 1979
"Dur ey program continued to work,”
remarks Cliffton, “hut we had litthe time

for research. We were too busy protect-
ing the turtles — and ourselves.”

One afternoon, Cliffton and Huey
ventured out inoa boat to tug breeding
pairs. Mating turtles often copulate for
hours al a timwe — a fact that has linked
the animals with aphrodisiacs — and
thev are easily captured durimg that
time. As it happened, the two Ameri-
cans were not the only people in the
water that day. Huey spotted another
boat manned by poschers from a near-
by village. He and Cliffton went after
them. Minutes later, the Americans
found themselves trapped between bano
hoats of armed poachers, “They chased
us all the way back to Maruata,” recalls
Huey. A tew doays luber, sn unidenti-
ficd man fired several rounds of am-
mundtion at Cliffton's house from o near-
by arrovo, "Someone was trving o tell
us something,” muses the ressarcher,

That Christmas, Cliffton was walking
toward Marvata’s embarcadero when
a neighbor approached. "1 wouldn't go
down there tonight,” the Indian told
him.

“Bee those lights? They're loading |
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turtles into a truck.” Cliffton went after
the marines, who were camped on
another beach, and they set up a road-
block just outside the village. Then,
they waited. “We eventually realized
that the Indians weren't going to drive
out ag long as Huey and 1 were away
from our house,” he says, “They didn't
figure on the marines being nearhy”
The two Americans left the soldiers and
returmed home. Almost immediateby,
the truck pulled out of the village.
Moments later, it was in the hands of
the marines, In the back of the vehicle,
the villagers had stashed 140 live tur-
Hes. The truck was confiscated, the
turtles were released and the drivers
were turned over to local authorities,
Mexican law states that wildlife
poachers can be sentenced for up to
two vears, though rarely are offenders
juiled. “Some of the villagers didn't talk
to us for a long time after that night,”
remembers Cliffton. In spite of that
successful roadblock, some 2,000
fernale turtles were lost to poschers in
Maruata in 1979 — more than a tenth
of the surviving population.

Cliffton's relations with the villagers
improved dramatically during the 1980
nesting season, after Mexican officials
gave the Indians a small subsistence
guota. Last fall, they were allowed to
harvest 250 male turtles o month from
September to December. “If vou give
these people a small quota, just enough
to get by on, theyv'll work with you —
pot against vou,” notes Clitfton. He
convineed the villagers that the turtles
are a valuable, renewable resource that
they can tap for many years to come if
they allow the animals to repopulate.
The Maruata Indians are now impor-
tant allies in patrolling against poachers
from other villages. As a result, Few
turtles were taken illegally in 1980,

“Kim is one of us” says Amador
Chaver, a 33vear-old Indian who
manages one of the egy corrals. “He
speaks to us like a Nahuat] Indian, not
a gringo. The people of our village trust
him — he’s one man who can’t be
beibed.” Curiously, it wis Chavez who
throstened Cliffton’s life the first e
the American visited Maruata in TG

Last year, Cliffton purchased anoth-
er 225 000 eges from the villagers and
redesed about 150,000 young turthes in-
to the sen. Meanwhile, his Mexican
helpers succeeded in protecting a small
section of beach where several hundred
natural nests produced voung “Some
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Sate at last, a female green turtle enters
the surl at sunrise after completing her
nesting ordeal on the beach. Sclentists

do not know how a turtle finds its way
across hundreds of miles of ocean 1o
Iy @ggs &t the same place it was barn.

penple say that these green turtles are
headed for extinction no matter what
we do.” observes Cliffton, “1 don’t buy
that, Any Hme you throw a few hun-
dred thousand hatehlings into the ocean,
your're doing something,™

Mow that the highway passes through
Muaruata, the American fears that tour-
ism may spread inte the area. Mexican
officials hope to avoid that problem
by safepuarding some turtle nesting
beaches at Maruata and elsewhere in
the country, too. “We must set aside
some critical hahitat zones.” says René
Marques,

Om a warm, clear tropical night last
December, a timid female turtle him-
bered onto the beach at Maruata Bay,
Behind her, massive breakers crashed
and foamed in the moonlight. At the
edge of the tide, the turtle pansed and
muzeled her head into the sand, Was
she determining if she had landed at
the proper place? Scientists do not
know how a turthe finds its way across
hundreds of miles of ocean o nest on
the same beach where it was born,

Her mimd mide up, the animal larched
forward, swinging her foreflippers in a
circular fashion and dragging her 100-
pound hulk up the sand, With each
motion, she gasped and wheezed. Slow-
lv, ever so slowly, she moved farther
away from the water. After nearly a
half-hour, she stopped high on the
beach and began excavating a pit.
Cyrating from side to siche, the power-
ful cresture heaved huge quantities of
sand into the air. Then, using only her
rear flippers, she dug a smaller hole for
the nest. She paused, breathing heavily,
while her muscles began o contract.
She laid almost 100 eggs, three or four
at @ Hme, then climbed out of the pit.

In the mext fesw moments, the animal
packed down the sand to bury and
disgruise her cache. Finally, three hours
after first venturing on land, the turtle
struggled back to the water and disap-
peared into the moonlit sea. For that
animal on that night, there had been no
trouble in paradise. Ll

Semior Editor Mark Wexler visited with
Kim Cliffton at Maruata Bay lost
Decemirer.
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Two who did try

Earlier this year, I pointed out that vou — the individual —
van make a difference in this world if you really try. This
issue of Marmowar Wisasre includes articles about bwo bald
Americans who have tried — and who are now making a
discernible impact on the world around them.

Beginning on the next page, Senior Editor Mark Wexler
recounts the saga of Kim Cliffton, a tongh, 33-vear-old
researcher who has frequently put his life on the line to help
protect critically endangered green sea turtles along the
west coast of Mexico. Though Cliffton ventured to the
turtles’ last major northern nesting area only to study the
animals, he has spent much of the past three years driving
off armed poschers there, "He's one of the few hopes those
particular green turtles have for surviving,” observes Archie
Carr, the renowned University of Florida turtle seientist.

Angly Lipkis is another determined American who has
refused to ignore a problem. Eleven years ago, when he
learned that air pollution was killing many tress in Southern
California, he resolved to do something. Since then, he has
mobilized hundreds of volunteers and planted thousands of
“smog-resistant” trees. (See page 35.)
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