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PULLING TURTLES
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OUT

F THE SOUP

Throughout the Southeast,
volunteers, researchers—indeed,
entire communities—are rallying to
rescue threatened loggerheads

By Jim Watson
Photographs by Lynda Richardson

ALEING FREQUENTLY 1O swal " o=

seesums,” Stephanie Richardson

kmneelz over o hole on the beach and

scoops oul handfuls of coarse
white sand. It's a lle-summeér evening and
the sand flies on Keewaydin Isl&ng are
making her job unbearable. Suddenly,
more trouble: Aboul two feet down, the
hole starts filling with seawater. Richard-
som groans. This does not bode well for
her “babies.”

One night more than two months ear-
lier, & female loggerhead turtle pulled her-
sell omto thiz beach. dug this nest, depos-
ited 127 leathery, Ping-Pong-ball-sized
egps and covered the hole with sand be-
fore sinking beck into the vasi blackness
of the Gulf of Mexico. Today, Richard-
soft—a 23-vear-old Virginian working as
an intern for The Conservancy, a South-
wesl Florida environmental group—wants
o kioow how many young turtles, if any,
emerged o scramble oward the welcom-
ing surf,

The enswer hits her right in the nose.
Richardson recoils with a gasp as the
stench of death and saltwater rises from
the hole. “1 kowe my job, 1 kove my job, |
kove miy job,” she chants, leaning back into
the task. 1 have 1o keep telling myself that
at times like this."" She slowly exhumes a
pile of drowned, rotting hatchlings and
waterkogged cggs, then tallies the carnage:
R SUryivors.

Her luck improves at another nest. Shell
fragments indicate that 61 of the 77 eggs

their nest in Florida, loggerhead

haichlings navigate an agquarium
while awaiting relesse in the sea, Help
from volunteers increases ithe chances
young furtles will make it fo adolihood,

Survhm of & raccoon allack on

laid im this hole hatched. If raccoons or
crabs didn't snatch them as they crawled
froe. the 2-inch hatchlings might have
reached the open sea, where they stand at
beast 8 remote chance of surviving

The odds against & single loggerhead
hatchling making it to adulthood are as-
tronomyical — 10,000 to 1, say some biolo-
gists. Many cggs never haich ai all, And
of the few lucky youngsters that find their
way o the ocean, most are guickly gob.
bled up by zeapgoing predators.

If Mature makes survival difficult for
sea furthes, mankind has made it all bt
impossible, Decades of abuse, ignorance
and exploitation hove decimated & group
of reptiles that has plied the seas since the
age of the dinosaurs. Now, more than ever,
turtles need all the help they can get.

That's where people like Richardson
come in. From Virginia 1o the Gulf Coast
of Florida and bevond, armies of scientists
and citizen volunteers are hitting the
beach, armed with special state and fed-
eral permits, Their mission: to report dead
turtles 1o wildlife officials, care for the in-
jured, monitor nests and, iF necessary,
e epps 1o safer locations.

“These people are our eyes and our
cars,” says Barbara Schroeden sea turtle
recovery coordinator for Florida's Depart-
ment of Matural Resources. " Evervbody is
putting in effort and time to gather the
data that will enable us, we hope, 10 im-
prove the status of sca turtles,”

Few imperiled creatures, if any, have
ever inspired such an outpouring of public
support, It seems to be something that's
growing by epidemic proportions,” says
Maura Kraus, sea turtle coordinator for
southwest Florida’s Collier County. ““Tur-
tles just do something to people.”

Why such enthusiasm for a group of
uncuddly, wrinkled repiiles—non-ninja
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tiirtles, no less? ““Maybe it's because
they're a link to the dinosaurs,” offers
Mare Levasseur, who leads turtle walks
from the Jupiter Beach Hilton,

Turthe hatchlings that are entering the
sci today will not mature for 20 years or
mowe, 50 it's difficult, if not impossible, to
measure the immediate success of these
volunteer efforts. Still, the growing wave
of public awareness has already borne
spme encouraging changes,

In 1989, fucled by popular concemn and
the necessity o peotect sea turtles under
the Endongered Species Act, the federal
government began requiring “turike exclu-
der devices" (TEDs) on shrimp nets in
L.5. waters, (TED= are basically trapdoor

shell-mounied transmitter (above)
helps seientisis in Virginia track
o loggerhend turile’s migrations,
which can cover thousands of miles, In
Florida, a female comes (o shore to lay
104 Ping-Pong-ball-sized eggs (inset),
Later. she covers the nest {right) and

dispppears back info the Gulf of Mexico.

mechanisms that allow the air-breathing
reptiles to cscape.) And within the past
few years. coastal counties and cities, par-
ticularly in Florida, have passed aggressive
new faws aimed ot minimizing hazards o
turthes on (he beach,

In general, the beneficiaries of this
poodwill are loggerheads, the most abun-
dant of the five types of sea turtles inhab-
iting U.5. waters {there are no comprehen-
sive population estimates). The species is
listed as threatened, while hewkshill,
Kemp's ridley and leatherback turths are
considered endangered, or neardy extinct.
Green turtles are endangerad in Florida
amwl threatened elsewhere,

Porwerful swimmers capable of traveling
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more than 40 miles a day, loggerheads
sport thick, reddish-brown shells and huge
heads (hence, their name). From hatch-
lings no bigger than pocket watches grow
adults weighing as much as 430 pounds.

The creatures dwell in warm and tem-
perate waters around the world, venturing
farther from the tropics than other turthes
to lay their eggs. In this hemisphere, most
logperheads breed along the southeastern
LS. coast, second-largest rookery for the
species in the world, Every vear, about
28,000 females emerge on U.5. shores
from April to September.

"Turtles have been very successful,
which is why they've been around for 2o
long,” says Schroeder. “But now people
have arrived on the scene, and
these animals just can't deal with
the things we're doing out
there.”

Ab sea, a5 many 85 35 000 log-
gerfiends drown in shrimp nets
every year, according io the Ma-
tional Besearch Council, Others
choke on plastic trazh and swim
into boat propellers. On shoee,
where cricial nest sites are being
lost to resorts and condomini-
ums, nesting fernales can get en-
tangled in beach furniture and
crushed by vehicles, Hatchlings
emerging from their nests fre-
quently follow the glow of artifi-
cial lights into streets and park-
ing bats, where they are crushed
by cars or cooked by the sun.

Light, even at low levels, is a powerful
beacon for hotchlings. Scientists believe
the creafures are "programmed’” to crawl
tooward the relative brighiness of the ocean
harizon, A light near the beach can skew
this guidance mechanism, causing the
hatchlings to veer off course. It doesn’t
heve to be a spotlight,” says Schroeder.
“It can gven be a porch light.”

People remain the greatest threat to tur-
tles, but people are also the animals” only
hope. Leading the charge in the fight o
save sea turtles are sclentists like Charles
LeBuff, a biologist in Sanibel, Florida,
who has studied loggerheads for 37 vears,
In 1968, he sterted Caretta Research
{from the loggerhead’s scienfific nomse,
Caretta caretta caretta), & nonprofit group
that orgunized volunteers to ook for turtle
nests along the southwest Florida coast,
LeBull has since seen interest in furtles
swell. He recalls a workshop he hosted in
1973, "5ix people showed up,” he says,
“and one of them was myself.” Recently, a
similar conference drew some 300 people

from all over the world.
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How an Obscure Law
is Saving Turtles

I‘.I' WAS g dnrporiarmt wiclory for ser fee- Udiministed the offectiveness” of the Con-
Wes—and endangered species worldwide.  ventiowr o Interrarional Thede f Endin
Lhrdier pressure from e Bush Admimising. gered Species (CITESL

ticwa ged wildlife grovps, lapan agreed last The frterior and Commerce deparinmens
yedr fo stop imporiing evidengered fowks Imvestigotod od agreed. Ucerlifving” Japai
Bill aed olive midley sea furiles by the omd for aclion. Presides Bush then threatened
1992, The decizion haz special sigifi-  bans o ot Jepamese Tmporis I e coun-
cance. fapan wes forced o omd By deade in By didn't orove fo provecr she furiles. An
the threstoned creaiures thanks fo an ob-  embaveassed Jepen, wiich will host @ bian-
sopre provision inoo US law dhat hodds el CITES meeeting in Kyolo this March,
protrtise for helpdng fo profoct obher frosbled. backed down, And conservafionists are
species as well. MW seoiirng e inlernodional marker in

The provision, known as the Pelly  emdangered species for othes wevs fo e the
Arresrdmet, wias added by Congress fo e provision. "W siruck b il s one,

—— At the posenitial s theve in thie filire Jor
ofter cwses” savs Madiong! Wildlife Feder
ation witoriney Robert frvin.,

Tive Pelly Amemderan regqueires the Comr-
meetce il ftenor deparimens o ' period-
fearlly monitor the activities of forvig -
tionals"" for violations of intermational
coigseTvaiiorr prograns. 0 aleo nuengliies
it the agencies "prooyily Dmestigate any
getivine’” that may be cause for cenifica-
i, Howevey, wilidilife ecpents caiir
the pronision will e o be used selec-
frvely Few maiions are g deperden on
Uprited Srates fior drodye oz fopan, Whai's
wore, fapan's intportation of Faovkshiils
wirs ensily prove fapaaese oficrals ket
records of vernly fonrage irving b presene
o cerituries-ofd cottage Tedusine mear Na-
gusakl, where the shells of the seq turiles
were carved o jewelry, oombs g e
plass frames.
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“Thiz was o ensy ove,” sovs Al
Chazki, o World Wildiife Fuawd biologist,

Eforts 1 stop the killing of sca “Trouebie ix, prost endangered species frads
turtles, such as these dead hawloshill is 5o underground vou con't wab o coumey
and green toriles in Bali, were Jor i :
baosied last year when the United Sl environmenial groups are Heart-

States used an obscure law to threaten  ened that e Bush Adordaisiration was
sanctions aguinst Japan if that nafion willing t cile @ mafor trading portrer for
did not end its trade in the animals. trafficking in endangered species, Amd e
decision apparently will fe imporians
: siefe effects, foo,
Fistermen's Protective Act 14 vears ago. Mo Bt tae Comminerce Deparimend s
The amendirens sithorizes tie Prestdent b loken aclion agrinst lapan for sndangering
slag frgle sanctions on connries fovnd o hawkshills, the agescy will kave @ bard
be trading in endangered species. Despite W loosening domestic reguirements Sl
the tough bonguage, no admimistration hod  shringpers i the Deited Stafes wse speoial
cver 5een fil o wse i I thal sey—iliet Bs, dewices R keep sea ferlles from Becoming
eonedil fast yearr: fenvokiling the proviston for the caughil in nels. And wildlife spedialists be
first time, the Nattonal Wildlife Federation,  lieve the action will hove o beneficial effect
ine Exvironmental Diefevise Fund, the Cone ot the Kyelo meeting, opening the way o
ter for Marine Conservation and the Ma-  mew restrictions o the frade of efephont
tfomel Avdubor Soclely pefitioned tae U5, Ivory among the 110 nations thar kave
governsent b find fopan guilie of engaging  joined OITES.
in the faking of imperiled sea furtles Pt — Dioug Harbwochi
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irgimia rescarcher Bill Joncs
examines loggerhead eges inside
a screened, predofor-prool cage
iright). Chain-link fencing in Florida
was o poor deterrent aguinst o raconon

{inset). For this shot, the FMlﬂ‘Elﬂ?hﬂ
paced infertile epps in a mock nest.

For the past 20 vears, biologist Lew
Ehrhart at the University of Central Flor-
ida has been studying long-term trends in
sea-turtle migrations and behavior along a
2B-mile strip of shoreline in Brevard
County, Thiz Adlantic Coast beach hosts
the greatest density of boggerhead nesis in
the country—H01L000 Lzt vear,

During nesting seasom, Ehrhart and his
students arise before dawn 1o search the
brach tor irtle nesis, In the afternoon,
they capture Immature turtles in coastal
lagoons, part of an ongeing study 1o karn
more about the creatures” early lives. By
evening, they're back on the beach, clamp-
ing tags on adult females.

In the cardy 19805, Ehrhart’s group and
cthers began sounding alarms about the
effects of beach lighting on hatchlings.
Newspapers and radio stetions carried the
message, which was heard by local offi-
cials. In P985, Brevard County became the
first to pass an ordinance prohibiting
besch lights at night. Since then, 12 Flor-
idu counties and 23 citics have passed var-
ious lighting laws.

Because sclentizts can't cover every
nesting beach or keep track of every turthe,
they rely heavily on citizen volunteers to
supply them with reports from the beach-
front, *'During nesting season,” says
Schroeder, “our permit-holders are out
seven days a week.”

Fortunately, these interspecies Samari-
tans need little cncouragement, ' Turiles
don't have a PR problem.” says biologist
Dave Addison. He supervises the sea fur-
th: program for The Conservancy, which
has monitored nests near Maples for more
than a decade. Although he warns appli-
conts the working conditions are "atro-
cious,” the weather brutal, the pay meager
and the insects hungry, he stll has to tum
people sway. Adds Bill Branan, the group’s
director of environmental protection,
"There's a real eworeness about sea tur-
thes amd their situation that didn't exist 20
Vears ago.’”

Violunteers from all over the country pay
to spend a week tagging turiles and swat-
ting mosquitoes on Georgia's Wassaw 15
land as part of a 20-year-old program at
the Savannsh Science Museumn, “This is
one of the few things people can do o get
imvidved with endangered species,” zavs
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Catherine Blocker, dircctor of education,

There's no limit to the lengths lor
depths) 1o which some people will go to
help turtles, Take Peter Bandré, a 34.year-
ald contractor and reptile breeder in Mel-
bouene, Florida. Eight years ago, he
founded the Sea Turtle Preservation Soci-
cty, a group of naturalists that now has
400 members. A fow summers ago his fur-
tle Jove landed him in the sewer.

While investigating a report of dis-
oriented hatchlings in nearby Indialantic,
Bandré happened to glance through a
sewer grate on the street. Sure enough,
there were four or five tiny loggerheads in
the muck, He yanked off the grate and
jumped to the rescue, He then spied an-

e
ghi's

ike moths to a fame, be

hatchlings Follow o Aas

glow on a Florida beach (above).
The pockel-watch-sized creatures (inset)
naturally head foward light—aoften o
futul attraction near lit

highways, In Yirginia, lures young
loggerheads into the Atlantic (right).

other group in & pipe under & Wendy's
parking lot, but this time the grate wos
cemented shut. He made a call, and soon
city workers arrived with crowbars,

As he handed hatchlings up through the
grate, Bomdré squinied into a jumble of
lights and microphones; Some reporters
had gathered at the scepe, "They inter-
viewed me with my head sticking out of
the sewer,” he zays, Later, the Mational Ma-
rine Fisheries Service presented him with
an outstanding achievement award.

Few volunteers get as chose to their sub-
jects as Beth Libert, known affectionately
a5 the "Turtle Lady” of Florida's Wolusia
County, Every day for the past nine sum-
mieTs, this 32-vear-old former vacht broker
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from Ponce Inket has driven her pickup
truck along a 13-mile strip of beach near
Dawtona Beach locking for signs of turtle
visits during the previous night, For the
first six years she traveled alone, on the job
by & A, Now she gets help from other
volunieers in the Volusia Coungy Turtke
Fatrol, a group she helped form.

“I'd do anything toosave a wirtle,” says
Libert, And she means i, Four years ago,
she and & co-worker came upon an adult
female loggerhesd that had washed ashore.
It was partially drowned, probably from
an encounier with a shrimp net, and near
death, Before an audience of about &0
people who had gathered o watch hatch-
lings emerge from a nest nearby, the res-
cuers flipped the beast on its
back and began performing CPR.
While cne volunicer stomped on
the turtle’s chest, says Libert, 1
did alternating breaths through
its moze.”’ The animal showed
signs of recovery but later died.

What's it like 1o resuscilale a
reptile? “They ztink real bad,”
she says, "“They eat horrible
thingz, then spit them up. Their
breath smells like rotien clams.”

While ne one questions the
sincerity of these part-time do-
gooders, seripus scientists like
Lew Ehrhart and Barbara
Schroeder worry that misplaced
emphasis on seving individual
turtles cbscures the bigger pic-
ture, “These people do mo harm.” says
Ehrhart, "'but it's imporiant to understand
there are larger issues,” such as curbing
rampant beach development.

For her part, Schroeder is concemned
about the noize and confusion that accom-
pany turilemenia. ““We don't need any
more encoursgement for people 0 come
out and comb the beaches kooking For fur-
thes,” she says, “On Podey and Saturday
nights, the beach is o zoo,”

“Turtle Lady" Beth Libert would prob-
ably agree, People often drive hundreds of
miles to watch hatchlings pop cut of nests
she has been monftoring. When the show
tuns late, tempers run high. "Pecple have
actually picked fights with me,” she says.
“One guy said, | demand that you dig
those hatchlings out of the sand right now,
or you're paving for my gas!""”

Adds Libert with a sigh, “The turtles |
can handle, [t°s the people that get tw me
after & whike." w

Senfar editor [im Waizor end Vieginie plo-
toprapher Lynds Bichardson broved fire ants

aid no-ses-ums for this article.







