Modorn Misaim o Save
Ay Anciontt Meriner
In the U.S. Virgin Islands, scientists

have taken on an enormous task: studying the
elusive, gigantic leatherback turtle

By Mark Wexler

TONIGHT on @ deserted beach

tn 1. Croix. In the light of a

Jull moon, the fulking shadow

of a female leaiherback turtie
emerges from the sea. At the edge of
the tige, she pauses and heaves a sigh.
Then she beging flailing her lippers to
move her huge body across the beach,
Slowly, methodically, she edges for




National
WILDLIFE

Volume 26, Number 4 June-july 1988

Giving Credit Where It's Due

UMLESS Yol HAVE actually spent time in
the field with scientists, it’s hard o com-
prehend how strenuous wildlife studies
can be, Every day in remote places
throughout the country, men and women
themselves to the limit to gather data
about wild animals. Consider the wildlife
researchers currently studying endan-
gered leatherback sea turtles on St. Croix,
No movie director could visualize a
prettier sciting than this study site in the
U.5. Virgin Islands: every night, the sci-
entists and their helpers work under starlit
skics on a long, undeveloped tropical
beach. But as the article beginning on the
next page points out, the research team
must cominuously traverse the kength of
that beach for ten hours, from sundown o | 20 SCULPTING THE ESSENCE

MODERN MISSION
TO SAVE AN ANCIENT MARINER
By Mark Wexler

Irn ik L5, Virgin Islands, scientists kave taken on
an enormous task: sudying the leatherback turile

TREE COPS: PUTTING THE
PIECES TOGETHER

By foyoe and Kichard Wolkomir

In the national frests, tmber skaths fllow the
trall of poachers, livehugs and other lwbreakers

HOG HAVOC
By David M. Schwariz

Baologists struggle to eradicate feral awine thad
harm lorests and wildlife

CATCH SOME FALLIMG STARS
By George Barmwel]
Meteor showers brighten the night sky

sunrize, looking for nesting turtles, OF NA'I'UREI:

From Mamhgumi! August, they never By fames R. Lidall .
take a night off, even in torrential down- Kent UNibarg captures (e wpirs of scimla in
pours, And when they find the animals, Purke F WK e e
their work really begins. Reedbess o zay, | 24 MOUSE INVASION!
they deserve much credit for their efforts. Why do millions of rodents suddenly descend

This isswe also contains articles about on unsuspecting fowns? :

two other groups of dedicated people: the
LS. Forest Service law enforcement offi- | 25 WILDLIFE INGEST

cets who spend counthess hours tracking PEOPLE WHO MAKE

dovwn criminals who defile the nation's
woodlands (sec page 12), and the citizen A DIFFERENCE
activists who work far beyond the call of Aumericars from all walks of lfe are taking

duty for wildlie or the emvironment {sez s Mgtk sod e s

page 30). Our hats are off to all of youl 38 TROUBLE ON THE PLATTE

By Thomas A Lewis

THE ELTTORS Conservalaonksts say that feo proposed dans
are hath unnecessary and environmentally
destnactive
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Everything some bromeliads need w survive
iz Bkrwing in the wind
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i LHa i el B ;
]::.l::hhffutﬁml.s::mm s ! Front: Photographer Rod Planck spatied this green [rog with o mosquito on its hesd, peering ouz
Phyilis Lehusann Melniosh Contriburing Edlior from 8 duckweed puddie in Michigan's Huron Naticnal Forest, He captured the crentures on film,
Geoegn H, Harrison Field Edétor using a Canon F-1 camern, a 200mm Capon lens with extension tubes and Kodachrome 25 fitm.
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Thomas A, Lewis Rueing Editors breasted chat. a8 member of the wood warbler Bamily, Simgsom used a Minolia X-700 camern,

Paul Wirth Doty Control a Minodia 300mm zoom lens asd Kodonchrome &4 film.






ward. This is her night; nothing short of
dagth will prevent her from mm;ll'erm.g e
ape-old task of perpetuating her species,

FoR MILLICHS of years, the katherback sea
turtle has been a survivor, returming an-
nually to beaches in the Cadbbean and

clagwhere o lay its eggs under moonlit
skies. It owes much of its evolutionary lon-
1,500 pounds and measuring nearly 6 fect
komg, leatherbacks are among the argest
all pocan predators except the occasional
shark or killer whale.
north—to the coast of Mewfoundland—
and swim greater distances than any of
deeper—to depths of 4,000 feet—than
any other gir-breathing
1 I
‘We can't afford oy, they can find their
way through thousands
off. We might on the same beach
where they hatched
miss a chance to
Yt tu-;Ll:.r for all their
power and navigational
turtles are endangered creatures, "They
are victims of a flaw in their evolution,”
ordinator for the L&, Virgin lslands Ti-
vision of Fish and Wildlife, ' Like other sca
Amd that makes them—and their cggs—
vulherable fo people.”
tat loss, the leatherbacks” numbers have
plummeted in s0me areas in FeConl Years,
Society biologist Peter Pritchard, a leading
turtle expert, there are about 136,000 of
them nest in concentrated areas along the
Pacific Coast of Mexico, where they are
opers. Meanwhile, in the Caribbean, many
leatherback nesting populstions continue

gevity to its size. Weighing as much as
living reptiles on Earth; they are safe from
Leatherbacks can also range farther
their occeanic relatives. They can dive
animals. And remarka-
fo H!IIE i nllm of miles of water 1o nesi

ITHITTY ¥EuTs before,

study a turtle.”

abilities, leatherback
says Ralf Boulon, endangered species co-
turtles, they maust leave the water fo nest.
Indeed, because of poaching and habi-
Currently, according to Florida Audubon
the amimals worldwide. But nearly half of
increasingly losing beach sites to dewel-
to decline. “The question is,” says Boulon,

Every year, from mid-March fo early Au-  money into stud'-'mg only a few dozen

leatherbacks ™

“what can we do o help change the situ

atkm?"’

In fact, Bowlon alresdy 15 doing some-
thing. For the past seven wears, he has
been coordinator of the most infensive
leatherback turtle stwdy ever undertaken.
Conducted at Sandy Point, a mile-and-a-
half-long peninsula in the southwest cor-
ner of 5t. Crolx, the study is focusing on
the largest aggregation of nesting female
leatherbacks im LLE, ferritory.

b

gust, anywhere from 15 60 50 furthes come
ashore under the cover of darkness o lay
their eggs, some nesting five to ten times
over the course of the seasom. And every
vear since 1982, under contract with ¥ir-
gin Islands wildlife authorities, & pair of
scientists assisted by teams of Earthwatch
vilunteers have been there to study and
safeguard the animals.

"Some people want to know how we
can justify putting so much time and

says New York Zoological
Socicty researcher Robert Brandner, who,
along with his wafe, biologizt Susan Bas-
ford, is conducting the Samdy Poinl study
with Boulon. “But the fact 15 that because
the 5t. Croix leatherback popalation is rel-
atively small, it enables us o collect de-
tailed data on individual turtles—data
that woukd be impossible to gather it there
were oo many animals to deal with.,”
Without such detailed data, says Peter



Prifchard, “we can't find answers to puz-
Zhes that must be solved if we are going to
effectively protect large leatherback pop-
ulations in places like Mexico, French
Guiana and Malaysia, That's why the St.
Croix project is s0 important.”

Long before the first dinosaurs ap-
peared on Earth, numerous kinds of wur-
tles already roamed the planet. At one
time, possibly dozens of species of the
creatures existed in the occan; today, only
seven are officially recopnized,

= it takes them to reach manerity."” Endangered Spevies Act, Mows however,

 leatherback is the only sea turtle capable LCongress allowed the Act to expire in

. winter. Unlike the hard, bony plates that | C04ntry's endangered species programs

hedding tears to keep sand oat arthwatch volunteers collect eggs

of her eyes, a female leatherhack and data om 3 turtle as she nesls i\

furtle carves oul & cavity on the an erosion gone on the island of St.

heach, using her rear fippers (left). The Croix. The eggs arc then trunsplanted to
giani reptile must leave the sea to nest, @ saler location. Leatherbacks seem Lo

burying 100 or so egps 91 a time on shore.  be undeterred by such resonreh acbivily,
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Of thﬂ.‘-ﬁ seven, the leatherback has re-
mained the most elusive to scientisis.
“Compared to other sea turths, we know | Federation Fights For
very little about them,” says Susan Bes- | Endangered Species
ford. “One reason is that, unlike green
turtles, it is almost impossible to study THE leatherback seq turile is one of soeme
leatherbacks in captivity, They just can't | 400 species of endangered or threatered
survive, Thus, we still don't know such U5 awimials and plants currently
basic facts as when they mate, or how long | prodected by provisions of the federal

Researchers do know, however, that the | U low itself is in trouble.

of surviving in the cold Morth Atlantic, 1983, amd has since failed repeatedly o
where many of the animals live during revuihorize i As g resalt, mony of the

anal recovery efforts are mow belng
riaintaived of only o minimen level,
"W you can’l gt auihorization for

form the carapaces of ridleys, loggerheads,
hawkzbills and green turtles, the leather-
back has no hard shell; rather, it has . R g :
iough, leathery skin on its back, And the ;E,ﬁ:ﬁhﬁ:;r:p:ﬁ 2_;}};!;5:;5‘{@&;&”3
animal's u_mlmﬂl.: is covered with saft, Scott Feierabend, director of the
smooth gkin, , Mational Wildlife Federation’s Fisheries

It's no tougher than human skin. s | g Wildlife Division.
very non-replilian,” says Scott Eckert, a Recently, the Federation staff was
University of Georgia zoologist who con instrumenial in convinclng members
ducted the Sandy Point study for four | of the House of Representatives o pass
years with his biologist-wafe, Karen, be- a meicl-nevded, sironger version of the
fore Basford and Brandner took over in T4-voar-old Iewr “"Now," savs Feierabend,
1986. Combined with a hydrodynamic “the ball [5 i the Senate’s court. I we
shape, savs Eckert, ““the smooth skin krse this authorization, we ose o
makes for perfect streamlining. Leather- | number of strengihening amendments.
backs are designed for swimming." I¥'s time for the Senate to aci,™

During their migrations, the turtles




travel great distances. One tagged leath-
erback, notes Pritchard, migrated more
than 3,600 miles, from Surinam to Nova
Scotia, The animals probably swim narth
in zearch of their primary food source:
jellvfish, such as the huge Arctic Cyanan,
which can measure neardy 10 foot across.
Unfortunately, because of human careless-
ness, this dict preforence has a deawback:
in recent years, dozens of katherbacks
have died after cating discarded plastic
bags that resemble jellvfish in the water.
Biologists do not know if leatherbacks
mate in cold morthern aress or in tropical
waters, but they do know that females
carry the male's sperm in internal cham-
bers until they are ready to nest. Usually,
o female will nest every other year.
After dragping her enormous body up
the beach, the animal carves out a nest in
the sand and deposits
about 100 billkard ball-
"Nobody thought

sized epgs. Most mature

about protecting ;ms o) S
turties. It was and for zood reason,
Cialy aboutl one in a

“H l‘:llﬂllll on :Ihuusan:;‘uggﬁltmill ﬁ
SL. CPOIX 10  irvives to adulthood.
collect the egys.” _ TMree vears ago, the

Eckeris temporatily at-
tached depth recorders
to six female leatherbacks (o find out
where the animals go during the en-day
period between each attempt at nesting.
Al af the turtles, the scientists learmed,
dovie repeatedly day and night. One dive,
recalls Scott Eckert, “went off the scale.”
He cstirnates that the turtle went down
about 4,000 feet—which would make it
the decpest dive ever recorded for & ma-
ring vertehrate,

“We aren't sure if they're diving for
deepwaler jellyfizh, to find colder water or
1o avodd predators,” say: Eckert, Such in-
formation, however, helps explain why
katherbacks do nod have a rigid breasi-
bone or plastron like other sea furikes. The
enoTmous pressure experienced in such
dives would crush a lung filled with air, as
well as any bone arcund it

The researchers believe that leather-
hacks, like sperm whales and other decp-
diving vertchrates, take little air into their
lungs when they go down. Instead, they
store muygen in their muscles and tissues,
and let their chests collapse.

Because leatherbacks do not have
breastbomes, their lungs bear the brunt of
their weight when they are ashore, causing
the animals to gasp as they maneuver over

the sand. Mevertheless, on land, the turtles

g

face a far greater threal than exhaustion;
throughouwt most of the leatherbacks”
range, poaching is a serious problem,

A decade ago, 32 countries, including
the United States, signed an agreemeni—
the CITES treaty—that prohibited the
trade of any products made from sea tur-
thes, Unfortunately, the ban did liotde fo
stop a thriving, international black market
in turtle shells, hides, meat and eggs.

Though leatherbacks have no decorative
shedls io pillage and their meat is oily, their
cgps are coveled for food and as aphrodis-
tacs. In some places, & poacher might re-
ceive a5 much as a half-dollar for each egg
he collects, “*Poaching was widespread for
vears on St Croix,” says Boulon, * Every
nest at Sandy Point was being robbed.”

The situation began to change in 1974,

when o bocal agent For the Virgin Islands
Bureau of Environmental Enforcement,
Otte Tranberg, began patrolling Sandy
Point during his spare Gme ar night. In
those days, he says, “MNobody thought
aboist profecting furiles, W was the cusiom
on 31, Croix to collect the eggs.”

Though Tranberg was able to reduce
egg thett, his work often was negated by
an ineffective legal system. "1 spent three
vears tracking a man who [ knew was
poeching,” he says. * After | finally caught
him in the act and arrested him, the judge
only gave him two years probation.”

While Tranberg was confronting poach-
ers, local wildlife officials were becoming
increasingly concerned about another
threat: developers were making plans o
build on Sandy Point, the largest unspoiled




beach in the Virgin Islands. In 1981, with
fumds from the U5, Fizh and Wildlife Ser-
vice's Endangered Species Program, they
initiated a study o determine how critical
the area is to leatherbacks. Eventually,
Scott and Karen Eckert were contracted
to do the job.

“One of the things we were told when
we first arrived in 5t. Croix,” savs Karen,
“iz that the local people wouldn't accept
us ar the project. They were accustomed
o poing to the beach and digging up a
turthe nest to get a meal.”

The researchers soon discovered, how-
ever, that most island residents took pride
in ““their” turtles, " The poople, especially
the kidz, were eager to kearn about local
wildlife,"" says Scoit.

The Eckerts began visiting island

[ e
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schools o give wrtle presentations, Ap-
parently, their effords paid off. “Duning
anc of the carly years," says Scott, “we
received a call from the 3. Croix police
commissionet, who said he had arrested
some turtle poachers after a woman tipped
him off. Her son, who attended one of our
presentations. had seen the poachers al
work. That kind of tip, and the fact thai
the police responded to it, would have
been unheard of a few years earlicr”

Today, Basford and Brandmer continue
to conduct school programs and poaching
is virtually nonexistent at Sandy Point,
which is now protected as part of the U8,
Mational Wikdlife Befuge System. *This is
nol the place to begin o poaching carecr.”
says Brandner, “There's foo many of us on
the beach ot night."

fier aboul two months of incobation, the three-inch
hatchlings emerge from their nest on Sandy Point (left)
and scurry to the water. Only one in 100U leatherback
eggs will produce a lurile that survives fo ailulilood, 6,40
times its original size. Leaning down, researcher Ehmi
Basford describes turtle biology to local schoolchildren on
St. Croix (below), as part of the project’s edocation program.

BT @il Da pLARTHRALTO|

Since 1982, the researchers have been
assisted by dozens of teams of volunteers
from Earthwatch, the Boston-based con-
servation group that helps suppori re-
search by sending people into the held
with scientists. “‘They've not only pro-
vided money,” says Boulon. **but more im-
portanily, they've supplied voluntzers who
are willing to work hard.”

Every year, about 70 people pay some
51,200 each for the right to spend ten days
om &t Croix, walking the besch from dusk
i dawn with the scientists, “On the fear
mights when the humidity is intense and
the bugs are biting like crazy, you wonder
if you can keep geing,"” says Brandner.
"Then you see a leatherback coming out
of the surf and it's all worth it

Between March and August, Bazford

9



fier an arduous hoor ashore at

Sandy Point, u female leatherback

returns bo sea at dawn. Scientisis
are nol sure how a turile can find its
way throogh thowsands of miles of water
o mest on (e beach where it hatched.

and Brandner log more than 1,300 mikes
on the beach, "“We can't afford to take a
night off,” says Basford. “"We might miss
a chance 1o study a turtle”

Every leatherback that comes ashore
must be measured and tagged, and if it
nests in an erosion zone, ils eggs must be
relocated. Two months later, the 3-inch
hatchlings emerge and scurry to the water.
Every vear since 1981, between 2,000 and
9,000 young turtles have hatched success-
fully at Sandy Point. The researcheors do

not know exactly where

the creatures go. None
“"ﬂ' are victims will be seen again until
they are 6,000 times

of a flaw Intheir (v =000
.m.lﬂlﬂ_ Tnl!' “Initially, when we

first took over the proj-

must I““ th ect, we really wondered
r what we had gotten our-
water to nest. selves into,” says Bas-
fiord, ““We weren't pre-
pared for how strenuous this job can be,"
It wasn't kong, however, before the couple

had a change of heart,

"It happened on a night when we were
in between Earthwaich crews, while the
twoof us were patrolling separate beaches
akome,” savs Brandner, 1 received a call
fram Susan on my walkie-talkie, "Better
get over here,' she said. ‘I've got a turtle
on the beach.” ™

While en route, Brandner reccived a
second call. “Better hurry up. 1've got two
turtles now,”” yeldled Basford.

Soon, the scientists were on the ground,
each behind a turtle, catching cggs for
transplanting as the animals released
them. *"We both had flashlights in our
mouths, and suddenly we booked at each
ather and started laughing,” says Brand-
ner. “Without seying a word, we both
knew that, ves, we could handke this job.
Mo question about if,"

Mow, as the researchers patrol the beach
at Sandy Point, another question still lin-
gers: can they learn enough about the
keatherback’s biology and behavior to help
ensure a healthy future for one of the larg-
est living reptikes on Earth? =

Managing Editor Mark Wexler visited with 3
solaiiais o 81 Crode during lasd vear's fure
He-nesting season, 3
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