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A6 NEWS

Comeback: The atmosphere at the

Comtinced Froa Al

Inerease in turtles,” says
Robert Morris, the sole veteri-
narian contracted by the Na-
tional Marine Fisherles Service
to treat sick and injured turtles
statewide.

The honu's recovery is signif-
icant enough that if the trend
continwes, the Fisherles Service
amd U5, Fish and Widlife Ser-
vice might ultimately remove
the Hawailan green sea turtle
(Chelonia mydas) from its
threatened-species list,

That step, if taken, would in-
volve public hearings, sclentific
reviews and time, says Balazs,
leader of the Fisheries Service's
Marine Turtle Research Project
in Hawall,

And during such delibera-
tions, the turtles would have
Balazs going to bat for their
welfare — just as he has for 30

Years.

Balazs was a self-describad
“junior scientist” In 1973 when
he first guestioned whether
people in Hawali were harvest-
ing honu at & rate faster than
the animals could replace
themsekves,

His first few vears of data col-
lected in the Northwestern
Hawailan [slands — where
honu that later live in the main
Hawaiian Islands go to mate
and lay their eggs — confirmed
his suspicion.

At the rate people were sat-
ing turtle steaks, the risk was
growing that not enough of the
animals would survive to per-
petuate the species,

Balazs® original work helped
get the honu listed in 1978 as a
threatened species, which
means the potentlal of up to a
£25,000 tine and a year in
prison for anyone convicted of
harming or killing one,

The man universally consid-
ered Hawaii's honu expert
seems to be the only person
surprised at the impact of his
work.

Balazs zavs,

Within a few minutes, one of
the tartle-catching teams lg
back with the first patient of
the day riding in the nner tube,
belly up to the sun. After that,
every 15 minutes, a crew pops
out of the ocean with another
turtle,

“They're delinitely stronger
than you think,” says Ashley
Herd, a marine science and art
student at UH-Hilo. The turties
captured this day measure up
to 2 feet wide. “H they want to
get away from you, they're
rone.”

Using a measuring tape and
calipers, Balazs measures the

provided Balazs and others
raw material for hundreds of
sclentific papers over the

VEars,

The turtles seem to bear the
indignities of the exam with a
quiet patience. Their least fa-
vorite part appears to be the
mouth exam, Several turtles re-
spond by spitting out seawesd,

Balazs wipes up the smelly
mess with disposable diapers
brought for that purpose and
continues

When the checkup is com-
plete, the turtle gets a blotch of
temporary white paint on its
shell to keep It from being cap-
tured again that day.

The atmosphere on the
beach is part sclence lab, part
carnival. Tourists and locals
line up behind the plastic cau-
tlon tapes around the work
ares bo take pictures,

When a field trip of kinder-
garten and first-grade studenis
arrives, things really get lively.
But it all contributes to Balazs’
goal of getting more people to
know honu, Because as far as
he's concerned, to know them
i% bo bowee thiem,



“He's a one-man show, He's
driven and dedicated to honu,
That's his life,” says Morris.
“His days off, what's George do-
Ing? He's cut doing turtle work
someplace, Mot only the Hawal-
fan turtles, but in Japan and all
over theworld," -

A Canadian couple that has
been diving with zea turtles
duﬂng summers on Maul since

Trax”

% 'I:Iil'liu.ufﬂ
has
to say about Balars:

'Wlthuut George, there
would likely be no honu. He's
contributed enormously to

of all marine turtles,
not just the honu,

“There can only ever be one
poneer researcher — the first
to unlock a door, Jane Goodall
was the chimpanzee pioneer
researcher,” Ursula Keuper-
Bennett and Peter Bennett saicd
by e-mail from their winter
home near Toronto, “And for
honu? That's George.™

Checkup roundup

It’s mid-November, and Ba-
laza 15 on his way to Punaluu
Black Sands Beach Fark for his
semiannual “checkup” of the
honu that Hve thers,

As many turtles as possible
will be caught, measured for
growth and examined for
health problems.

Arriving at 10 a.m., Balazs is
greated by professors, staif and
20 students in the University of
Hawaii-Hilo's Marine Option

tmﬂam :

They have a canopy set up
on the beach, with a sturdy
table in its shade, for Balazs to
perform his exam of as many
turtles as four-person teams of
students can bring to him over
the next four hours.

The Punaluu study site has
bean for more than 20
yvears. At 19 other locations
around the main Hawailan Is-
hn#:,ﬂﬂalan and his staff of 4%
workers team with a of

variety

*It's people that make
programs like thiz work,”

“Maybe someday you'll grow
up and be a biologist, and

L]

you'll use the data we are col-
lecting hére today,” Balazs tells
the students from the Big Is-
land's Pahala Elementary,

For adults, there are hand-
outs with “I‘ruquentlr asked
guestions” about what the
group s dolng to the turtles.

While Balazs and a crew
wark on one turtle, there are al-
ways two “on deck® to be exam-
ined. The steady supply

contrasts shar th the
19705 to thu ’Hh% says,
when “we'd be tickled pink if
we were able to catch even
two, three or four turties™ in'a
day of night of work.

The missing years

After hatching, sea turtles,
swim away from land. They
don't return to near-shore wa-
ters until they've grown from
palm size 1o dinner plate size,

Balazs®' research on turtle
growth rates In the wild has
shown him that a young turtie
lives at sea for sbout six vears.

“What they do during the
_w.um they are on the hlgh Bas

is the last great mystery,” Ba-
lazs says, and the area he'd rec-
ommend to anyone starting
turtle research today,

He algo found that it takes 20
Or more years for a homu to
reach sexual maturity in the
wild. Though they probably
don't live to be 100, they do live
a long time. How hng may ofly
be known when currently
tagged turtles are recaptured.

Advances In technology al-
low satellite tracking of turtles
at sea that was Impossible a
decade ago. The battery-pow-
ered trmumtttm are attached
to a turtle’s shell using a surf-
board repair kit and last sev-
eral months.

Betwesn 1996 and 2000, Ba-
lazz and Fisheries Service col-*
league Jeffrey Polovina have
tracked 40 Hawalian honu,
more than 20 loggerheads and
four olive ridley sea turtles,

A young captive-raised honug
made history earlier this year,
transmitting its location during
a nine-month, 3,000-mile swim
around the Hawalian [slands.
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turtle exam is part science lab, part carnival, with diapers to wipe up spit
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handfuls of green seaweed and
-even building sand castles on
thelr hacks.

Curlous beachgoers stream
across Kamehameha Highway,
risking accidents and slowing
tralfic to a stop on a daily basis.
Hegally parked tour vans dis-
gorge crowds, Residents com-
plain about biocked access to
their homes and commercial-
ization of the beach.

“All of a sudden, it's like the
tourlst gpot,” said Toni Sickler,
a North Shore resident who
surfa often at Lanlakea. “Some-
how, somebody’s got to take
control. I'm all for aeelng
the turtles, but they don't keep
thelr distance.”

“People tug on the fins, be-
cause thmmﬂ&ruls Lo et
the picture,” she sald, “And the
furtles are getting aggressive
because they're getting fed now
all the time.”

The situation I8 catching the
attention of authoritles, React-
Ing to numerous complaints of
turtle harassment, the Marine
Turtle Research Program, part
of the Natlonal Oceanic and At-
mospheric Administration,

a "show turtles aloha”

Bold yellow banners on the
beach tell visitors “Please do
not crowd, handle, feed or
tease” the turtles. A pnr:mnmt
sign tacked to a twisted iron-
wood tree notes that it (s llegal
to disturb the turtles on land or
in the ocean and that violators
are sublect to fines.

“It's gone from dozens of peo-
ple daily to hundreds daily, up
to a thousand, visiting the
he.auh said Eamga Balazs,

er of the Marine Turtle Re-
ﬂaardi Program. “Many of them
were feeding the turties, It has
changed the turtles' behavior."

As these gentle, vegetarian
creatures starbed to associate
people with food, they have re-
cently nipped children as well
as adults with their sharp
beaks, he sabd.

-’Ihrtles,: Word of the animals’ congregation has spzeaﬂ

CINDY LI EW RUBSFCL ¢ CRUSSELLEETARSULLETR GO

Erin Selbert from the Marine Tortle Research
m.mmmﬂmmmmvﬂmm

Penny Meyers. Sefbert «
tmﬂhuiluhﬂu

Every day since Juby '!', elther
Balazs or a stall member has
staked out the beach, monitor-
ing people’s behavior and urg-
ing them to enjoy the turtles
from a distance. The program
also has sent fliers to tour bus
companies and tries to make
personal contact with each van

 driver who comes to the beach.

But it's hard for one staff
mernber a day to keep up with
the constant flow of people to
the beach. And the problems
extend bevond the beach

"I think it's great that George
Balazs Is personally monitor-
ing the situation, but [ think we
nesd 10 Georges,” sald Denlse
Antolini, a professor of envi-
ronmental law who lives in
nearby Pupukea. She, and
other resldents would like to
lula tﬂl; force address the
ecological, trafiic, “l'mr
health issues, such as the ﬁ
of tollats,

“We need to bring together
the large number of concerned
residénts and with re-
sponsibility and come up witha
longterm solution that's benefl-
clal bo the turtles and the North
wm said,

A few turtles n hauli
out at Ianlnha?ﬁg:uﬂy M;lig.

time at the beach monitoring
ﬁmhﬂuwmedmudh.

and wildlife nﬁ:lcla]n WETE pep-
pered with calls from people
whao thought the animals were
in distress, Balazs said. But
basking and resting on the
beach is normal hehavior or
the species. Their numbers
have grown, and 60 to 80 turtles
now swim in the water at Lani-
akea on a good day, he sakd.
Green sea turtles are found
throughout Hawailan waters,
and pop up regularly even in
tourist hot spots ke Wailkiki
and Hanauma Bay. But word of
the turtle congregation at Lani-
akea has spread recently
through guidebooks and other
media, tour companies and
even city bug drivers. The slow-
down In traffic is enough to
pique the interest of passershy,
“We were pretty much curi-
ous,” said Miriam Whalay, who
lives in Nuvanu and stopped by
the beach with her husband,
Chrig, lagt week, *The traffic
just stopped right here. We
wern there was some
kind of festival in Halefwa. | had
no idea the turtles were hera™
She was part of a group ad-

“miring a basking turtle known

to sclentlsts as “[-4." Balazs, on
duty that day in a broad-
brimmed cloth hat, sald the
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to guidebﬂuks and tour companies

meﬂmMHm
mmum:gk
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ﬁdmmﬁm
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»Nwﬂ!&durh'ytﬁ
feed them.

= Do not crowd, handle
or tease them.

== (Mserve turtles from a
distance.

» Always allow them a
clear roule to desper
Walter.

== Do not touch them.

temale turtle had been ciocked
diving as deep as XU fest in the
ocean and makes a 1, (M{-mile
round-trip to Franth Frigate
Shoals to nest,

Balazs, a gregarious, fi2-year-
old bicdogist. kmows the species
‘better than any other human
being, having devoted his life to
their welfare. Balazs first be-
came interested In Hawaiian
sea turties In 1969 when he and
his wite, Linda, saw them heing
hoisted live from boats at La-
haina Harbor into waiting
plckup trucks in a virtual as-
sembly line, back in the days
when turties were hunted for
their mwat, ;

Concerned that the
might get wiped out, he be mm
camplng ool in a pup tent at
French Frigate Sheoals in 1973 to
document their numbers. Bal-
ste.rmi hy that dn'ﬁ. he Iatar

%armhm”in 1975,

Andhiﬂ?ﬂ.}hwaﬂmmwm
turtles were named a threat-
ened species under the federal
Endangered Specles Act,

The turties have made a dra-
‘matic rebound since Balazs frst
atarted studying them. In 1973,
tha umlm' pr.-mun found only

sea turtles
Island In French

Frigﬂeﬂhmh. In the summer-of
2004, his program counted 540
females there, The numbers
fluctuate because every turtle
doesn’t nest every vear, hut
Balazs called 2004 “our grealest
year on record.”

It's an amazing story that we.
have ‘problems’ to deal with
like this, in terms of a profifera-
tion of sea turtles, a species
that many, many people in
Hawaii love,” he sald. “To be
dealing with the lssue of crowd-
Ing s certainly a lot more com-
fortable than it was in 1972 and
18973, when the same tourists
that are now on the beach were
ordering turtle steak for
§13.95."

5till, residents are hoping
some solutions will come
quickly both lor the turtles’
sake and their own.

“Traffic used to back up
when surf was glant, but now it
backs up almost every day,”
sald Cil Riviere, chairman of the
North Shore Nelghborhood
Board's Traffic and Transporta-
tion Committee. “The bottle-
neck is right at Lanlakes, People

.mhﬂﬂlﬂhﬂdhﬂﬂﬂemﬂlﬂ!

Balazkﬂki his program will
continue {ts presence on the
beach at least untii the winter
swells begin, when he predicts
that problems will BAEE U,

“Ag soon as school starts and
the first north swell comes, the
Issues at Laniakea will decline
considerably,” he said, “People
won't be coming in those high
numbers. And when the waieg
get real big, much of the sand
sucks away and there is less
habitat to bask on. The turtles
change thelr behavior,”

e had people say we need
to cloge ofl this beach, but
that's not Hawaii," he added.

*That's not we protected
this specles. We have a grow-
‘ing, re population of
-green turtles, willing to
‘share their habitat with the
‘community, but we need to live
‘up to our ﬂhﬂu;r and

mﬂmmmm




e qﬂs s delines {
tually lead to guidelines lor
Inngkljrmé; il}\t’lrlliﬁ.ilil boats that
would help them avoid ocean
areas where juvenile turtles
congregate, Balazs 2ays.

Balars is tracking 27 logger-
head turtles off Japan, three

loggerheads off Tatwan, three
green turtles off Hawall and
elght loggerheads off Califor-
nla

At East island — the starting
paoint of hig turfle research ca-
reer — Balazs myounted a “Tor-
tle Cam" fast vear that scans

Jonathan Robinson, above right, a studeat in the University
uwum*sumﬂmmmm
George Balazs check the health and growth rate of a green
sea turtle af Punalun Black Sands Beach on the Big Islond. At
left, tourists at Punalun Black Sands Beach snap photos of a

turtle being retwrned to the ocean after its examination.

How to help a turtle

I you spot what appears to be g stck, trjured or dead sea turtle

stranded o fand, call:

== Om Oahu: 9835730,

= Oy Maui: 2848110,

== O the Hilo Coast: 974-6208.
== 0n the Kona Coast: 8511200
or 327-1961.

»» IO Wadai: #74-3521,

o ool TV TR

) S 1
STAR BULLETIN

§: 7}

the 12-acre island from atop &
B5-foot pole, providing him
with photos and video of turtle
behavior dawn to dusk.

Balazs and company also
head a network that responds
o sea turtle strandings (alive
or dead) oncall the main

Service at 541-2727 in Honoluh
ar tollfree at B00-853-1964.

and study the fibropapliloma
tumior disease that has become
the turtles' worst enemy now
that hunting has been banned.

Despite all his professional
time spent {ocused on turtles,
Balazs would be excused for
trying try to get away from
them during downtime. But
honu oceupy his lelsure time,
too. His destination on & recent
vacation was a tour of temples
honoring turtles on a small fish-
ing island between mainland
China and Talwan. One of his
hobbies is photographing, with
permission, people's honu tat-
oo,

Omne day, he noticed & woman
posing a baby on & blanket near
& basking sea turtle at Laniakea
on Oahu's North Shore, then
taking a photograph. The
woman tald Balazs that she'd
been taking monthly portraits
of her child with a honu as
hﬂ-ml'ld- M

Balazs was charmed,

“I love to watch how people
interact with them.”




