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Pejer Priechard

The Great Turtle Expose

by Juanita Greene

“Tabasco river turtle, said the labels, but the meat was that
of the legally protected olive ridley sea turtle

0 N A SPRING DAY In 1979, the owner
of a fish market in a suburb of St
Petersburg, Florida, placed a sign in his
window,

"SEA TURTLE MEAT.” it read.

Sea turtle meat has become a rare
item, since it s against the law o kill
mosl sed turiles or W import their meat
i this country.

Passing the market by chance was an
employee of the Mational Marine Fisher-
ies Service in 56 Petersburg, Mext day at
the office, the emplovee told law en-
forcement chief Charles Fuss about the

i

sign. Fuss geared up an investigation thar
last October 28 found Mexico's leading
sca turtle processor standing before a fed-
eral judge in a Miami courtroom,

The defendant was Antonic Suarez,
charged with exporting olive ridley turtle
meat into the United States under the
lalel “Tabaseo nver tortle,” a species
that although rare is not subject to United
Stares import controls, Suarez stood stff
and straight in pride and anger. He wore
a trimly tailored bght brown suit,

“How do you plead?” asked the judge.

"Cruiley,” said Suvarez through clenched

m tﬂT"'i—-ﬂ-S

teeth. His arms were folded tightly against
his chest. His Miami attorney had the
check ready to cover the 530,000 fine,

In the same case before the Miami
court, three other persons and six corpo-
rations were indicied for conspiracy and
importation of almost 90,000 pounds of
olive nidley meat. The charges against tao of
the corporations were dismissed. All other
defendants pleaded guilty and were fined.
All pleas were by negotiations which ook
months o work out. They were handled by
a special Justice Department attorney.
José A, Toro, of the Wildlife Section of the



Land and Natural Resources Division, 1.5,
t1sh and Wildlife Service officials estimated
that the amount of smuggled meat required
the slaughter of at least 7,500 turtles.
From the fish market the wildlife en-
orcement team had traced the ridley
neit back to Suarez’s operation near the
mesch &t Escobilla in the state of Qaxaca.
Here is where ridleys by the tens of
housands still come several times a year,
n late summer and fall, 1o lay eggs. The
vlexicans call it the “arribada,” the arrival.
Jays before the turtles come ashore they
:un be seen pathering in preat numbers
it in the water, The turtles found their
vay legally to Suarez’s processing plant
war the beach, where they were slaugh-
ered amd their unlaid eggs were incubated
wor hatching and release, For various

Peter Priichand

reasons few of the eggs hatch. Many are
not fully shelled when the tartles are
slaughtered. Others are contaminated by
blood and viseera or disturbed so much
that they become non-viable.

The investigation into the illegally im-
ported ridley meat was intensive, On Fuss's
special team were 12 agents from the

An olive ridley tartle captured hy &
swimmer Is hauled onto 2 bost of the
Suarez turtle fleet off the Mexican
state of Oaxaca. Below, the slaughter
room of Suarez’s processing plant, A
conveyor bell waits for the turtles
to be killed with iron bars or cattle
guns. In other rooms the plastron is
cut off and the leather is removed.

Fish and Wildlife Service, 1.5. Customs
Service, and National Marine Fisheries
Service and Toro,

The sea turtle sign in the window was
not the only lead. Customs inspectors had
noted large quantities of meat labeled
“Tabaseo river trile” or “Dermatemys
mawii,” the turtle’s scientific name, enter-
ing through Miami International Airport.
Al the same time, other large quantities
were being shipped in refrigerator trucks
from Mexico 1w Brownsville, Texas, this
time labeled “jewfish fillets.”

The customs officers conferred with
turtle experts. There weren't that many
Tabasco river wurtles in all of Mexico o
account for that much meat, they learned.
Working with import papers, the investi-
gators followed a trail to a Mexican sea-

Tim L'h_hlup




furtle fishermen do their work early
in the day, then take the lurtles in.
A boatload of freshly caught ridleys,
opposite, waits while the crew has
breakfast, Below, workmen load &
truck bound for the processing plant,

food exporter, a reputable man who knew

nodhing about the wrile meat. The ex- -

porter was amazed to learn he was on the
United Seates Customs list as a turtle
meat exporter, Someons had stolen some
of his export papers and used them to
cover the turtle meat shipments. The
exporter had an idea who the thiefl might
be. The tip took investigators to another
company in Mexico City. The company
wis being supplied by Suarez’s plant at
Escobilla.

- g———

Back in this country, the task force
began combing through subpoenaed bank
records and other papers o build a case,
All the assembled information enabled
Toro to get grand jury indictments in
Miami and Brownsville. The big catch in
the Miami case was Suarez, a wealthy
Spaniard and a prominent man in Mexico.
In Brownsville, the enforcement team
fared less well. The defendant was a very
prominent local businessman, After hear-
ing the prosecution testimony, the federal
judge dismissed the case. Then the judge
polied the jury and learned that every last
one of them would have been prepared to
find the defendant guilty.

What made the Miami and Brownsville
indictments possible was patient research
by government scientists. The investiga-
tors had proof that the mear labeled [resh-
witter Tabasco river turtle was in fact the
meat of the olive ridley. The positive iden-

I

tification came after the phone rang one
day in the laboratory of Sylvia Braddon, a
research chemist with the National Ma-
rine Fisheries Service in Charleston, 5.C.
It was Fuss. He asked Braddon whether she
could develop a procedure for identifying
olive ridley meat. In a few weeks she had
done so.

The method employed is called iso-
electric focusing. Like 50 many riddles
once they are solved, it seems simple.
When the process is completed Braddon
looks at a series of thin blue lines on a
plate of gelatin. She can tell by the way
the lines afe arranged whether the meat
tested is from an olive ridley wrile. From
known samples of ridley meat, Braddon
had run tests to determine what the pat-
tern should look like,

Peter Fritchisd

Here is how Braddon runs the test.
From a meat sample she extracts the
juice by squeezing or by prinding and
adding a little water. The liquid is placed
on g matrix of pelatin that has been
smeared on a glass plate. The plate is
hooked up to an electric current by (wo
wires placed on two wicks lying on the
gelatin, The plate is then charged with
1,500 volts of electricity Tor three or four
hours.

T'he proteins in the liquid sample on
the matrix have plus and minus charpes.
As the protein migrates through the ma-
trix it will lose and gain charges, eventu-
ally reaching an equal number of pluses
and minuses. At this point the protein can
no longer migrate and it will “focus.™ As
each protein comes to rest, it forms a
thin, horizontal line. The lines are easily
visible after the gelatin has been stained.

"You gel adistinct pattern evideni for

L]

cach individual species,” stated Braddon,

The testing works because the extracted
proteins are representative of the genetic
material of a species. The more closely
related the species, the more alike the
patterns will be, The patterns are complex,
“It takes some experience looking at gels
to interpret them,” said Braddon, She had
run tests for other animals before Fuss
asked her 1o prepare one for olive ridleys,
She also has identified fish meat and
crabmeat by the same method, The tech-
nigue is not new, but the application is.

Finding fresh samples of the meat of
any endangered species for comparison
with the test samples is difficult. For the
olive ridley, Braddon got two samples from
Peter Pritchard, vice president. for sci-
ence and research of the Florida Audubon
Society, and another sample from a sea
turtle expert at the University of Califor-
nia at Berkeley,

The results of this kind of testing often
are wsed in court cascs. This fact had a
bearing on the decision of the Miami
defendants to plea bargain, said Toro. In
the Brownsville trial, Braddon took the
stand. Questions by the judge to the jury
after he dismissed the case showed that
the jury had been convinced by Braddon's
testimony that the meat was ridley meat.

In addition to the elforts made in sci-
ence and law enforcement to protect the
ridley, diplomacy also was at work, A
successful effort to get Ecuador to halt
the harvest on ridley feeding grounds was
carried out by Derek Green, a British sea
turtle biologist; Prtchard; Jack Frazier,
researcher with the Natonal Zoological
Park in Washington D.C., and many
others.

Ridleys are the smallest of the sea
turtle species. They are about the size of
a bicycle wheel. Although animated on
land and able (o migrate great distances
at sea, they float high in the water and are
slow to dive when approached. All this
makes them vulnerable. A fisherman can
jumip overboard, approach the turtle from
the rear as it floats resting on the surface,
grasp the front of the shell to keep the
turtle from diving, and have a companion
pull him in on a line around his waist.

The olive ridley, which ranges the trop-
ical world widely, is probably the most
numerous of the world's diminishing sea
turthes. Despite its numbers, it & consid-
cred by some experts to be threatened
with extinction,

Coming ashore to lay eges, female rid-
leys cluster on beaches once remote but
now accessible (o humans, Such lack of
caution has imperiled the olive ridleys
found off the Pacific coast of Central and



«iuth America. They are on the endan-
gered list of our Department of the Inte-
rior as well as in Appendix [ (prohibited
in commerce) of the Convention on In-
ternational Trade in Endangered Species
of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES).

In the last few years the United States
has made a mighty effort to protect the
speecies, even though it is almost unknown
in our waters. Once in a rare while the

‘odive ridley appears off the coast of Cali-
fernis or Qregon, or off Puerto Rico.
In the end, however, the olive ridley
will only be saved when the large-scale
slaughter off the Mexican Pacific coast is
stopped, just as Ecuador has finally called
a4 halt to the industrial-scale killings of
leeding ridleys off its coast. The greatest
benefit of all would come if there were a
worldwide moratorium on the manufac-
ture and sale of turile leather goods,
according to some turtle experts. This
would give not only the ridley but other
ied turtles @ welcome reprieve from the
path (o extinction,
Although it was ridley meat that caused
all the recent enforcement activity in the
United States, the turtle is most prized
for its skin. Japan, ltaly, Spain, and some
sther countries import the leather for
nahufacture into belis, shoes, bags, and
sther items. Mexico has its own leather
wocessing plants. The amount of usable
ikin from a ridley is not very great, but it
5 vitluable enough 1o make the slaughter
vorthwhile. The only parts used are the
ruck flippers, part of the tail, part of the
ront flippers, and a piece under the neck,
“Leather Is the driving force of the
vhole indusiry,” Pritchard says. The av-
rage olive ridley produces only about 12
wunds of edible meat, and the meat is
wl a prized item in Central and South
imerica. Suarez had o dispose of it
amehow because Mexican law requires
wt all pants of the turtle be used, There
i no doubt that the turtle meat met a
emand in the United States. Some gour-
iel restaurants once featured sen turtle
n the menu, although it is the green
irtle, not the olive ridley, that gourmers
smand. Turtle meat is popular with some
atin populations and with people from
1¢ Caribbean islands. But at the famous
reen Turtle Inn on the Florida Keys the
1ef declares: “Turtle ment? Why, we
wen't had any of that for years,"
Some sea turtles are prized for their
iells, but the ridley is not one of them.
idley eggs, however, along with the eges
ather sea turtles, are sought by people
ho believe they enhance male sexual
‘tformance. This is a belief among peo-
e living along seacoasts around the world,

reports zoologist Archie Carr of the Uni-
versity of Florida, the nation’s leading sea
turtle expert. :

In the great turtle meat expose, Suarez
emerged as a convicted lawbreaker, In
the larger world of wrile exploitation, he
comes out half villain, half hero, in the
opinion of Pritchard, who came 1o know
him well. Suarez argues thal companies
like his PIOSA (Pesqueria Industrial de
Ouxaca, Sociedad Andnima) are the ]||::|P|:
of the world's remaining sea turtles, ac-
cording 1o Pritchard. “Suarez says the
only way to protect the turtles is o give
them dollar value industrially. He argues
that big business then would take over
and plough back part of the profit to
protect the nesting beaches,” Pritchard
asser(s.

In 15 years Pritchard has seen the olive
ridiey all but disappear from Playén de
Mismaloya in Jalisco and Piedra de
Tlacoyunque in Guerrero, two Mexican
beaches that once were crowded with
tens of thousands of them at nesting time,
At Escobilla the females still gather by
the tens of thousands. Suares claims this
is because the colony has been industrial-
ized, although Pritchard observes that the

numbers onge were in g hundreds of

thousands. Whan Suarez overlooks, ac-
cording to Pritchard, is the possibility of
giving the nesting beaches 1ol protection,
allowing neither big business nor kocal
peaple to disturb the turtles. This Costa
Rica docs at two beaches where the female
olive ridleys gather in huge numbers,
Suarez says the total-protection policy
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i5 too idealized for the impoverished
third world, according to Pritchard, But
Pritchard believes some third-world coun-
tries, such as Costa Rica and Suriname,
are "quite idealistic” and are “doing their

A smiling Antonio Suarez photographed
while showing conservationisis around
his Daxaca processing plant in 1979,
Below, newly caught ridleys, alive

but helpless, lie in the hot sun

waiting to be trucked to slaughter.

best in nature protection.” Mexico allows
the slaughter of egg-bearing and egg-laying
females but sets a quota on the take.
Pressure from fishermen caused Mexico
to relax an earlier total ban on rurtling
during the breeding season.

Pritchard descrnibes Suarez as a "proud
Spaniard” who is “very concerned abouwt
what the world thinks of him™ and did not
like being accused of contributing to the
ridley’s extinction. After his trouble with
the law he sold his company to the Mexi-
can government and moved to Spain.
“MNow we are dealing with a faceless gov-
ernment entity, with bureaucrats shrug-
ging their shoulders,” Pritchard says.

Suarez did more than destroy thousands
of twrtles, according to Pritchard. He
sponsored observers of Pritchand's choice
for two seasons to prove the turtles still
are nesting in cood numbers, As a result,
says Pritchard, “we were able to make an
independent judgment of the size of the
groups of nesting animals coming up.”
Suarez also put money into turtle conser-
vation in Mexico, including the contro-
versial hatchery next to his slaughter howse
and other incubation projects.

“The federal agents were only doing
their duty.” said Pritchard, “The trail of
detective work led to Suarez, But getting
Suarez is not how you save ridleys.”

saying he disapreed completely with
Pritchard's assessment was Ken Berlin,
former chiel of the Wildlife Section of
the Department of Justice and now coun-
sel and legislative director of the National

Audubon Society. “Certainly one major
threat to the Pacific ridley is illegal, larpe-
sedile commercial trade, Suarez was, as
far as we can tell, the largest illegal dealer
in the country,” declared Berlin.

Dr. Wayne King, director of the Flor-

ida Stare Museum and another turtle
expert, also disngrees with Pricchard about

the effect of Suarez’s operation on the rid-
]E!F PU'FHLEI:DH- Elu‘lg believes that guan:.g

was 8 menace, His conviction proves this,
sald King, and dispels any claim that
Suarcz was 4 misguided but honest man,
King also takes issue with Suarez’ state-
ment that total protection in a third world
country is too idealized.

Pritchard says he was embarrassed about
the manner in which Suarez was served
with federal subpoenas, It happened when
Suarez stepped down from the podium at
a Washington, D.C., meeting of the First
Conference on World Sea Turtle Con-
servation in November, 1979, Suarez was
in the country and was speaking at the
conference on Pritchard's invitation.
Pritchard says he was &s surprised as Searez
by the action. After being subpoenaed,
Suarez illegally fled the country, in such
haste that he left his clothes and luggage
at his hotel.

Although the special wildlife enforce-
ment team won only half the battle, Toro
is convinced that its activities bode well
for the ridley. The United States was the
principal outlet for the turtle meat, he
said. “I think we stopped the traffic,” he
said. Not so sure is Pat McIntosh, Fish
and Wildlife Service agent at Miami In-
ternational Airport. “The smuggling prob-
ably still is going on." he said. “There are
more ways people can get turtle mear and
other turtle products in than we are able
to control.”

The ridley that inhabits the Pacific
coast of Central and South America is
only one of several Pacific ridley groups
found around the world, in the Indian
Ocean and off the Alantic coast of South
America. There also s a North Atlantic
species known as Kemp's ridley that is in
tar worse danger than the olive rdley.

“The Kemp's now is so rare only a few
hundred breeding females are left in the
world,” says Pritchard. For the more
numerous Pacific olive ridleys he also has
pessimistic projections. “1 think the fu-
ture will be very bleak if the international
demand for ridley leather continues,” he
sdid. “l don't think the wrtles can survive
more than a couple of decades if price
and demand remain high."

Juamita Greene s the envivamment writer

of the Mg Herald,



