THE PLIGHT
OF THE TURTLE

once were &0 plentiful that galleoms lost in
the fog could navigare by following their
sounds to their nesting grounds. Tust a few
decades ago, 40,000 of one species splashed
ashore on a single night to lay eggs on o
Mexican beach. But sow the ancient sea
turtle—which has survived for 175 million
vears—faces extinction.

“Few animals are more miswsed than sea
turtles,” reported a conference of conserva-
tionists from 40 nations that met last month
in Washington, D.C, The greatest threat:
entrepreneurial greed. Latin American In-
dians who hunted turtles as their main
source of ment began to sell the valuable
carcasses, Consequently, preen  furiles
prized for their steaks have dwindled from
tens of millions to hatfa million, Says hiolo-
gist Archie Carr of the University of Florida;
“Turtles aren’t feeding protein-poor Indi-
ang, but rich gringos in high-rise hotels." OF
the seven species of sea turile, the
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Hawksbill crosiing coral reef (above), green
turtle crawling back te sea after laying eggx
fbottom right): Facing extinetion after 175

mriflian vears
They saw the dinosaurs come and go, and | ;

and lights from beach developments hure
females and young hatchlings out of the
water to their death on motel lawns,
Previous attempts to preserve the turils
have Aoundered. Although the Convention
on International Trade in Endangered Spe-
cies protects all but one turtle species, two

| large consumers of turtle products—Mexi-

e0 and Japan—refuse o ratify the agres-
ment, and two other big importers—France
and Italy—ignore the provisions on tort]es.
Establishing turtle farms may have done
more harm than good. Conservationists
charge that commercial farming threatens
wild stocks by encouraging the market in
turtle products. Mow, green-turtle steak |
tums up routinely on menos. Says Carr,
“Farming keeps alive markets that should
be forever cloged.™

Because turtles are international wan-
derers, only global cooperation can save

Kemp’s ridley is the most endan-
gered. Fewer than 1,000 females
are believed to remain in the
world, largely because denlers
collect their eggs by the truckful
te sefl ns aphrodiziacs. Other
species have great snob appeal.
More tham o guarter-million
hawksbillsareslanghtered annu-
ally for tortodse-shell jewelry,
Ao 100000 olive cidleys were
killed in 1978 for turtle leather,
HEAWY TOLLS: Even species with
litthe commercial valuemay soon |
disappear, Thousands of logger-
heads drown in shrimp nets acci-
dentally, and oil spills take heavy
tolls. Condominiums on tropi-
el shores have destroved turtle
breeding grounds in Tortuga, the
Cayman [slands and Jamaden,
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them. Last month's conference highlighted
SO promising schemes. Nicaragua plans
to establish & marine sanctuary where green
turtles feed, Costa Rica has desipnated a
nesting ground as & national park. Tndone-
sia and the Philippines are working to
develop an international sea-turtle refuge.
And the conference recommended a ban on
trade in leather, egos and stuffed turtles.
IMPRINTED: Scienitisis also hope to encour-
age breeding programs—but they Inck basic
information about the animals' habits, Bi-
ologists don't know when turile: mature
sexually or how often they reproduce. The
1.5, National Marine Fisheries Service s
nevertheless trying to start & new nesting
ground for the Kemp's ridiey on Padre
Island off Texas. The scientists transplant
eggs from the old Mexican nesting grownds
and let the hatchlings scurry down the Podre

| Island bench to become “imprinted™ with

the memory of their natal shore—essential it
they are to return there to lay eggs, The
Young burtles are then collected and grown
in a laboratory until they are hig enough to
resist predators. If fhe turtles return to Pa-
dre Island, at least ‘one species will have
avodded extinction for a little longer.
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PRODUCING FUEL
WITH SUNBEAMS

One sunny day in 1977, a graduate student
at the California Institute of Technology
chanced to carry a beaker contnining a
compound of the rare metal rhodiom from
one laboratory (o another. Crossing the
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