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4 urtes embody allthat is wise and wonderful about nature. Many of us believe that through thelr migrations

and complex life cycles, sea turtles connect biomes, hemispheres, countries, and cuftures. They pick up

nutrients, transport them from marine 1o terrestrial realms, deposit them, and vice versa, Moreover, they
connect us, the community of professional researchers; conservationisis; and countless volunteer beach-walkars,
crowd-talkers, and enthusiasts. So itshouldn't be surprising that we—the global sea turtle community—sometimes
behave like gur shelled muses. Many of us also migrate—fram the places we call home Lo places where we work,
somelimes back again, and sometimes elsewhere. We follow the turtles, connecting our homes with thelrs.

But &% it turns out, not & migrations are benign [gee SWOT
Repart, val. XV, poo 26=37), In truth, the breader patierns of
migration within the sea turle commumity redlect imbalancas af
resturcas. power, and agency, plus the consenvalion values end
practices thet ane deeply aoted in neoocdonialism as a global
phenamanon.

Decofonlaabion hes beoome a Werm du jour, miacing o wawa
ol sentiment that we need to right the wrongs of cenlunies of
the Globel Morth domirating the fate of the Global South.
Unfpriunatedy for us, sea furile corservalion is no axcepion, A5
regeanchers and rescurcas have moved around the warld, they
have done o not in symmetnical patterns, follewing seasons or
ctean canditions like wurtles, but nstead they have moved alang
a lanoscape thet is shaped and shawsd by neocolonlalist
structurgs and prectices. As a mesdll, those moavemants have
abetied struciures and hierarchies that ane inmical 1o ouw nofions
of & Tair and equitable socaty,

The Lost Years

Meccolonalism, In general, imolvas the exiraction of desired
resources (ncluding knowledge) from the colonized for the
anrichment of the colonizess, who give wery litte, § amhing, In
auchangs. Embedded In neocoloniel behevior—overtly or
cowerlly—is the idea that some people {tha colonizersy are
superior te, and more worthy and deserving than athess [the
colonized). This system results Inthe olevation and perpetuation
af a dominard foreign regime, philosophy, end practice at the
expanse of—and oflen msuling in the eraswe  of—locel
courterpars. Though i might sound harsh, defining the
predomimant 585 turthe conservation practice in thode feams s
nol far-fedchod,

The first steps taward soking a prablaem ane acknowledging
that it exists and recognizing its consaquences, as difficull and
panful a5 that process might ba, 5o we can ask ourselves, what
ara tha telfiale signg that sea urtle contervatlion as we know itis
a colorsalist constuct? Sarting with & big piciune visw of sea
urtle researcher migrations, we begin to see the contours of
colonialism across the globe. Sea furth: people appear 1o mosa
overwhelmingly n ong draction—rom the Global Maenh 1o the
Global South—e do their work (See meags, . 35), This movemant
=t nefarigus on its face. Bacause sea turtles tend 1o e in
Global South countries and waters naar the equeton, where alse
would wie ga bo work with saa turilas?

This Morth-to-Sodth patiem, however, reveals a sysiomic,
persistent, and powerful imbadance in the prevalling philesophies
and practices, in the generaticn ard floe of naw knowiedge and
ralated benefits; and in generstion and fow of inancial, capital,
pokical. and human resgurces. As with blodiversiy consensation
peneraly, early sea turlle research was dore nod by paople
wihiose ancestors had ved with turties for geresations, b rathar
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by outsiders, fypically of Ewcpean ancestry, who raraly lived in
ar engaged with local communities, Those afforis were mads
possible—even if uncenscigushy—by comunies of colonization
that alevaed Global Morth people and their values above thair
counterparts im the odlanined Siokbal Sauth,

As a resalt, Westarm-cantric conservation values became
enshrined as bastpractices and standards for sea turtle reseanch,
canservaton, and policy around the world, even while thel
proponents continued to live HEestyles that hawa far mose
negative Imgacts on the ervirormant than do their seuthem
courderparks,

Thiz elevation of Western valuas means that ondy a particulss
farm of research is recognized as legiimate among he ghobal
community today, because it is the anly farm that maats Slobal
Worth standards for what is termed abjectiity, In facl, Social
scignce has lifted the wel on this veneer of objectiviy end
efmphalically revaaked that prevalling conservation sclence is
greatly influenced by a 2el of specfic walues, Howavar, such
critictems ara haartily dismissed by conservation scentisls who
Dl in the Infali@dity of their methods. Maanwhis, attempis
1o build more-inclusive scientific appreaches are dismissed ar
deemed oo lMme-consuming or laborintensive. Does this
explanation sound femilis?

Maybe a concrete emample will help. Let's consider the
Annwal Symposium on Sea Turtle Biology and Conssrvation,
Py i (s d2nd yaar, this gathering & considered the preaminent
glopal meeting about <2a wrike congenalion and biology,
somatimes driveing mare than 1,000 attendess. To attend, you
must first have the recouroes Lo resed, register, and stay ak the
symposium's location, which may cost hundreds ar thougands of
coftars, To prasent your work, you musi submit an application in
English, ard your progect must meet certain standards of sclence
it it = to be accapied.

The main svent of the symposium is several days of tomal,
stead presentations thal ene Lypically foemaited o adbara o the
Westarn-cenrlc sclentiic meathod and are kept on time oy
diligerl and sometimas mbimidating modarators who must keep
discussion to 8 minimum. Bvan Sessions astensibly Tocusad on
consarsation consist of spesker after speakes sharing thelr wark
in highly polished presentations o an enomaous ballroom of
silert attendeas. When thosa presentations include descriptions
of engagement with or contritudions fram lacal communities, ps
thery aften do, the whole evert becomas .. polgnant? Ferhags
Ironic? Or ridiculous?

If you speak this “language” (English bedng Just one part of
i), end i you can navigate the dynamics, the symposum s &
blasi—a weeklong exchange of information and experiences in
which you maks and strengthen professional and personsl
retwarks and identify exciling new opporunities for collabora-
tizns. i you car’l speak the language, howewer, you're an he
aLilside beoking In—avan If vou ware actualby thena,



Lock at tha awards of the ntemational Sea Turtle Sociaby
{1575} By ow wnafficial count, bwo-thinds of reciplents of ISTS
Lifetime Achlevement dywards have beaen while men from Europe
of the Uniled Stabes; ondy three reciplents hase bean fram Glaial
South countries. Winners of the 15T5 Champlons Mwimrd —given
o individueals or egantzatons whose lergely feld-based
contributions are recognized as pérliculary oulstanding—are
miane fregquently fram Global South countries.

Tha principles horored by each of the awards are
undaubtedhy important and reflact the 15T5's values. Bul whelhar
this dichotarry reflects the percalved distinction bebween an
mtellectual contribwtion and grunt work, as wall as how those
contributions should b2 honored, is for v all 1o decide, In practica,
Mt -t ther dyramics of the ISTS and fts awards shape the Torm
and funciion of the ISTS? Parhaps over ime, as ihe 1375 becomes
mare inclusive, the patterns will change.

Axes of Colonialism

Moaw that we see the signs of neocolordallsm n ow community
and how it works, what are s afects? One axis 1o eaming & the
ganeration and use of knowledge, sstensibly in support of sea
turtle conservalion, Research periormad using maemalized,
Waestarn-cendric methads has no doubl genaraied incredinie
knovwkzdge aoout sao turtles and Innumerable relaled subjects
Bul we must recognize that such methods produce that
knowledge by perpetuating a focus on fracitionally Morthemn
valess of “objectivity™ and “eitherfor” thinking, typically at the
expense of emational, sensorlal, and experiendisl ways of
kngesing that may e common in other culbures,

In mary placas, it s Impossible to recrlt local commwnity
memibers with sigrficant sea turtle expertise towork for 8 public
Institution {such 83 a conservation department, uriversity, o
resgarch center] because they lack required  education
tredendisls (such as a high school cerification). This lack ol
appreciation tor local ecsdagical knowledge is one of the reasons
for s erosion—a costly koss for ses turte conservation thit
coukd be Improved by shedng all weys of knowing.

Academic resesrch largely produces greguate students and
peerreviewed papers and  atirects Tunding 10 abaady-
wstablished rgsearchers and their institutions, yet it typically
nwedts the in local consersation vakias, initiathes, or cagacinyg,
Even within academia, some researchers have vaslly greater
acoess 10 resowrces and to prastiglous institutions that epable
2 particular kind of research that is suited 1o pulblication i high-
profiia journals.

Painful a5 R is 10 accapt, such research—which Is typlcally
conducted in the Gleal Soulh by peopke from, and living, in the
Glooal Morth, o by elites within the Global South—mirors
colonialistpractices of axtracting valuabée resources and prestige-
anmancing experiences withaul leaving much behind, If there is
oy doubt, ket us asiowho typlcally benefits from this research. Are
host counries and communities belter off far the work of the
wslbors? dre sea twriles better off? O, &= we must admit, has our
resgarch probably benafited us far maore than anyona we mat in
the fleld, let alona tha conservation of sea turtles?

Like sed trtlhe research, congservation priorilies and actions
often are defined by actors in the Global Morth or elibes within
the Global South, whose agandas ara frequently imposad on
lacal cammuanites rather than being cocreated with them. Cnos
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antranched, colonial expertise and perspectives are valued
mare highly thon, and are seen as supenior to, the opiriens of
lacal & nalional experis

In some countries, there = 8 “posicolonial kgal stagnation,”
inwhich colonil policlias and systems of govemance that o nat
walue local cammunity knowledge and managemsant prachicss
simply continue as before, aven aiter independence has been
athieved. In mary places, colonial policles are alignad with the
wimws ol the privileged end powerfid peopis within Slobal South
countries who could |leverage the system 1o perpeiuate it by
purpnsehy axcluding others and reaping banefits to maintain the
dominance of the privileged and powearfil

A second axis of colonization perians 1o physicel space or
land. Mary profected anres systems in Global South countrias
ware criginally established to protect game species valed by
munters from cokanial powers, whike abher Systems were maodeled
on the axclusionary myth of “pristing nature” That myth lad
hurmnans to be forcibly femaved and kept out exemples of both
types of systems abound in every continent, induding Lata
Amarica, Africa, and Asa, In addition o the widespread
displacemsant of pecple caused by this nolion of cansarvalion,
privileged consenvationists have also sought to Impese their
vilies on the world.

The dramatic oppositicn to human consumption of twrle
egos, maat. and other products—particularly for commercial
eds—from conservationists is but one axampls of this concept,
In such sibuations, kecel values and neseds are owerloaked ar
ignarad or often outright devaluad and considared Inappro-
prigte for adwancing see urile conservation as defined by ihe
dominant walue system. The wtilitarizn wse of ervironmantal
educallon—sometimes described as “behavior change™—is
often aimad at wging communities o adjust o the priorities or
sensibilities of hase whe define conservation agendas, In other
words, “How do we get them to be mong fke usT" Many conser-
walion anganizalions and academics have been caomplicitin such
effarts to push their extemally derived pricrities evan when the
priarities do fot align with kacel values,
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A third axis of neocolonislism is how o concanbratas
resourced to enshring Wastem-ceniric walues of sea furlle
conservation in a systematk: feechack loop that bath creates
and parpatuates inequities. Whelhar the rescurca is money,
equigment, opporuniias, connections, or people, thers = mone
of B in Global Morth coundries, Resources are typically aoquired
Trom funding agencles, foundations, and denars that are also
mizEtly In the Global North, thus craating a kind of echo chambear
thel amplifies the priodties and velues defined by the Gicbal
Morth, When those resources are not distibuted in equitable
wiays that build local and In-country capacity where tha work |5
happening, cubtomes ang rarely good for kecal communities.

By now we must sound e hyparcriticsl, self-righieous
creachers! And yet thare may be & posllive cansequence of
colniakstyle ses lurtke consenvation, and with it comes great
appariunidy, Thoss of us whio have benedited frarm neccolonialist
struchures, practices, and cusloms have powerdul sgency, We
arg i the room. We are listened io, Dur recommendations
matter, A% ndhidusl and project levels, we can infleence
discizsions and influsnce how things are doni. Sa what shod
wia do with this agency and platfarm?

The Brighter Horizon

Undaing centunes-old lows, policies, customs, resource flows,
class systems, and olher sociefal dynamics around the waordd will
not be easy, & will reguire feeling for the cracks in the facads;
pauging what the holes are; demantling things brick-by-beick
and secilon-ty-section; and then replacing what's ramoyved with
new pieces that will evendually and hopefully provide a new
structirg and new ooooriunilies. S bow can we do this for sea
turtle eonsarsation?

First, there misi be an homest acknowledgment of the
foundational structre and dymesnics we've descrised. This
atknovladgment doasn’t erase all the tremendows gans mada In
sed furtle mesesrch and conservation be dale. Mo showd it
villinge ammore who has benefiled from or perpetuates
colonsakst power Struciuras, parlicularky aryore whe bas dane so
unwithinghy Instesd, by recesnizing the rle of neccolondlsm in
sea Wwrlle consarvation, we tocus an who has been keft out, how
end winy thery howa baan left out, and what we should de about 1L

Gaing forwand, we shoulkd focus on programs and praciices
thal promobe and groe capacity, talent, and experise—whathar
it be for field research, data analysis, community development,
of policy=within tha Global South and remote communities. We
should foous on fairer, more equitable, and more approgsats
digtribution of resownces (such as people, reining, squipmeant, ar
mioney) and credit for variows types of valuable contributions.
Such prigrties could be incorparaied by fundsrs and psrmitting
autharities and could be codified in collaboration agreements
pailt i plece before Global North visitors work In ciher parts of
thi wiarld,

Ferhaps such agreaments could require that members of
local communitles be imalved in feld seams and serve as
coaulhors for relsted publications. The |ebes wauld mply &
change in journal policies that, In some cases, require cosulhons
b have read the manuscripl, despite tha fact that some worthy
coauthars may not ewen undersiand English—anather way In
which neccslenial sStructures prevent credit sharing.

In parmkal with bolstering local cepacity aad In the
conservation prajects themsehms, wa must foreground the
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needs end walues of communities where twrthe consareation is
taking place. Giobal Morth end Soulh collsborations shoukd
enswe thal the wons, responsioilities, values, and malhods
better raflect local and nalicnad needs and customs—nat 85 an
efterthought retroftted oo & research project that has been
akaady cowsloped. but 85 8 central principle hal delermines
wihy and how & project takes place,

Wie =hould include traditional knowledge and ather ways of
kmowing when we rame and carry out reseanch, and we should
use modaels that integrate diffarent knowledge systems inlo
profect design and implementation, Global Morth visitees should
be required to share what they learr, analyze, and produce with
Globel Sauth countries, Permaps such reguisements could be
enfproed a5 B prefequsile io obtaining funding, research
permits, and access from the host countn

Mone of this is eesy. To bagin with, the priorties of thosa af
us from privileged instiutions often simply do ret match the
priarites of the communities that we engage with. Alihaugh
members  of economically  disadventaged and  marginal
communities may accesd emplayrment because they need the
maney, they may or may not really care abead our scieniific
resesntn of Sea lrthes, Be it on physsologqy, genetics, of behaior
Balancing our own sometimes esoleric priorites with more
mesafingful contiutions o local commundies requines us Lo
redhink the larger project of our engagement and forces us to
cansider what wa might do, besides research, that waald give
something beck.

Most impertanthy, we cannot and shauld not wait for nationas!
or intemetional bodies o develop and Imposea the protocals.
These of us from privileged backgreunds can slep g and use
o woices and nfluence fo highlight and Incorporate many of
these actieons curselves. Wi can be a platfarm be elevate and
amplify ihe wolces, perspactives, expenences, experise, valuns,
neads, and concems of aur kool parbmars, and we can ensure
that local partners are &s visible i our woak as we are, If not
mara 5o, But before wa can usa that voice effactively, we musi
D2 humbée, stop talking, listen o athars' woices, and actualhy
heed what we hear.

And respansibilities do not rest Just with people from the
Global Morth, Whether In the Marth ar South, all of us who hawe
the privilage of dedicating our lives to the pursuil of knowlsdge
hewve the respansibility 1o bulld a betber future bevond the
acadamic sphere. Those of us fem the Global South with
power, privilege, fraining, and rescurces need 0 ansure that
wit also ghra back to soclaty, We should give due recognition
to local ecologicsl knowledge holdars angd should oreate
Inclusive  sharing pletforms  where  their  insights  ang
urderstanding can e Integrated to IMprove Conservalion
precticas. Wa must assisl communities in asserting ownership
of tha places, cpporiunities, and resouress that ane of valws to
visilors, tharaby craating change owver iime, Wa can hoiid [ocal
guthorities mone accountable Tor following throwsgh on
cammitments, and wa can priodtize enhenced training and
netwarking in the Global South,

In the waars to come, we hope 1o create robust spacas for
meaningful hanest, and participatory disdogue and action in the
seq lurtle cammunity, b dsmantle our codonialist foundations,
and t2 bulld & new future. Someday, perhaps, we can make our
magratians between our homas and *offices” &5 balanced s the
ong-irip mégrations of our sea furte fiends. We all=turtles and
furtie paspie alike—will be batler for i, =



THE MIGRATIONS OF SEA TURTLE PEOPLE

@ know 8 lot abaut the migrations of

s burtles around the workd, but what

about ihe migrations of sea urtle
peaple—ihase of us committed to the study and
conservatien of ses urlesT To detarmineg whers
ses lurtle people go to Bve |lop panel, attend
schoal [middle panall, and do feldwork [battam
panal} relative to thelr bomes couniries, SWOT
candiscbid an online sursey of the ses urtis
community in 2023 that receved 225 resporses.
The Survey responsas are represented by lines
and arows in the meps an this page that show
the direclicnaily and magnitude of the magrations
of sea furtle paopke relalive 10 their home
countries. Saeme individuals iIndiceted mare han
ane schodl, and many respondents ndicated
more than one field site. Each migration—evan
if there were several for an individual—is
represanted in the maps. The thickar the arrows,
the higher the numzer of migrations alang that
route. The number of peogds who stayed in their
home counines s alss Shaown

Wa also coded countries according 1o their

designalion as “devaloped® [from which we had
150 respondents), or "in trarsition and devel-
aping” (TS respondents) by the United Mations
‘Wiorld Economic Situation and Projects Report
(2023 10 help illestrate pattems of movement
batwaan couniries of difering sconomic status,
Thouwgh the rumber of respendents bo this sureny
is smal ralative 1o the tatal number of people in
the glotal saa turtle community, the resulis show
that zea turile peaple's migraticns follow routes
farged by cenfures of colonialsm around the
world, Speciflically, people from developed
countries are made likely than those fram in
traresition and develoging counbhies 1o

« Live sudside thair home couniry
{mona than 3 times mne oy

= Hewe: sludied gutside thelr neme aowntng
e han 30 percent mare lkaly)

+ Work sutside their home country
(4 times move likely)

» Have wodked in mone countries other than thair

home courtry {more then bwice as many countias).

A5 Shenker and collosgues state in the accompanying
arlichy, “tha brosder pattemns of migration within the sea turthe
community refiect imbalances of resources, power, and
aoency, plus the consenation values ang praclices that ane
deeply roobed in neocolonleksm as a global phanomanon ™
Examination of these mags ond the underlying data [available

Wher

did you go to live?

..l-l‘_"Jl'.F Ty

]

Arpw Cokars ndicate whiether the migrations
argingied in Tin transiticn snd develaping” or
“tveloped® courtnies |per Ward Ecancemic
Siluaticns and Prospects 2022 Arrow siza
Indicatar the numbier af migrations per patheay

ol seaturtiastzius. ong) proveke important questions about those imbelances, For example, condidering the rasources required 1o
supoort these global North to South migration pattamns, (s the sea twrile communily generating the best possible return on invest-
ment in 1erms af research and conservation benefits tha sdvance cur coliective goalst And who is benafiing most Trom thege
patlerns? The answers o thode questions might be painful 1o aceept, but corfreating these hand truths will make our sea turtie
conservation cammunity truly global—and one that elovates and celebrates sl contributions, regardless of where youte from,
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