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THE SHAME OF ESCOBILLA,
PART 1I

=0N THE TRAIL OF==

— ANTONIO SUAREZ—

THE SLAUGHTER OF TURTLES ON A BEACH IN
MEXIcO THREATENED TO WIPE OLIT A SPECIES.
THEN THE MAN BEHIND IT ALL MADE A MISTAKE

ery few human lh‘mga | believe, could tour that
dump near the slaughterhouse on the beach
called Escobilla and remain unmowved. There,

rothing reptilian bodies were piled one atop the
other, as far as the eye could see. Near the
entrance to these acres of death there was a pile
of eggs—an entire generation, or so it seemed
—rotting away under a blazing tropical sun.

 Darcid HughesTines Coleman, I

I saw that dump in October of 1977. I had

By Tim Cahill gone to Mexico expecting to write a pleasant litte

report on what promised to be an awesome natural phenomenon. On the beach
called Escobilla, in the state of Oaxaca, on the Paafic coast not far from the
Guatemalan border, some 100,000 turtles were said to come up out of the sea and lay
their eggs in the sand. The olive ridley, an 80-pound animal about the size of a
manhole cover, had come up onto the beach at Escobilla on nights of the full moon,
100,000 strong, for as long as anyone could remember, These massive am.!‘uz[‘ii;m —

SR P

arrivals—happened approxi-
mately once a month from mid-
summer through late fall.

I had been invited to see the
arribazon by a man named Juan
José de la Vega, the director of a
Mexican environmentalist group
called the Cosmographic Society.
Also invited by f‘)?i Vega and
on hand for the expected arriba-
20n was a film crew from ABC's
Ametican Sportsmant. As it hap-
pened, the crew was lucky to get
good footage of a single turtle
”Ih%:-f her eggs in the sand:

was no ambazon in Octo-
ber of 1977. Politics and
had gotten in the way, and the
dump at Escobilla was the result.

The artide 1 wrote, “The

Shame of Escobilla,” was pub-
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[Hished in the February 1978 ssue of
Outside. The pleasant [tthe story 1 had
anvisioned became 2 horser of death and
despair. Anbondo Swedrez, the man n
charge of the slaughter, felt Cudside had
judged him “harshly.”

Diespite the fct that the siluation
seemed to me o be —no laws
were being broken, after all— there was a
mad scramble of activity. [ waes invited to
international conferences, asked bo file
| affidavits, to submit copies of e Cufside
arficle b envirommenial pe in sup-
port of lawsuits initiated by them.

In fhe bour years since the publica-
thom of that hopeless story, my file on the
turtles of Escobilla has expanded enough
to fill an entire drawer, and the story no
longer seems quite 50 hopebess. It is a
continuing tale, one of criminal conspir-
acies, of investigations and counter-
investigations, of well-intentioned people
working at cross-purposes, of evil—and
ol hints of redemption.

All T ever wanted to do was wabch
those furtles swim wp out of the sea and
lay their on the beach. What I
actually saw on the beach called Escobilla
in October of 1977 lves in my mind like

a wound.

Iunderh'a}' at Escobilla, a deadhr ex-
periment involving the survival of an

eniting species of animal.

In previous years, harvesting of sea
turtles during the nesting sesson had
been prohibited, for good reason. In the
days that precede the arribasdm, female
ridlevs mass m the ocean, vulnerable, just
| beyond the breakers. There are thou-
sands of them bobbing in the swells, as
far as the eye can see. Sunlight ghtters off
their shells; At this Hme they are slow
mearly sommambulant, driven by instinct,
and they are easily caught by divers,

The ban on harvesting turtles during
| the breeding season had been Hited in

1976, and in October of 1977 men were
catching the urtles beyond the breakers,
ing them faster and more eific
ciently than ever before, Lifting the ban
had beent a controversial mowve. The
turtles were listed in the 1973 neptile Hal
Data Baok as endangerad: “in danger of
extinction and whose survival is unﬂkelg.-
Ii causal factors

EthqphﬂhmqﬁHHhﬂMamm
b the gttenton of the media in 1576, The
fishimg company, PICSA, and iis director
general, Antonio Sudrez, were sensitive
to the criticism, Instead of restoring the
prohibition apainst harvesting, however,
Sudrez had picked wup the lion's shan:
A e aid winddrows !
in Costn Fion, nvbere furiks are prateciad

n 177 there was an  expeaosend

abphd (onerlarl: & wonss |m-r'Il'|I

Prier C. H. Pefahand

Suérez panicked
and fled, leaving
his clothes and
luggage in his

hotel room.

_
of the tab for the comstrction of 4 labosa-
ey dedivated 1o the preservation of the
olive ndley,

Fhere's fhe Wy the laby was -'..':|.IE1-.:|5Ed
by wioekd A thie turtles wene slanghtoned,
UEES wiould be kaken from the fEoale's
oviducts. These epps would be bared n
the sand or in stynofoany boses filled with
gand, There they would be protected
from predators. such as domestc gogs
and coyertes, not to menton these human
fackals, the men whir poach turtle eges
for profit,

The epes fotch & good price in the
Tna'rknl'pl:.:rux of Mevacn's LI!EI'_'F wibies;
ipnorant and impobent men believe they
ame an aphrodisiac. Poachern, cienng b
that trade, will strip & beach of 10 percent
of its. eges, and in consequence, leath-
erback, green, andolive rdlkey . turiles
have all bul dizappeared from certain
unproteched beaches, The poachers are
organized amd vidous, The new lab af
Escobdlla was named for Dandel Guevar,
A wman murdered by poachors in the
course of ds :n\'r.-i'lqapl:u.u:l of & major
eEg-smuggling

Eggs from 1'h-|:' -1|'|.1:|E|'|!|:-'r||] fiermaales
wrald ke concentrated in the area arcund
the lak, l'.|T‘|_1|:¢'l.'|:{'|.‘| 'b1.r Muexican marines
and PIOSA employees, As hatchilings
omerged, they would be collected, put in
lapge fanks, and fed unil there were

enough of fhem b be boated oul and
dhumped beyond the breakers,

Protecting the eggs from poachers
wis A noble-enough ides, but a little
reading aboul sea turtles in the most
elementary scientific texts indicates that
these were several things wong with the
central concept of the lab. Mo one had
any idea what the hatch rate would be
from eggs taken out of the slaughtered
females, only that it would be a fraction of
that from eges laid naturally, There was
also a probabilify that the hatchlings, in
captivity, would become "pen-happy,”
that onece the swimming fremey of the Arst
day of birth had passed, they would
wallow about indolently where dumped,
there to be snapped wp by predatoss or
washed back onto the beach by the Gde,
Fenally, whatever mechanism it is that
causes Tidleys to retumn fo the beach of
their birth &0 lay their eggs might e
shvort-circuited.

There was one other thing wrong
with the fab. It was a hoax,

he medi was on hand in foroe

for the dedication of the lab that

stormy Sunday afternoon in the
fall of 1977, There were more than 25,000
hatchlings swimming about in W6 tanks.
The govemnor of the state made a speech,
and newsmen got plenty of pictures of
thee lab’'s benetactor, Antomio Sudrez, who
amiled modestly.

Several days later | retumed to the
lab, All the tanks were emply. All the
hatchlings were gone, The mature furtles
im the large banks— the ones whose mat-
ing habits were going to be studied —had
bern taken fo the sbaughtechouse, or so
said an old man eating his lunch under a
tree. He was the only person [ could Find
at the "lab."

The hatchlings in those fanks on
dedication day, [ discovered later, had
beest collected om the beach at Escobilla,
and they had hatched from eggs laid
there naturally. They had been brought
from Escobilla to the lab fo deceive the
miedia and the Mexican people,

O the last day of my visif o
Escobilla [ wisited the slaughterhouse
dump, the most evil place 1 have ever
soerL “The dump,” 1 wrote soon after-
ward, “is located on several low hills just
southeast of the slaughterhoise. When
thve furiles have been slaughtered, the 12
pounds of good meat has been stripped
from the bone, and leather has been
stripped from the head and chest, the
remaing are dumped onbe these hills lke
garbage and beft to dry in the sun betore
the bones and shells are ground mto
fertilizer.

"The stench  fene-

the odor  of

{over)
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death—was unholy. ., Vultures re-
treated reluctantly as | approached.
Here and there [ saw flippers stripped of
their flesh, their five fingers, like vours
and mine, jutting out of black pu-
trescent maat.

“There were eggs there too, whens
no eggs should be, Mixed with the
bowels of their slaughtered mothers, they
were heaped into a sprawling pile and
covered with maggots, | suspect someone
will tell me that PIOSA only chooses the
finest eggs to go bad in the sand or in
those styrofoam boxes, and that these
were rejects. But | saw that pile with my
own eyes, There were thousamds upon
thousands of eggs, all rotting n that
evil heap,

“I was, quite literally, sick to my
slomach,”

That was the tone of the arficle;
bitter, angry, hopeless. It was full of
words like !, and those words were
always used in proximity to the name
Antonio Sudres,

In late 1977 things were going very
well indeed for Antonio Susdrez. His men
were killing as many as 700 turtles a dav,
the governor of Oaxaca had compli-
mented him on his efforts in the feld of
comservabion, and Trowite Pesguem, the
magazine of the Mexican fishing
industry, had published a long and
laudatory article on the lab. Sudrez was
selling the turtle. leather and making
enough money, apparently, to continue
the obscene slaughter at Escobilla, Max-
ican law required him to make use of all
parts of a turtle. The shefls and bones
could be used as fertilizer, but the proc
essed meat was a problem. Olive ridbey is
not considered a tasty turtle, not in
Mexboo or Central America. The tustle
soup and turtle sdeaks that are
come from Hee green turtle, So Sudrez
was =itting on 4 few hundned thousand
pounds of meat, which, if not predisely
worthless, was not making him any
money either,

In Dvoember of 1977 —according bo
an indictment later handed down by a
Miamd grand jury—Antonio Sudrez amd
several others met in a lueary apartment
in Mexico City, and there they entered
into an ilegal consgiracy fo dispose of all
that cumbersome turtle maat.

few weeks after the Culside article

was published, I received a letter

from Dr, Peter Pritchard, wice-
president for science and research at the
Florida Audubon Society, Dr. Pritchard,
having recently returned from a fact-
finding misslon to Escobilla, wrote:

Sadrez leats 0 hertledmrest eceesion Dyer RiTL

“When 1 was there i late November,
they were still killing S00-200 turtles per
day, and ey one was 2 female contain-
ing eges. ... The local PIOSA jofr told me
that the story behind the opening cere-
mony of the research facliby and the
subsequent draining of the nks was
simply that the plumbing system was not
ready for dedication dav, so they had
hand-filled the system just for the cepe-
many, then emptied it again. They still
did not hive their plumbing svstem in
operation whan 1 was there, but they
were “working on i’ I, ke voul, was
revolted by what | siw. ... The feds say
that they will clamp dowsy and dose the
season if the turtles shonw a diminution in
numbers. Unfortunetely, i may be too
late then—the Eemnp's ridley, on the
uther coast; has shown no eoovery even
after a decade of full profection. ... Open
semson during the bresding tme i a3 sure
recipe for disaster,”

“Shame” was reprinted in the [LICN
(Intermational Union for Conservation of
Mature. and MNatural Resources) Marine
Turtle Mewsletter, Dy, Pritcherd wde a
commentary, and 1 guote from him again,
nob only because his comments ane oo
genk, but because it will later be tmportant
o ki exactly where he stands, Reflect-

r L. M. Modcheed

Plarser

There was \

one other thing
wrong with the lab.
It was a hoax.

faber. ke rediens witk a full fomd deights

ing an his visit to the slughterhouse, |
Pritchard wrate, °1 found the sight of the |
beautiful female ridleyvs, fresh from the
sea, being bashed in with iron bars and
dedtly eviscarated, one after the other, 500 |
of more per day, a disgusting and de-
muoralizing sight, and [ found the idea of
creatures being butchered in this way
when they were gathering to lay their
eggs totally unacceptable, both emo-
tionally and biologically.*

FPritchard had questioned the director
of the Mexican Department of Fishenes,
who had, apparently, been guite frank.
PIOSA, he said, had been allowed to fish
during the breeding scason, had been
alkowed such dangerously high quotas,
because it would be bogistically difficull
and extremely expensive to field a small
army of enforcement personnel in remote
coastal Omoaca. It was thought that if
Sudrez got the quodas he wanted, he
would, in turn, sed that those cggs laid
natueally or buried at the lab would be
adequately protected from  poachers.
Pritchard’s commentary went on to ques-
ion the concept of the lab itself and
mentioned that the Sudrez PIOSA opera-
tom constituted the largest butchery of
turthes m the world.

In the summer of 1978 ABC aired its
Amerions Sporfsommn segment on the plight
of the olive rdley. Producerdirecior John
Wilcoe: and assodiate producer Bob Nixon
had put together a powerful and emo-
tional documentary. It was all there on
film: the Lab with thousands of turtles in
the tanks and the media standing around
Iooking suitably impressed, followed by
empty fanks only o dayvs bater, There
was & final shot of the dump, that foul
bonevard, and all those eggs, the next
generation, rokting away in that maggot- |
infested heap, |

A small groundswell of public
support seemed to be building. and the
Environmental Defense Fund took good
and proper advantage of it. They threat-
encd to sue the United States fedemal
povernment: The EDF dermanded that the
olive ridley and two other species of sea |
turtle be declared a threatened [
under the Endangered Specles Act. |
Threat of suit was enough. The  olive |
ridley was declared to be endangered.
The effect of the action was o prohibit
imporiation of any of the protected turthes
ar of products derived from them.
Thln,ﬁs started to go bad for Antonio

Sudrez in the spring of 1979, In |

California Charles Clark, a Marine |
Fisherles Service agenl, came across a |
shipment of freezer packages [|abeled
“thunked Tabasoo River Turtle.” Clark |

{over)
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wormined the meat. It was not light-
codored, like freshwater turths. 1§ was
dark, beefred, fbrous: more lke sea

turtle, Clark notified Charles Fuss, the

special agent in charge of law enforce-
ment for the MNational Marine Fisheries
Service in St Petersburg, Flodida. Fuss
had been getting similar reports about
sea-turtle meat for sale in Florida, But as a
result of the federal action taken the
previous July, all sk species of sea turtle
found in the Western Hemisphere had
been declared endangered or threatened.
Fuss geared up an investigation.

There were 12 agents on Fuss's inves-
Hgative team, and it was a rare case of
near fotal cooperation between govern-
ment agencies; Thene were people from
the Fish and Wildlife Service, from the
L5 Customs Service, from the Mational
Marine Fetheries Service, and from the
Wildlife and Marine Resources section of
the Justice Departinent.”

The interagency team talked with
turtle experta. It was perfectly legal to
import Tabasco River turtle (that has since
changed), but according to José Toro, a
speclal attormey for the Justice De-
partment, the investigators were look-
ing at meardy 190000 poopeds of it And
there were nod encigh Tabasco River
turtles in all of Mexico to acoount for that
much meat,

One element of the nvestgative
tean, working with customs declarations,
followed a paper tail to a seafood
exporter in Mexiwo, The man had no
knowledge of the shipments pouring into
Miami Intermational Airport, Investiga-
tors determined that export papers had
been stolen from the company's office,
that signatures had been forged in what
appeared to be a criminal conspiracy of
Sma proporiion.

Meanwhile, Sylvia Braddon, a re-
search chemist with the Mational Marine
Fisheries Service, was working to identify
the meat in those packages of “Tabasco
River Turtle.” The technique she used is
called iscelectric focusing. It invaolves
passing a strong ch of ebectricity
through & small sample of meat for
several hours. Eventually the protein
“focuses, " ndcmampk pattérn
of blue lines, distinct for each species.

In order to identify the spedes in-
volved, Braddon would have to test the
bnes developed from the suspect meat
against those from the meat of every
other freshwater and saltwater turtle in
the world, Luckily the investigators had a
pretty good idea of what kind of meat
they were dealing with: 190,000 peunds
seemed to implicate the most profific

turthe butcherer in the wordd, Antonic
Sudrez.

Peter Pritchard provided one of the
samples of ridley meat used by Braddon
The thin blue lines from Pritchard's sam-
phe matched exactly those from the meat
in the suspect tins,

So Ik was ridley meat. The fact that
only one man in the world would have
that much olive ddley meat to sell doesn’t
cut much ice legally. There was still &
blizzard of paper and a forest of middle-
men betveeen Antonio Sudrez and all that
illegal meat.

It was a wvery diffcult case, but José
Toro had & plam.

of Antomis Suirez in the late summer

of 1979, The story had pretty much
died down as far as | knew: so T was
surprised to get a strange and urgent call
about Sudirer a year and half after the
publication of the story,

The man on the Fll'mm sounded like
a guy wha knew his Baymond Chandler
and who subscribed to Saldier of Fortume

The man sounded
like the kind of
guy who might weigh
300 pnunds, smoke
cigars, and talk
out uf the side
of his mouth.

I knew nothing about the investigation

magazing; the kind of guy who might
weigh X0 pounds, smoke cigars, and talk
out of the side of his mouth. He was
calling from Los Angeles, or so he said,
and he claimed to represent a group of
wealthy southern California  conserva-
tionlats with the monmey to “provide
extraordinary solutions to extraordinary
problems.”

*The alaughterhouse,” he said, “it's
located on & pretty remote stretch of
beach, kn't #? You give us the layout, we
coubd be in and out of there in 20
minutes. We'd be in Mexico 10, 12 howrs,

“You're not..
ing =some sork of,
operation?”
it T the NP e iy

O &0 il the
s e v language they

"Well, you know, I'm not really sure
that, uh”—this unatic was talking about
bombing Mexicol— “we'd be abile to, uh,
do much good, uh, that way!"

are you sugmesk-

uh, paramilitary

wo men would spend. ek

There was a pause while the man
seemed to consider his opbons, “All
rght,” he said Anally, "vou tell me, How
do we stop this guy Sudnezi™

I wish [ coubd say I pegged him
immiediately, butb it was only after he
hung up that it cocurred to me that the
guy was neither o militant environmental-
lat mor a Aaming nutcase, He sounded
meore like 4 very cever  professional
investgator. “OLK.,” he kept saying, “if
that wor't work, how do we get Sudrez?"

If indeed the man was an investiga-
tor of zome sort, then he was pumping
me for any nasty information | might
have on Suarez; The mosk prolific urthe
butcher in the world must have been a
very worred man.

vents slid around the bend and
went careening downhill for
Sudrez in November 197%. Sudner
had been meeting with Fm:-hu«ni_ the
hours at a
crack, arguing their way through a long
lunch—and Pritchard invited him to the

Tnlled States to speak at the First World

Conferenice for World Sea Turtle Con-
servation, According to Pritchard, Sudrez
had initially thought that those who
opposed him were obstrectionists, sen-
timentatists who didnt like killing,
vegetarans, hippies. *But,” Pritchard
told me:, “he was impressed by scientists,
by reasonable men with facts at their
ﬁ'ngﬂ'hpa " Pritchard saw the conference;
&5 i process of give-and-take, a leaming
experivnoe for Sudrez, who he felt was
coming around to a more rational
proach,

The Justice Department's [osé Toro,
unkpown to Prifchard, attended the con-
ference for entirely different reasons.

“Mr. Suarer,” Pritchard told me,
“was very nervous, He was speaking in
the bargest room of the United States State
Department fo 500 of the most know-
ledgaable sea-turtle experts in the world. ™

Waorse, members of the World Wikd-
tite Fund had put copies of the Cufelde
article on every seat. Two unidentified
men, described b0 me ag “large and

Mexlcan,” went from seat to
seat,; confiscating the reprints. Mo matter,
the WYWF handled oul more re-
prints as the de entered the poom,
They had also arranged showings of the
ABC Sporfsmian segment.

Sudrez spoke before an unresponsive
and sudy crowd. As he stepped off the

iurm, e was surrounded by federal
agents and handed a subpoena.
Apparently he panicked. Sudrez fled. He
flew back to Mexboo, leaving his clothes
and luggage in his hiotel room,

*I kmew,™ José Toro tobd me, “Hhat

{over)
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there was a great quantity of olive ridiey
mueat involved, and that seemed to point
b Mr. Sudrez. We had no legal prood,
however, and the subpoena only in-
vohved his records. [ went bnlo the inves-
Hgation with an open mind, but when
Mr. Suirez fled, we began concentrating
on_him,"

" Toro and other agents took up the
paper trail once again, Names on et
terheads submitted to United States
Customs led to a growp of Cuban
businessmen i Mlaml, and incuirdes
there led to another group of Cubans In
Mexico City. There, Toro, who was borm
in Puerio Rico and of course speaks fuent
Spanish, began looking for the man any
investigaior wants to find; the fellow with
& gEripe.

Oni Toro's list of people he wanted to
talk to was a man named Martin Zacarias,
It booked to Toro as if Zacarias had once
been Involved In the conspiracy but had
been somehow muscled out of the busi-
mess. There were three separate mestings
in Mextoo City, and because Zacariag was
o longer imvolved in the business, Toro
felt justified m granting him immunity in
exchange for information. On the third
meeting, Lacanias produced & sample
customs document, written in pencil. It
contained the precise wonding used in the
customns declarations for the illegal meat.

ZLacarias said that the sample doco-
ment had been drawn up during a
meeting in Mexico City sometime in
Decemnber of 1977, At that meeting he and
other individuals present had conspired
o fraudulently mislabel olive ridley meat
and export it to the United Sates. One
of the ndividuals: present was named
Antonio Sudrez.

Taking this information to the grand
jury in Miami, Toro was able o obtain an
indictment against Sudrez, PHISA, and
five other individuals amd corporations,
Sudrez hired the best lawyers he could
And and retumed to the Unlted States
only after plea megotiations had been
completely worked out. On Ociober 28,
19E1, Sudrez pleaded guilty to all charges
and paid a total of $50,000 in_fines.

Antomio Sudrez eventually quit the
turtle=slaughtering business. “Mo,” Toro
told me, “that was not part of the plea
negotiations. 1 think that we dented him
the United States market, and perhaps
the business is no bonger profitable.”
Toro, whe shares 3 Latin background
with Sudrez, thinks there may be some-
thing else Imvolved, “Antonio Sudre:”
Toro sald, “is a very prowd man, very
concerned with dignity. He is very Latin
in that respect. [ think {§ was devastating
fm to stand befoee that judge, to be

guilty, to acknowledge that he

engaged in criminal acts. 1 think for him
thwe worst humiliation came at the arraign-
ment, when they took him downstairs for
fingerprinting and mug shaots,

“You coubd,” Toro said. “almost feel
sonry bor him. ™

o the butcher of Escobilla was
driven from the beach in humilia-
tion and disgrace. The good guys
won, the villain was crushed, and the
urthes were daved for all cterniby.
That's the way I'd like to end this
report, But the turiles are not yet saved,
and Antonio Sudrez may not have been a
botal vilkain
According o Dr. Peter Prtchard, "It
was easy bo see Sudrez as evil Incarnate,
and that 15 hoow 1 saw him at fest.” Afier
talking with him for a whils, Pritchard
saw Hhet Swdrez truly believed  Indus-
trialization was the only way fo preserve
e turtles: If turtles were worth more to
local people than eggs are worth to
poachers, then poaching would stop on
the beach.
What Sudrez didn't believe was that
harvesting during the nesting season was

Ridley eggs fetch a
good price in Mexico's
larger cities;
ignorant and impotent
men believe they are

an aphrodisiac.

harmful to the [mpul.ll:mn as - whole.
"He was beginning to come around boour
point of view,” said Prifchard. *Hard
facts, stakisfics, scienific research im-
pressed him. That = why T invibed himn fo
the sea-turtle conference in Washingion, "
That 15 where Sudrez was served with the
subpoena.

*[ knew nothing about that," Pritch-
ard said. When Sudrez fled, Pritchard
raced o the airport. He wanted to assame
Budrer that he had not betrayed him,
"W didn't talk for some time after that,”
Pritchard said. “He did call when he
made the declsion to quit the business,
though. He was very concerned about
what the world thought of him, He didn’t
want to be known as the man who was
killing off an entire species of animal, |
remember | once asked him what he
thought about the Oubside article, 1
thought he would scream and vell, call
it a pack of Hes. Instead, he h:ruk:ed
very sad. “They judged us harshly,’
said. He was sensitive to that ]udpwnt
Perhaps the pem:m whose opinion

counted most with Sudrez was his daugh-
ter. "He loves his daughter,” Pritchard
said, “He dotes on her. He told me once
that i she even fold him to quit the
business, he woubd at once, without
question. One day he called me, Mow I'm
sure there are many other reasons for his
decision, but he said, 'Peter, Fernanda
asked me to stop killing the turtles."”

udrez sodd his turthe operation to

Propemex, & governmeni-owned

company that continoes o kill the
animals at a furious pace. “Swirez,” says
Pritchard, "was the strongman, el Chin-
gumn, the man in charge.You could reason
with him, Mow vou see bureaucrats who
shiug their shoulders and on ko
other bureaticrats.” e

Cardos Magle, a consultant for the
Waordd Wildlife Fund, puts it more blunt-
Iy, “If what you really wanted was to save
the turtles, then you have to see what
happened to Antonlo Sudrez as a
tragedy. He was a typical poacher on his
way to becoming a game warden. He is a
va}ftnteﬂlgent meam, and he couild see the
long-range Lernes.”

Baut Sudrez |5 gone, and the bureau-
crais of Propermex are the new butchers
on the beach.

The situation, however, is anything
but hopeless. Things are not the same in
Mexico as they were in 1977, Then, the
only conservationdsts on the beach al
Escobilla were Juan José de la Vega and
Boris de Swan of the Cosmographic
Society. By 1981, during the largest arri-
bazion of the year, more than 150
conservationists hit the beach, like com-
mandos, Aside from Juan José and mem-
bers of the Cosmogmaphic Socety, thene
were representatives of two ather grow-
ing environmentalist groups, Amigos del
Universo and Boconservaton.

“The marines,” Juan Josd told me,
“made it possible for us to be there, ['can't
praize them enough. When the armbazdon
started, they provided a plane forus, We
Hew down from Mexico City and got on
the beach only a few hours after the first
turtles crawled up on the beach.” The
conservationdsts spread out, with people
taking statiors every 50 vards. They
stayed two weeks, “Poachers don't want
the eggs after 2 week or s0,” Juan José
said. "They hatch in 40 o 45 days, but
hatchlings begin to form inside very
quickly. Mo one would eab an egg with &
turtle head In #.*

As the congervationists helped the
marines patrol the beach, the navy pa-
trofled the water out bevond the breakers.
Mew Fisheries regulations require all
fishing to stop for seven days after the
start of an arribazdn. -




More than 7 reporters covered the
operation. The public saw what was
happening on tefevision and heand about
it on radio. Xine of the most influential
newspapers in Mesico mn front-page
arficles on the plight of the furtles. Two
documentary films were produced, and
both were evenbually shown on televi-
giom. Juan Buiz Healy, a popular reporter
on Mexico's 6F Minntes, did-a devastating
report on poachers and sellers.

People like Juan José see the media in
Mexico as major allies.  The public ks now
awane of the problem, " Jusn Jose wold me,
"and this i= a dramatic change from when
vou firsk carme fo Escobilla.”

Ricardo Mier, of Bioconservation,
adds, "If i 2 parados, buk the ecolopy
movement seems bobe growing here, and
growing very rapidly, in spite of the
current economle cisls. I think this is
becaurss we can now clearly see that true
valwe fies in natural resources and not in
pesos or dollars.”

As the public becomes more con-
sclous of the slaughter on the beach at
Ezcobilla, more pressure is put on the
Department of Fisheres fo rejnstate the
ban on fishing during the breeding sea-
som. or, Failing that, o lwer the guotas
allowed Propemes b0 more ressonable
bovels,

The current quotas arie absurdly
high. Here are some numbers; it doesn't
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take a marine biokogist o analbvze them,

# 1573 Juan José de la Vega secs his
first armibazdn. More than TO0.000 furthes
by their egge on the beach,

® 1081 The hdwl mumbsr of hictles
arriving, on the beach for ml arnbagdnes,
July through Movember, 15 50,060,

® 1981 The okl mumber of tirtkes
albowed to be killed, according to quotas
set by the Department of Fisheres, is
B,000, -

The mumber of turles ariving on the
Beach m 1981 was only a lenth of what it
was only o decade ago. And although
SO00E turtles peached  the Beach In 15981,
almost bwace that number wore Eilled
before they could lay their epes: And 19881
was the sparest vear for arribarzdnes
recent memory, which probably. means
that fewer turlles reached the beach than
ever before,  throughout the whole of
Heme,

Juan José de la Vega savs the meme
arv of 1973, when he saw 100,000 furbhes
lay their eggs on the beach in a single
night, i5 a freasure noone can ke from
him. He likes to refive it now and again.
He' stood alone, surrounded by oall
that.. . Fology, and the moon. was Full
and bright. A gentle breese was blowing
in off the ocean, amd the smell of the sea
was strong, All around, on all sides; as far
as the eve could see on this bright night,
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there were turtles: turtles coming inooat of
thve ovean, turtles laying their eggs, turthes
returning to the mystery of the sea, Juan
Jo=é had a sensation of a time before man,
a sense of the fecumdity of the sea and
land, There was something deep and full
expanding inside of him, something other
people feel only inside a church,

There is an image that lives inside my
memory a5 well. It is a vision of that
shughterhouse dump, those acmes of
death. The breeze [ recall was heavy with
the stench of rot, warm with the welght
of decay,

Propemex. i sbll dumping bodies
there, and. according to Dr, Pritchard,
still dumping eges, These eggs are sid fo
be too immature to be buned in the sand;
cither that or too fouled with the moth-
er's intostines during the slaughtering
process.

S0 these eges are dumped where the
Bodies aof the mothers are left Lo rot, But
many of the eggs are not fouled; many are
nob dmmature. Many of them live, and
hatchlings emerge to crawl over the rot-
Hng bedles of thelr slaughtered mothars,
Thev crawl frantically, through the stench
of death, toward a sea they will never
reack,
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Sea turtles
find friend

in court

Mexican fined
in import case

Called major effort !

|
Prosecution of the case {8 consid- |
ered a major effort in the interna- |
tonal campaign to sssist the large
brown turtles that struggle out of
the Pacilic Ocean to lay their eggs
on remats Mexican beaches in what
has become a desperate effort for
survival. Environmental groups |
around the world have been Tollow-
ing the case,
The turtle Iz the Paclfic (olive)
Ridley, Lepidochelys ollvacea, on
the world wildlife lst as endan-

At one time Suarez also operated
what was supposed 1o be & Ridley
turtle hatchery next to his turtle
slaughtar house near Escohbilla
beach In the state of Oaxaca.

When hatched, the young turtles
were be releasad Into the Pacifle. In
1877 an ABC-Sports TV crew and
environmental writer Tim Cahall
attended the plant dedication. The
subsequent publlcity wras not all fa-
vorable. It ralsed guestions about
the hatchery's success rate and Sua-
ret's commltment to the propaga-
tion effort.

[

JUANITA GREENE _According to grand jury Indict-
ATy gred In some aros, ICRONE U nis macs s yor 15 Miam
Mexlcan byginessman Antonio threatered in  others. A major Suarez and others conspired to im- |,

Suarez Gutlerrez, polsed in a per-
fectly pressed cream-colored suit,
obviously was angry. He stood be
fore Federal District Judge William
H. Hoewveler in o Miami eourtroom
Thursday and betweaen his teeth re-
plied "SI, senor” when asked [ he
kpew the meat of endangered sea
turtles that he pxporied to the Unit-
ed Slares was Iy Identified.
Hoeveler fined him $10,000. That
is the maximum allowed under the
one charge that Suarez would admit
to in a long-labored compromiss
reement with the U.S. attorney's
fice in Washington. :
The briel action came 214 Years

afver investigation E federal wild-
&

life officials Into Importation
through Miami of meat from endan-
ered sea turtles that was falssly
abeled gs meat from fresh water
turtles. Thers are no Import restric-
tions on fresh water turtles.

Charges still are panding against
oneg hliamlan, one Mexican and
three companjes. The case s the
largest In U. S, history involving
the smuggling of ses turtle prod-
uCls.

breakthrough In the case came
when a sclentist with the MNatiomal
Marine Fisherles Services, Syivia
Braddon of Charleston, 5.C., devel-
oped & method for distingulshing
Ridley meat from other kinds of
furtle meat.

Svarez untll last year operated
the major sea turtle processing
plant in Mexico. In Octeber he sold
the plant Lo the Maxican govern-
mignt, which has & program for pro-
tecting the Ridleys but still allows
some bo be slaughtered.

Turtles endangered

* The Hidleys and the world's
other =ea turtles are becoming
scarce because they are walued for
many reasons. Thelr meat 15 good to
eat. Their shell, skin and other parts
are exported to couptries that furn
them into luxury items, Thelr egps
are prived around the world as & re-
juvenating agent for Magging male

sexual eapacity,

port 45 tons of Pacific Ridley turtle
meat into Miaml International Alr-
port in 1878 and 1679, in viclatlon
of the Endangered Species Act. To
obtain that much meat, it was esti-
miated that 7,500 Ridleys had 1o be
slaughtered. Most of the meat, con-
stdered & delicacy, went to the res-
taurant trade. 3
Charges still are pending apainst
Juan Alsina Ramirez of Mexico City
end Enrique A, Ezpeleta of Mlami,
president of Jacmel Enterprises,
Inc., also & Florida corporation. The
two Flortda corporations and Sua-
rez's Mexican corporation, Pesqua-
rig Indeustrial De Qaxaca, Socledod
Anonima (PIOSA) also are facl
prosecution. :
- According to the grand jury in-
dictments, Suarez obtained large
quankitles of sea turtle meat from
the southwesiern beaches of Mexi-
co. He transported the meat to Mex-
lco City, where Alsing obialned
fraudulent documents to import the
turtle meat to the U.S., the indict-
ment charges.,




