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Story and photos by Wendy Noritake

Recently I received an email
from Hihawksbills.org informing
me that a hawksbill turtle, honu’ea,
I had photographed in December,
2023 at Mahukona was seen in the
Kona Honokohau Harbor. I was
amazed and excited that it made
that long distance.

Hawksbills are rare in Hawaii.
According to a 2022 NOAA study,
there are only 14 females who nest
in the southern shores of Hawaii
Island and Molokai, compared to
500 to 800 1gireen turtles, honu, nest-
ing throughout the islands. It's esti-
mated that possibly 20 to 25 honu‘ea
females live in the entire islands of
Hawaii. Because resources are lim-
ited to monitor and count them,
it's impossible to know for sure.
Still, the numbers are very tiny. We
have the smallest hawksbill nesting
population in the world. The green
turtles outnumber them by 100 to
1, and they, too, are an endangered
species.

If you are fortunate to see a
honu’ea, take pictures of it and
send them to hihawksbills.org on
Maui. They will search their data-
base to see if it’s already identified.
If not, they will add the honu‘ea to
their databank, and you are given
the opportunity to name it. The
one I saw in 2023 I named Maka-
Maka Nui. In Hawaiian the name
means “one with a host of friends
because of a genial, kindly, or hospi-
table nature.” I found this turtle to
be friendly, not shy, approachable,
and he definitely became a friend
to me. Hihawksbills.org assigned
the number #HI-093 as a new and
unique turtle. The photographer
who took MakaMaka Nui's picture
in Kona was Marc Rice, the founder
of the Turtle Research Program at
HPA.

MakaMaka Nui is an adult
male. Knowing the sex of a turtle
is not possible until it's matured.
The males have longer tails than
the females. That seems to be the
only difference! The females don’t
mature until they are 20 to 29 years
old, and they live about 50 to 60
Kears. Even though the hawksbills

ave been listed as an endangered
species for nearly 50 years, their
numbers have not grown. It may be
because they’re isolated from other

The Rare and Endangered Honu‘ea

MakaMaka Nui in 2023.

hawksbills in the Pacific Ocean.
Another factor may be how long it
takes them to mature before they
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can lay eggs. The females nest and
hatch 130 to 160 eggs at a time from
May through December. They can
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lay eggs up to six times during the
nesting season. It's important that
their nesting sites are clear and free
from debris and obstruction. Mon-
ooses, rats and feral cats dig up
the eggs and eat them, as well as
kill the emerging hatchlings as they
make their way to the ocean, further
reducing their numbers. Less than
one percent of the hatchlings have
been found to reach adulthood.

The first hawksbill I saw was in
2022 with my swim buddy Helen
White. We both took photos, since
we knew it wasn’t an ordinary
turtle, and named it Mahukona,
#HI-066, since that’s where we spot-
ted it. This honu‘ea was a juvenile.

Inasecond study in 2022, NOAA
concluded that in 35 years of moni-
toring the hawksbills, there were 111
strandings in Hawaii. A stranding is
a turtle found sick, injured or dead.
The major causes of strandings are
vessel strikes, coastal fishing gear
entanglements, ingested pFastics,
and being killed by sharks. By far,
it's the entanglement with fishing
lines and hooks that take the great-
est toll on these turtles. The public
can help by picking up fishing line
and gear — whether spotted on the
shore, on the reef, or in the water —
and dispose of them. At Mahukona
and Kapa‘a Parks, there are bright
blue tubes for fishing line recycling
fvhere you can place the discarded

ine.

The second hawksbill I saw and
named was Hemolele, #HI-085,
which in Hawaiian means “per-
fect, flawless, faultless, holy, saintly,
pure in heart.” I saw this charm-
ing honu ‘ea in Kawaihae. Hemo-
lele was a juvenile. All the honu‘ea
seem to be assertively searching for
food when I've seen them.

Hawksbills can grow to three feet
in length and weigh as much as 270
pounds. They eat mostly sponges —
that’s a lot of sponges! They also eat
marine algae, tunicates, mollusks,
crustaceans and jellyfish. These
industrious turtles have a narrower
head than a green turtle. They have
a rather pronounced beak that look
like a hawk’s bill. They have “tiles”
on their face and flippers that form
unique patterns to identify each
one. Hawksbills have four tiles in
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Hemolele in 2023.

between their eyes where a green
turtle has two. Honu'ea have two
claws on each of their front flippers
while a green turtle has one on each
flipper. Their shell or carapace is
formed in layers called scutes, like
shingles, anc?/ the edges of the shell
are serrated, not smooth.

A fourth hawksbill that I saw
and named was U’i “Ea Kamano,
#HI-094; the name means beautiful
hawksbill of Kamano (Nishimura
Bay). I saw this gorgeous subadult
creature in February, 2024.

The shells of these turtles have
been prized over the centuries, and
tortoiseshell jewelry and art have
been found in the graves of predy-
nastic rulers of Egypt from 3,000 BC.
The hawksbill’s shell was consid-
ered a luxury material next to jade,
bronze and silk during China’s Han
Dynasty, 206 BCE to 220 CE. The
Mayan and Aztec civilizations also
prized the tortoiseshell for its rarity
and beauty, and used them to adorn
the nobility and elite members of
society.
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U’i ‘Ea Kamano in 2024.

Hawaii is the endangered spe-
cies capital of the world. We have
more endangered species existing
here than anywhere else on earth.
Besides our sea turtles, here are a
few others on the list: monk seals,
néné, pueo, Hawaiian hoary bat,
more than 100 plants, insects like
the Hawaiian bee, and many of our
fish. The hawksbill turtle has been
protected since the 1970s under the
U.S. Endangered Species Act and
CITES (Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species), so

any tortoiseshell product cannot be
legally bought, sold, transported,
or traded in Hawaii or anywhere
else in the U.S. This is enforced
through the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service. Hawaii has some of the
strongest conservation awareness
programs. These include NOAA’s
Pacific Islands Fisheries Science
Center. If you want to report turtle
sightings or get involved in the con-
servation efforts, reach out to them.
The hawksbills are protected under

See Honu‘ea, on Page 12
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Mariah Saxon in 2026.

Hawaii State Law. There’s much
information on the hihawksbills.org
site, including viewing the photos
of the turtles in the database.

A few weeks a% , 1 haEpened
to see a young turtle at Mahukona
that caught my eye, so I watched
and took photos. I was sure it was a
hawksbill. It was. I named this fifth
honu’ea Mahukona Mariah Saxon,
#HI-116. It was a juvenile, just as

sweet and delightful as my grand-
daughter, so it carries her name.

With so few hawksbill turtles
in Hawaiian waters, it’s a gift to be
in their presence. They need our
protection and intervention if they
are to survive. I hope that the five
honu‘ea I've been priviledged to
have encountered alp I live in peace
to a ripe old age.
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