
Outline of the Turtle Experience

It's dark but not yet cool.  The moon light dances across the inky black Caribbean Sea.  You are crunching 
along sand that was golden during the day.  You've heard enough about them before to believe in love at 
® rst sight.  It's hot, hard to see and you've already hiked for hours.

Just be patient.

You might see a shiny shadow creep forward from the froth of the crashing waves.  Slowly, she makes her 
way up the beach and searches for the right place to deposit a clutch of eggs.  Your heart is pounding.  A 
sea turtle the size of a single bed laboriously digs a deep whole and begins laying 70-100 eggs.  Suddenly, 
you feel as if you were present in the Jurassic period.
And then it occurs to you why we must preserve them.
The student group will visit one of three facilities located on the central Caribbean coast dedicated to 
the conservation of sea turtles.  All of the world's sea turtle species are in danger of extinction and 
three of them nest within the patrolled beaches of the Reserva Natural Pacuare, Estaci•n Seraf€n and 
Playa Negra.  The entire Caribbean coastline of Costa Rica is a primary nesting site for female leatherback 
turtles •Dermochelys coriacea)  from North and South Atlantic populations between March and July.  To 
a lesser degree, green sea turtles •Chelonia mydas) nest there between July and September and the rare 
hawksbills •Eretmochelys imbricata) between June and September.  If your group is aligned with the forces 
of nature, you will chance upon a reptilian giant struggling to continue a species that has changed li• le in 
1€0 million years.  For many visitors, this alone is a life-changing experience.  But more important than 
simply observing a beautiful animal following its instinct, you can protect them.  
Aft er a bumpy ride through banana plantations, you will reach the end of the road.  Met by boats from 
the projects, it's a short cruise down canals, which run the length of the coast to the isolated reserves.   
Aft er an informative discussion on sea turtle biology and conservation, the group will be asked to assist 
in protecting the turtles and recording vital data on these endangered treasures.  Students will ® nd out 
what it's like to work on a volunteer sea turtle conservation project by ® rst hand experience.  
Poachers from nearby communities stalk the beach at night in search of turtles and their nests.  Believed 
to have aphrodisiacal properties, turtle eggs from any variety are a common bar snack in Costa Rica.   
Poachers rob eggs from all three species and, in the cases of the green and hawksbill, take the entire 
turtle.  People also eat the meat and cartilage and burn the fat of greens and hawksbills.  The most 
lucrative of these exploitive practices is hawksbill shell trade.  Also under pressure from pollution, beach 
development and negligent ® shing practices, sea turtles are highly threatened.

Dedicated teams of guards and researchers at the reserves patrol the beach at night during the nesting 
season in search of nesting turtles and poachers.  When they encounter turtles, they protect them and 
their egg clutches through a combination of relocation to guarded hatcheries, inconspicuous locations 
along the beach or left in situ. Researchers record relevant data, including tag numbers, and tag those 
without.  Volunteers from the group will perform any one of these steps.  Other activities at the reserves 
include important removal of beach debris, which obstructs nesting and hatchling turtles on the beach, 
and a canal ride and hike to observe and learn about other local wildlife such as birds, monkeys, poison 
arrow frogs, and with luck a sloth, an anteater, a caiman or giant crocodile.  The climate on the coast is 
fairly consistent; hot and wet.  Be sure to bring a light-weight but waterproof poncho, water bo• les, sun 
block and plenty of insect repellent.  

You may have seen endangered animals before in the wild¼  but how many times have you been given the 
opportunity to save one?

T
U

R
T

LE
 RE
S

EA
R

C
H Before You Go 



Background Information on Sea Turtles
T

U
R

T
LE

 RE
S

EA
R

C
H

There are seven species and one subspecies of marine turtles worldwide, all of which are listed as in danger of 
extinction by the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) and the International Union 
of Conservation of Nature (IUCN).  Three of these species nest on the beach maintained by the reserves: the 
green (Chelonia mydas) from June through part of October, the hawksbill (Eretmochelys imbricata) from July to 
September and the leatherback (Dermochelys coriacea) from March to July.  The table in Appendix I gives further 
distinctions between all the di• erent species of turtles.

 €ike most other reptiles, sea turtles are :
 · cold-blooded
 · breathe air
 · lay eggs on land
 · have a true shell (all but the leatherback)

They roam all of the world's oceans feeding on anything from aquatic plants to 
coral to jellies (formally referred to as jelly® sh), depending on the species, following 
particular migration routes.  Costa Rica serves as a mid-point where populations of leatherbacks from the north 
and south of the Caribbean coast of the Americas unite.  Moving from their feeding grounds to breeding grounds 
hundreds of miles away, individuals will mate o• shore - the females storing enough sperm to fertilize eggs in 
batches.  They will then emerge onto the same beaches where they were born (natal beach) 5 to 12  times per 
season to lay between 80  and 120  eggs in each clutch.  Once she has laid the eggs, the female will never return 
to tend to her o• spring that hatch 60-80  days later; sand temperature determines the speed at which the 
embryos develop as well as the sex of the young.  

Usually emerging at night using the temperature of the sand as a trigger, the 
hatchlings orient themselves towards the brightest horizon, which will be the 
re  ̄ection from sea if the location is free from development.  Running a gauntlet 
of natural predators, the hatchlings rush to the water to a• empt the swim 
to safer feeding grounds, but li• le is known of the ® rst few years of a turtle's 
life.  Tagging and tracking studies can only be carried out on mature adults, 
and provides only a limited timeframe of data.  Nevertheless, the information 

yielded has helped to advance our understanding of some signi® cant aspects of marine turtle ecology.

‚ ew researchers on the world level are undertaking research on leatherbacks, and many important questions 
remain unanswered, such as mating pa• erns, precise migration routes and studies of installations for arti® cial 
nests.  However, the most pressing need is for direct and immediate protection of nesting, feeding and breeding 
habitats and increased awareness of the threats facing marine turtles.  

Sea turtles have been laying their eggs on beaches since they took to the sea around 200  million years ago.  
However, in just a few hundred years, the populations and nesting beaches of all species of turtles are seriously 
threatened by exploitation, pollution and construction.  
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A leatherback female makes a rare 
daytime appearance

€eatherback hatchlings

Beautiful hawksbill turtles are hunted 
for their shells 



Conservation of Sea Turtles
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Threats and Conservation
Adult sea turtles are relatively free of natural predation, but they are often killed directly through human 
activities.  They are hunted for their meat and beautiful shells, and are accidentally killed in collisions with boats, 
pollution and drowning in ® shing nets.  They are particularly vulnerable in the egg and hatchling stages.  Nests 
are excavated and a• acked by raccoons, coatis, armadillos, pumas and domestic animals such as dogs and pigs.  

€rabs, worms, insects and their larvae also parasitize them.  After emerging from the nest, 
the defenseless newborns make easy prey for these animals, plus birds on land and large 
® sh and sharks in the water.  Beach development negatively impacts sea turtle survival by 
destroying nests, causing beach erosion and  ̄ooding areas with arti® cial light that deters 
nesting females and lures hatchlings away from the ocean to certain death.  However, the 
greatest threat to sea turtles along the €aribbean coast is from the poaching of nests for 
eggs, which are sold and consumed as a supposed aphrodisiac.  Deforestation harms sea 
turtles because sticks and logs clu• er potential nesting beaches.  Also, green and hawksbill 
turtles prefer to nest in partial or complete cover of vegetation, so if trees are removed 
for development, these turtles will not feel comfortable nesting there.  Due to all of these 
hazards, of 1000 turtles that hatch, only one or two will survive to adulthood.  Before the 
pressures mounting against the sea turtles becomes too great, laws and a• itudes must 
change to ensure the survival of these animals.

What goes on at the Turtle Conservation projects?
Teams of guards and researchers live and work on the beach, helping to protect a portion of the €aribbean coast-
line from egg poachers.  The small but dedicated crews work relentlessly throughout the nesting season of the 
leatherback and much of that of the green and hawksbill.  Beginning at about 9:00 
every night, groups go out on patrol in looking for turtles and poachers.  If they 
encounter a turtle, the ® rst thing they do is assess what stage of nesting she is 
in.  If she has not yet laid her eggs, they choose one of several options; either leave 
the eggs in the nest hole or remove the eggs by catching them in a plastic bag as 
she deposits them.  In the la• er case, they could decide to relocate them to an 
inconspicuous spot on the beach, a guarded hatchery or among the mother turtle's 
tracks.  When digging a new hole to bury the egg clutch, it is important to simulate 
the size and shape of the mother's nest pit.  Afte r the mother turtle has ® nished 
laying the eggs, researchers note the numbers of any  ̄ipper tags present, apply new ones if necessary, measure 
the carapace length and width and note time and location of nesting.  The entire nesting process takes around 
1.5 hours, so researchers have plenty of time to record all of this vital data.

Guards approach any poachers encountered and ask them to leave the beach.  If they refuse to comply, they 
may consult the Policia Naval (like the €oast Guard) to remove or arrest the poacher.  The majority of poachers 
 ̄ee into the woods along the beach when a patrol group nears, but if you come across a poacher on the beach, 
please keep your distance for your own safety.

Patrol groups walk the beach all night during the peak-nesting season.  Researchers, in the meantime, maintain 
a database of turtle nests.  When the nests start hatching around May or June, they record 
information such as number of turtles to leave the nest, the number dead in the nest, the 
number of embryos still in eggs and the number of eggs that failed to develop.  In this way, the 
hatching success and incubation time can be determined.  All of this information 
is essential in determining  the success of the conservation project.  Thus far, 
leaving nests in their natural location seems to yield the highest number of 
healthy hatchlings, but due to pressure from poachers and the rising 
tide, this is not always possible.
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Poachers with turtle                                                        
eggs
 Photo courtesy of D. €hacon

   A guard retrieves eggs as a female 
    leatherback lays them

Green turtle hatches 
from egg 



Act ivities and Accomodation
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Act ivities
In this hands-on experience, students will learn what it is like being a volunteer in a sea turtle conserva-
tion project on the Caribbean coast.  This involves working directly with the turtles to protect them in 
their nesting habit.  You will participate in a discussion on sea turtle biology, threats and conservation.  
The group will then be split up into patrol teams, escorted by guards and researchers onto the beach 
at night in search of nesting or hatching turtles.  If you are lucky enough to encounter them, you will be 

asked to perform any of the patrol team's jobs.   This includes collection 
of eggs, carapace measurements, data collection and nest relocation.  
Depending on weather conditions and number of turtles encountered, 
patrols can last between three and six hours.

Tide and wave action take their toll on this high-energy beach.  Con-
stantly displacing tons of sand and depositing it, along with tree 
trunks, coconuts, seaweed and an assortment of trash, the ocean      
puts an added pressure on turtle nest success.  Just as important as 

protection of eggs as they are laid is their care after they hatch.  That's why the group combs the 
beach during the day to remove arti® cial and natural debris that may obstruct the turtles as they 
come up to nest and hatchlings as they try to reach the ocean.  

Sea turtl es are just a part of the coastal ecology of the region.  A 
series of canals link the Caribbean coast and isolate narrow bands 
of secondary rainforest and small farms.  Between the freshwater 
canals, the forest and the Caribbean Sea, a wide variety of plants, 
fungus and animals interact.  Some groups will be taken on a walk 
through the forest and a boat ride on the canal, spo• ing and describ-
ing wildlife.  But don't make your guide do all the work.  €ook around, 
listen, try to ® nd interesting organisms, their homes, their shells and 
their tracks.

If there's time (and you're not completely exhausted), you can play volleyball, soccer.  This can be a great 
way to meet some of the locals, but we don't blame you if you opt for lounging in a hammock instead.

Accommodation
The accommodations at the turtle projects are comfortable, but basic.  While there is running water, 
there may not be electricity. Some cabins have a• ached bathrooms with running water.  Water for 
showers, toilets and washing is pumped from fresh-water wells.  Although this water is safe enough 
for locals to drink, puri® ed water will be provided for all visiting EcoTeach groups.  Male and female 
students will be divided into rooms or cabins with bunk beds.    Food is also simple, but su•  cient, and 
usually consists of such Costa €ican mainstays as gallo pinto (rice and beans), yucca (potato-like 
tuber) and fresh fruit and juice.  Special meals are available given advance notice for visitors with 
particular diets.  
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A student group helps clean the beach of 
debris

Students enjoy a tour of the canals at Pacuare 
and Estaci•n Seraf€n


